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 Warning: The heroine of this series has multiple lovers. 
 
    Blurb 
 
      
 
    Angel’s husband had barely left the country when the first attempt on her life occurred. Fortunately, Anna was at home and shot the man as he entered through a window that for some reason had been left open. Now a dead body chilled in the basement freezer. 
 
    Angel had always known this day would come. She had lived in fear of this day for the last five years. The terrorists had somehow discovered her identity. By the sounds of gunshots outside the house, she knew her nightmare was far from over. Any thought of her living a normal life from here-on wasn’t possible. God only knows what would happen to her and her children now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Discover the new life of the extraordinary forensic auditor named Angel. She can locate improperly acquired money better than anyone. Unfortunately, that puts her and her children at serious risk. 
 
    Nor does her love life work nearly as well as her forensic abilities. Men are constantly using, then betraying her. Still, she remains positive and optimistic. Now that she is officially dead, living deep within a mountain, she hopes she and her children will be safe. 
 
    To her surprise, the biggest threat is not from criminals, but her husband, who has ordered her to be killed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Please God, keep my children safe,” she whispered beneath her breath. Her three young sons, ages eight, five, and one year old, were at Derrick’s house, next door, the older two playing with his kids. Hopefully, at the first sound of trouble, the former FBI agent had gotten them to the safe room hidden beneath the house she had built for him. 
 
    She could accept her death, but not that of her innocent children. 
 
    Anna, a young woman of twenty-five, whom she loved like a sister, and Sahid, a new guest, whom she barely knew at all, were struggling before the front door. 
 
    “Let me go! I have to see to Pete.” Anna yelled. 
 
    Sahid held onto her. “No! They will kill you! You must stay here!” He slung her away from the door, slammed it shut, and bolted it. 
 
    A moment later, someone pounded on the outside. “Help! We need help!” 
 
    Anna fought with Sahid, determined to go to Pete. Angel’s heart went out to her. After four years of not speaking to her ex-fiancé, Anna had recently fallen back in love with Pete. 
 
    Before she could unbolt the door, a rapid burst of gunfire erupted, and the bullets pounded against the outside of the door. Any normal door would have disintegrated into wood chips, and Anna would be dead now. However, Angel’s husband Max had upgraded her house right after they married. Her door was two-inch steel and the windows bulletproof. 
 
    They both had known someday this nightmare would occur and Max had done all he could to ensure she would survive it. 
 
    Unable to shoot their way in, the attackers shoved Pete, Anna’s former fiancé, against the window. His chest was covered in blood, his face contorted in pain. 
 
    Anna ran to the window and pressed her hands against the bulletproof glass. “Don’t hurt him,” she pleaded. “Please, tell me what you want. We can negotiate.” 
 
    The hooded man pointed to the door. 
 
    Pete attempted to grab the hooded man’s gun. 
 
    Instead, the man rammed a gun against Pete’s head. He then lifted the unconscious body of Pete up to the window and pressed the gun to Pete’s head. He once again pointed at the door. 
 
    She looked at Pete, her face against the glass. “I love you!” she cried out. “Don’t die on me, Pete, please…don’t die.” 
 
    The hooded man’s rage increased. 
 
    Tears streaked down her face. She knew the man probably could hear her words, but she tried anyway. “I can’t open the door. The house is in lockdown. Please, help him. I am willing to negotiate.”  
 
    The man pulled the trigger, and Pete’s brains splattered across the window pane. 
 
    Anna screamed, and Angel turned away, sick to her stomach. She had known one day she would die, but why Pete? Why Anna? And Sahid… he was just a temporary guest needing a place to stay. 
 
    Anna, amazingly strong just like her father, rebounded from her pain and focused on their imminent danger. “Take Angel to the basement,” she ordered Sahid. 
 
    “No, we should remain here together,” the man said. 
 
    Angel stared at Sahid. Why would he think he had any say at all? He was only an interpreter for the FBI. Anna had spent her life with some of the best FBI agents there were. And while she failed to graduate from the FBI academy due to a foolish prank, Angel never doubted her competence. 
 
    But Sahid was a Mid-Eastern man, so he would never think a woman could be competent. 
 
    While he argued with Anna on their next move, Angel eased from the room and hurried to the basement as Anna had requested. Max had once told her in case of a security issue, Anna was in charge. 
 
    Once down the steps, Angel searched for someplace to hide. Damn it all! Why had her grandparents lived such a simple life? They never accumulated the mounds of junk that could have provided hiding spots. 
 
    All that sat in the large concrete basement was the recently updated oil tank and furnace needed to heat their house during the cold Virginia winters, an old futon, and a giant freezer, currently hosting the dead body of the man who attempted to enter the house through a second story window that had somehow been left open. She knelt to slide beneath the futon and yelped at the sight of a hand. Another dead man, but where had he come from? 
 
    The basement door opened and Sahid glared down at her. “I told you to…never mind. Just stay down there.” He then slammed the door shut, never giving her a chance to tell him about the second dead body. 
 
    She grabbed the edge of the futon, planning to move it away from the body, only hands gripped her mouth and waist and pulled her back into a hard body. She tried to twist out of the attacker’s grip, but he was too strong. 
 
    A low voice growled in her ear. “Angel, I’m Captain Logan, here to rescue you. We have your boys.” 
 
    She stopped fighting. She had no idea if he was really here to rescue her, but if he had her boys then she had no choice but to go with him. 
 
    “Where’s Anna?” he whispered. His question gave her hope this truly was a rescue. 
 
    “Upstairs, in Max’s office, I think. She’s going to put the house in lockdown.” She recalled Anna telling Sahid the opposite. “Oh God! Anna must think Sahid is working for the terrorists.” 
 
    The basement door opened. The man released her and jumped beneath the stairs. 
 
    “Angel, you okay?” Anna asked. The tension in her voice was audible. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Try to find a place to hide,” Anna advised and closed the door. 
 
    Before she could follow Anna’s advice, the captain gripped Angel by the waist and rushed her to the south end of the basement where the furnace stood. He opened a panel and motioned for her to enter. 
 
    The face of another man stared up from what should have been solid ground. Evidently Max had a tunnel dug to her house. At least she hoped it was Max who’d done this. While both men had the hardened eyes of soldiers, she sensed no hate in them. They genuinely seemed to be rescuing her. 
 
    But she needed one promise from the captain before she could go. “Rescue Anna. She’s still upstairs.” 
 
    The captain’s eyes nailed her with a frightening intensity. “If you’ll leave with my man, now, I’ll see to Anna.” 
 
    Angel stepped into the furnace opening and climbed down a metal ladder on the side of the vertical tunnel. When she reached the bottom of the descent, she resisted going any further. “Can’t we wait for Anna here?” The soldier, who turned out to be a wiry fellow, no more than five feet six, shook his head. 
 
    “Lil’ Bit will be fine. The captain will see to it. But I’ll be missing my head if I don’t get you to your boys now.” 
 
    The mention of her boys got her moving. 
 
    Why did he call Anna ‘Lil’ Bit?’ She was five feet ten and extremely fit. “Do you know Anna?” she asked between gasps of air. She hadn’t run in five years. She was not up for this. 
 
    “Run, don’t talk.” 
 
    Soon she could do neither. Instead of giving her time to catch her breath, the small man insisted she climb upon his back. 
 
    “I’m too heavy.” 
 
    “I carry two hundred pounds regularly. You’ve got to be less than that.” 
 
    She was only a hundred and forty, but she still didn’t believe he could carry her. Sighing, she climbed on his back, expecting his legs to give out after ten steps. 
 
    To her shock, he took off running faster than they had been moving before. 
 
    Ten minutes later, he set her down below an upward tunnel. He climbed up the ladder first, then motioned her to follow. 
 
    Another soldier gave her a hand out of what looked to be a sewer manhole. Only it opened into a metal shack. 
 
    Once she was out, the guy jumped in the hole. Another soldier tossed weapons and boxes down to him. They looked to be going in for an all-out war. 
 
    “A young woman is still in the house and needs to be rescued,” Angel advised them. 
 
    Her wiry rescuer spoke. “It’s Lil’ Bit.” 
 
    The tension in their faces relaxed. 
 
    The little man tugged her from the shed. Despite his size, he was far stronger than Angel. She stared up at the familiar water tank a mile down the road from her house. He opened the back of a Public Utilities van and forcefully assisted her inside. The door slammed shut before she could beg him again to save Anna. Pitch blackness overwhelmed her. 
 
    As she pushed herself into a seated position, small bodies scuttled closer and pressed against her. Fear had altered their scents, but she still knew them. Her two boys: eight-year old Stevie and five-year old Tommy; and Derrick’s son: eight-year old Dare and his fifteen-year old daughter, Kelly, were all pressed hard against some portion of Angel’s body. 
 
    Kelly and Tommy were on her right, gripping her arm and thigh. Stevie and Derrick were on her left. 
 
    Only baby Johnny was missing. Upon making certain he wasn’t resting in Kelly’s lap, she whispered, “Where’s the baby?” 
 
    A stern ‘shhhhh’ came from further up in the pitch-black van. Even from that limited sound, she knew it was Derrick. Evidently, she was expected to trust Derrick had saved her year-old baby. 
 
    And while she didn’t like not knowing for certain, she did trust him. 
 
    The van bounced them violently about until it reached pavement, and then they mostly vibrated with an occasional bounce on the steel floor of the van. As uncomfortable as the hard floor was, it was the total darkness that unnerved her. 
 
    Three hours into the drive she heard a hunger whimper of her youngest child. 
 
    The sound of her baby eased her worry greatly. She heard a bit of rustling then he quieted, which meant someone had just given him a bottle. She’d been weaning Johnny off the bottle, but right now she was only grateful someone had thought to bring him one. 
 
    Had to be Derrick’s mother who cared for her child. The dear woman had moved from Florida to help with Derrick’s kids and had become Johnny’s primary caregiver. 
 
    Whenever one of the kids would forget and speak, Derrick’s voice would softly scold. 
 
    She held them all tight, kissing all four on their heads, as they pressed against her arm or chest. She wished she could tell them everything was going to be all right. But she feared nothing would ever be right again. 
 
    Her enemies would never stop looking for her until she was dead. She and her children were in grave danger, had been for years, only their illusion of safety was now stripped away forever. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    As the hours wore on, the children all needed a bathroom. When Stevie whispered his need, Derrick shushed him and handed her a large plastic item that she soon determined was a port-a-potty. None of the boys wanted to use a potty meant for babies. Kelly was desperate, so she broke resistance and went first. Certain that if a teenager would use it, they could too, the boys were quick to follow. 
 
    Unfortunately, now the van held the horrible stench of an overflowing port-a-potty, which made the hours following tortuous. Keeping the kids quiet became even harder as they kicked and slapped each other. 
 
    She tried to calm them with kisses to their foreheads, but all too soon that trick ceased to work. 
 
    Finally, Derrick resorted to fear. He gripped Dare and Stevie by their collars. “Do you want us all to die?” he whispered with angry intensity. 
 
    Kelly’s grip on her arm tightened at her father’s words. Little Tommy, seated in her lap, crawled to Angel and wrapped his arms around her neck. Stevie and Dare pressed against her, their fear driving out their anger for one another. 
 
    With the kids quiet at last, Angel dozed off, hoping in sleep she could escape the misery of their current situation. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bright lights jolted Angel awake. The glare was painful, causing her eyes to squeeze shut. 
 
    Please God, let this be part of my rescue. 
 
    “Out! Quickly,” a hard voice demanded. 
 
    Whoever the man was, soldier or terrorist, he’d managed to terrify all the children, making them scamper further into the van. 
 
    “Stop it!” Derrick scolded. “We are almost safe. Don’t screw it up now.” 
 
    Evidently tired of waiting, the man grabbed Angel’s arm and pulled her from the van. He blinded her by shining his flashlight in her face. “Is this the package?” 
 
    Derrick replied. “Yes.” 
 
    The hard-voiced man gripped her arm and forcefully pulled her away. 
 
    Stevie and Tommy called out for her. The terror in their voices turned her rebellious. With all her strength, she tried to wrench her arm from the man’s grip. 
 
    “Stop it!” he barked. “You will see your children once you’ve been processed.” He then yanked her forward. 
 
    Angel attempted to scream, but only a second of her anguish was heard before she was slammed to the ground and her mouth was taped. Yanked to her feet, she stumbled alongside the angry man, his grip never once loosening on her arm. 
 
    They walked forever down a dimly lit concrete corridor with creepy spider webs stretched at angles from the ceiling to the walls, creating almost a dome effect. She sensed they were underground, but she had no proof, except for her feeling she was walking to her coffin. 
 
    Was it possible that after all she’d done for Derrick, he had betrayed her? 
 
    She couldn’t believe it. His children were his whole life and they came too. Perhaps Mr. Hard Voice was a good guy, just one with no patience for frightened children and protective mothers. 
 
    Working upon that theory, she stopped resisting and tried to stay up with his fast pace. 
 
    If he noticed her improved cooperation, she couldn’t tell. His painful grip on her arm didn’t change. 
 
    After what seemed several hours, they arrived at an apparent dead-end. Mr. Hard Voice opened a panel and stared into a retinal scan. Then he typed something into the keyboard. A moment later a steel panel closed off the tunnel behind them. 
 
    Great! Now she was stuck in a claustrophobic cube with the man. After ten minutes where nothing happened, her ears began to pop. 
 
    “Yawning helps,” Mr. Hard Voice stated, and yawned wide. 
 
    The pain was becoming unbearable, so she tried yawning, only the damn duct tape made it hard to do. 
 
    Clearly the pressure level was changing. But why? Was she going down but just couldn’t tell? Or were they just changing the pressure in the cube? 
 
    With her free hand, she reached up and tugged at the edge of the tape. 
 
    “Leave it,” Mr. Hard Voice snapped. “We have a solution that will make it come off without ripping off your skin. 
 
    She focused on another issue. His grip on her arm was so tight that her fingers had gone numb. She pointed to her arm. 
 
    He just glared in response. 
 
    She pantomimed a limp hand with her good arm and then pointed to her red and swollen right hand. 
 
    He stared at it a second. “Shit!” He not only released her arm but lifted her arm and began a painful massage. “You should have said something before now. I only gripped your arm with force because you ignored my orders, and that section was not secured so I needed to remove you as fast as possible.” 
 
    Her eyes burned with fury. Did he just tell her he’d left her kids, alone and afraid, in an unsecured section? With her good hand, she held her hand at the height of Stevie and Tommy, then cradled an invisible baby. 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “I’ve never been good at charades, and given the anger in your eyes, I don’t plan to start now. You can wait until we reach our destination and ask your regular handler.” 
 
    Handler? Had they brought her back inside to work on Carnivore? Against her will? Had they taken her children somewhere else? 
 
    She ignored his advice and frantically ripped at her duct tape. 
 
    “I am advising you to wait until we can apply the solution. The scarring you are about to cause will be permanent.” 
 
    She stopped pulling. Was that the truth or just a trick to make her stop? Hell, this man had a hundred ways he could stop her. It must be the truth. Even her slight tugs were painful as hell. She stopped pulling and collapsed to the floor. All out of fight. 
 
    She had lost her kids, but they were alive. That was all she’d asked of God. But now…she needed more. It wasn’t enough to know they lived and thrived outside the facility— 
 
    She stopped as fear filled her. Her gut told her she wasn’t anywhere near the facility. Where the hell were they taking her? 
 
    He reached down and grabbed her up by her left arm, not gripping this one so tight, but firm enough to let her know if she tried to sit back down, his grip would tighten. 
 
    Why the hell couldn’t she sit on the floor? She glared at him with resentment. She really didn’t like this jerk. If he told her a damn thing, that would be nice! But no! He puts duct tape over her mouth then goes silent. 
 
    The same steel door pulled back and she stared at the same damn corridor. What the hell had they been doing for the last hour? 
 
    She glared at him again, determined he would explain, but he just tightened his grip and led her out of the damn four by six concrete block they’d been sitting—no—standing in for no apparent reason. 
 
    Honest to God, if she had Anna’s martial art skills, she’d drop this jerk to the ground here and now. 
 
    Anna… 
 
    God, please let Anna have survived this day. She’s too young and too special to die. She has her whole life ahead of her. 
 
    The first soldier had promised to save her. But people made promises all the time they didn’t keep. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    As Angel and the soldier continued down the corridor, she was certain something had changed, but she wasn’t certain why. The same dim lights appeared every ten feet, bare walls… 
 
    Wait! That was it. The spider webs were gone. 
 
    Seriously? Someone had cleaned the walls while they sat inside that tiny cube? 
 
    That made no sense, so she searched for a better answer. 
 
    Recalling the change of air pressure, she tried a new theory. What if that room had actually been an elevator, but one that moved either so slow or so smoothly that she hadn’t felt any movement, and they were now too far down for spiders to nest. 
 
    Just then, they arrived at an inset that Angel knew hadn’t existed in the prior hall. 
 
    He pulled her into this space that looked to be a dead-end. Upon opening a panel, he received another retinal scan. Once he entered a code, a shiny steel door closed behind them. This time she paid close attention to any hint the room was moving. 
 
    Nothing 
 
    God, are we going to stand here for another hour? 
 
    Deciding they were, she pulled from his grip and sat on the floor. He glared at her but didn’t jerk her up. When the door opened five minutes later, he stepped around her and walked out. “She’s your problem now. Good luck.” 
 
    Angel had been getting herself up, which turned out to be harder than she anticipated, with one numb arm, so she hadn’t noticed who Mr. Hard Voice had spoken to. 
 
    She looked up to another hard soldier, but this one she knew and loved. Throwing her arms around his thick muscular neck, she pressed her head upon his chest. 
 
    Davenport. 
 
    He gave her a short hug then set her back, his eyes betraying a myriad of emotions. His fingers touched her duct tape. “We’ll get that off first thing. Then I’ll take you in for your doctor’s exam. Once that’s done, we’ll make a small detour, so you can see your kids. Since I had yet to see you with my own eyes, they wouldn’t take my word that you were fine.” He sighed as if having a bad day. “So unfortunately, they’re little terrors at the moment.” 
 
    Angel responded by hugging him again. 
 
    He sighed heavily and then gently set her back. “You’re welcome. Try to remember I’m on duty right now.” 
 
    God! Those hugs could have gotten him fired! She scrunched her eyes, hoping he understood it to be an apology. 
 
    Instead, Davenport studied the reddish bruise on her right arm. “Let’s get that tape off you.” 
 
    She couldn’t be in more agreement, and thus hurried beside him. 
 
    Davenport led Angel into an all too familiar exam room and pointed to a chair. He went to the cabinets and extracted a bottle with a tiny straw top and handed her the towel. 
 
    “You may blot as often as you like. Keep your lips closed as tightly as you can. You do not want to drink this stuff. It’ll make you gag, which will be a serious problem if we don’t yet have the tape sufficiently off your mouth. If that happens, and you began to choke, I will slice the tape and clear your passageway. However, in doing so, I might slice into your lips…so try very hard to keep those beautiful lips closed. 
 
    She nodded in agreement. The other jerk would have probably ordered her to keep her mouth shut and never mentioned why. Davenport had long ago learned she cooperated better if she knew why he wanted something done. 
 
    She was so glad he was here. 
 
    It took twenty minutes to remove the tape and another few minutes to wash the solvent off her face. 
 
    Once Davenport declared it all gone, he chuckled. “You can safely open your mouth now.” 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you. Why was I separated from my kids?” 
 
    His eyes darkened. “You entered the secure zone. Your children haven’t been cleared yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you will need to give permission for them to be brought in. The Director will explain everything when you visit him.” 
 
    “Has Max been notified?” 
 
    Davenport tensed. “I need to get you to the doctor, right now. The director will be able to answer your questions.” 
 
    She gripped his hand. “I would rather hear what is to happen from you.” 
 
    He reached up and massaged his neck. “I’m not privy to details. I’m only a handler here. Colonel Braddock is in charge of the facility.” 
 
    Davenport was demoted? Impossible, he was the epitome of a great soldier. “What happened?” 
 
    “I still have my rank. I’ve just been given the job to handle one valuable asset and ensure she remains productive for the rest of her life.” 
 
    “Oh, Davenport, I’m sorry. I’ve destroyed your career.” 
 
    “Not at all. I volunteered, declaring myself the closest thing to an expert they had.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement, resisting her desire to hug him again. 
 
    His large calloused hand fell on her back. “Let’s get you to the doctor.” 
 
    As he led her from the room, he spoke softly. “The doctor will probably ask how you hurt your arm. Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “The soldier who brought me in, duct taped me for loudly objecting when he separated me from my kids, and then he gripped my arm with a vise grip until I finally made him understand my hand was going numb.” 
 
    “Once he understood, did he lessen his grip?” 
 
    “Yes. He even massaged my arm trying to return proper blood flow to my hand.” 
 
    “Be sure to mention that. The soldier was Colonel Braddock, and I enjoy reporting to him. I wouldn’t want him removed for this.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t either. I don’t think he has any idea how strong he is.” 
 
    Davenport chuckled. “Oh, he knows his strength. He’s just never had to contain someone so fragile before.” 
 
    “I’m not fragile! I think he just hangs around people like you.” 
 
    “Exactly…and in that community, you are fragile.” 
 
    She sighed. She didn’t like the label, but compared to Davenport and Colonel Braddock, she was an entirely different species, a butterfly among dragons. 
 
    When they entered the doctor’s office, she undressed and bent her head, so Davenport could shave her hair. 
 
    He knelt down. “You don’t have to have your head shaved.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The director will explain, but we have hopefully made this place easier to endure.” 
 
    She smiled. “I bet you were their expert there too. God knows, you had to listen to enough of my grumblings.” 
 
    Just then a thin, dark-haired man, wearing a white lab coat, entered and tried to dismiss Davenport. Only a doctor would have the arrogance to do that. Demoted or not, Davenport was still a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    “Can he stay?” Angel asked, gripping Davenport’s hand. 
 
    “This is going to be an intensive exam,” the doctor warned. 
 
    “His presence gives me strength. I need that.” 
 
    The doctor stared at her a long moment then smiled. “I have no issue, but I’ll need to clear it.” 
 
    Davenport’s brow furrowed a bit. 
 
    Angel noticed and recalled his lower position here. She met her friend’s worried gaze. “I don’t want to cause you any trouble, so if you don’t want to stay, I’ll understand.” 
 
    Davenport gave a nod to the doctor. “Ask for clearance.” 
 
    The doctor reached for the phone on the wall but stopped when a voice came from the speaker in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Proceed, Dr. Hanson.” 
 
    The voice reminded Angel that all rooms would be monitored. Privacy didn’t exist in a high security facility. Since that voice didn’t sound like Colonel Braddock, she assumed it was someone else with mega authority. “Was that the director?” she whispered. 
 
    Davenport touched his nose as he sniffed. “Just pay attention to the doc.” 
 
    She decided the new director must be one scary guy. She didn’t expect she’d be falling in love and marrying this one. Her effort to joke with herself made her think of her husband, and former director of the FBI, Max Straun. 
 
    “Does Max know we’re here?” 
 
    Davenport’s brow furrowed. “The director will discuss that matter.” 
 
    She was evidently getting him in trouble, so she stopped asking questions and focused on answering the doctor’s questions. 
 
    Sure enough, during his external examination, he questioned her about the bruises forming on her arm. 
 
    For Davenport, she took the blame. “It was my fault. I wasn’t certain the person taking me from the van was truly rescuing me. When he pulled me away from my children, I resisted and verbally objected. That got me duct taped and caused him to grip my arm painfully. Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell him he was cutting off the blood supply to my hand. While we stood for an hour in the closed end of the hall, I pantomimed the problem and he released my arm at once and massaged it, trying to return the blood flow.” 
 
    The doctor ran further tests on her still partly numb fingers. “Could be some slight nerve damage. We’ll get a better idea once you receive your full body MRI.” 
 
    Nerve damage? 
 
    Before a full-fledged panic could set in the doctor continued. “With your permission, I would like to remove these moles.” 
 
    “Yes!” she almost yelped, remembering the pain of having the inspectors prodding and pulling at them to verify they were real. If they were cut out by a sane doctor, then there would be nothing to tear at during the daily inspections. 
 
    There turned out to be eighteen moles, two of which she didn’t even know she had. She mentioned that fact. 
 
    Her declaration didn’t alarm him. He just asked her to point out which two she didn’t recognize. As he removed them, the Director spoke from speaker in the corner. “Angel, we need a time frame on the arrival of these moles.” 
 
    Davenport spoke softly. “When was the last time you recall examining your back?” 
 
    She grimaced. She didn’t normally stare at her moles, but she could tell by his face, they needed an answer. 
 
    So, she gave it some thought. She’d spent Monday making love to Tom. He was being recalled into the facility and she wanted to give him sufficient love to last a month. Then Tuesday, she and Max had a memorable farewell day. Yesterday the only person she’d made love to was Sahid…whom Anna had clearly mistrusted. 
 
    “I think they appeared yesterday. Sahid and I made love upstairs, right before an intruder stepped out of my closet and tried to remove me from the house, only Anna shot him.” 
 
    “What makes you think neither was put on before that?” 
 
    “Because Max would have noticed two extra moles.” She frowned. “Unless he had put them on me. When he was the director of the facility, he would frequently use me to test his men’s ability to find small mics.” 
 
    “Who did you make love to before Max?” the director asked 
 
    She frowned at this man’s assumption there were more. He had never met her. Nevertheless, she answered him. “Tom.” 
 
    Davenport spoke up. “That would be Agent Tom Culp, sir.” 
 
    “Tom would have noticed and I’m positive he would not have put one on me,” Angel insisted. 
 
    “Are you implying Max might have placed these on you?” the voice from the speaker asked. 
 
    “Perhaps, but only to test the system and make certain people here were doing their job.” 
 
    Davenport spoke up. “He frequently used Angel to test us in the prior facility, so Angel has history to support her possibility.” 
 
    “Anyone else after Agent Culp?” 
 
    “No, just Max and Sahid. I should mention, sir, I believe Anna Culp, Tom’s daughter, mistrusted Sahid during the attack.” 
 
    “Explain please?” the voice said. 
 
    She told him how Anna lied and claimed she needed to enter the library to remove the lockdown, when in fact they weren’t yet in lockdown, and she believed Anna wished to enter the library to initiate lockdown. 
 
    “The fact that a guest would challenge Anna’s right to enter the library astounded me, but I honestly believe he would have stopped her from entering the room had she not lied to her purpose.” 
 
    “We’ll discuss this matter later. Dr. Hanson, please proceed.” 
 
    The exam was long, thorough, and exhausting. So much so, that Angel fell asleep. 
 
    She woke to Davenport staring down at her with concern. 
 
    “You passed out.” 
 
    “No, I just fell asleep.” 
 
    Davenport’s worried eyes told her he didn’t believe that. 
 
    She pushed herself up to assure him she’d just been sleeping. Unfortunately, the attempt gave her vertigo and she collapsed back to the exam table. “What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    Dr. Hanson rushed back into the room and injected something into her arm. A moment later, the angry voice of the director spoke from above. 
 
    “Report!” 
 
    “Something I did triggered a trap.” 
 
    “I need a bit more precision than that, Hanson.” 
 
    “And you’ll have it. Just let me assure the patient is stabilized.” 
 
    “Proceed,” the voice replied, somewhat softer in tone. 
 
    “Davenport, you have to leave the room now.” 
 
    “No!” Angel cried. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Davenport squeezed her hand and stepped out of the room. 
 
    “Davenport would never hurt me.” 
 
    “Good, because I happen to think him a great fellow, but protocol required him to leave.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” 
 
    “Someone placed a time bomb somewhere on you. If my stock room wasn’t blessed with antidotes for every possible poison, you’d be dead now.” 
 
    “How did this happen?” Angel asked 
 
    “That’s what I’m going to find out as soon as I have you stabilized.” 
 
    “I’m feeling better. You can go on.” 
 
    “Sorry, I have to have physical evidence that you are feeling better.” 
 
    Angel nodded and fell back asleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    She woke to the doctor’s voice. “I’ve run my test against the constant flow blood analysis. I have determined ground zero. The spike began while the camera was examining her vagina. I’ve isolated the problem area. It appeared to be a scar. Given her extensive sexual history, I didn’t think it odd. However, it proved to be a skin patch hiding the toxin beneath. 
 
    Even in her sleepy haze, shame managed to creep inside. Why couldn’t she be happy with one man like other women? Five years ago, she believed she could be contented with one man, if she could find a really good man. Yet within a half-year of marriage, her misery was more than her beloved husband could bear. He opened the marriage, encouraging her to take as many lovers as she needed to be happy. 
 
    At the time, she’d been so grateful, so amazed that her husband could put her inexplicable need ahead of his pride. Yet now came the bill. Had he been her only lover, she would not be here now, barely hanging on to life. 
 
    “Is this anything you can extract for proof?” The voice asked. 
 
    “Yes, but this surgery is delicate, and Angel is pregnant. So, we need to bring in a specialist.” 
 
    “Not possible.” 
 
    “Sir, there is a good chance if I do this surgery, Angel will lose the baby.” 
 
    “You are the doctor. It’s your job to step up and get the job done.” 
 
    “May I contact the specialist and let them watch and advise me through the operation?” 
 
    “If we can get clearance on him. And Angel’s face is never seen, I will grant you that much leeway.” 
 
    Angel barely registered their words as a smile came to her lips. She was having another baby. She wondered who the father would be. 
 
    She didn’t care. They were all wonderful men. Just as long as she didn’t lose her baby. Please God, save this baby. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Angel woke to the worried face of Davenport. 
 
    “My baby?” 
 
    Dr. Hanson turned her head to him and shined a light into her eyes. “The fetus survived.” 
 
    “How old?” 
 
    “It appears you are seven weeks along.” 
 
    She smiled. Her three boys would have a new sibling in about seven months. They’ll want it to be a boy, but she wouldn’t mind a girl…only how would a girl prosper in the facility? How could any of her children survive? 
 
    Suddenly a man in his fifties, wearing a black suit, red tie, and a foot-thick briefcase entered the room. With only a nod from his head, Davenport and the doctor left the room. 
 
    “I’m Director Hamilton.” 
 
    “Angel Straun.” 
 
    A faint smile crossed his face. “Yes, I know who you are. We have been preparing for your arrival for several years now. Sadly, all that preparation was almost not enough. We came very close to losing you.” 
 
    But they didn’t. She and her child survived. “It had to be Sahid.” 
 
    Hamilton frowned. “Or Max. However, I’m more worried about a different matter, just now. Were you aware of a relationship between Max and Anna Culp?” 
 
    “Anna? No. In fact, I’m positive there isn’t one.” 
 
    “Well, there is one now, so the only question left is when it started.” 
 
    She struggled with his declaration. “Max and Anna?” Besides the age difference, it actually seemed a great match. But why wouldn’t Max have told her? Surely, he couldn’t think she’d object when he had been so generous about her need for lovers. 
 
    Angel stared at Director Hamilton. “Have you asked him?” 
 
    “No, I’m asking you.” 
 
    She met his black, stern eyes. “Max has always loved Anna, but I have never sensed anything sexual in the relationship. You should probably question our boarders—” 
 
    “I have and while they admitted to having their own relationships with Anna, they were not aware of a romantic relationship between her and Max.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to suggest perhaps he was wrong. She recalled him stating with certainty they were in a relationship now. 
 
    “And you are certain Max is sexually involved with her?’ 
 
    “Nothing else can explain his current behavior.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “He’s cashing in every bit of influence he has to get her back.” 
 
    “Get her back from where?” 
 
    “She was kidnapped by Sahid. She is being held in his father’s castle while her return is negotiated.” 
 
    “But she’s safe?” 
 
    “She remains alive. But why would Max care so much about this girl?” 
 
    “She is like the daughter he never had. He loves her, I love her, and her father loves her. He isn’t doing this just for himself. He’s doing it for all of us.” 
 
    By the furrowed brow and grimace of indigestion, Hamilton evidently could not conceive of such an unselfish love. 
 
    “Yet, you two were having troubles before he left.” 
 
    “No. Our relationship was as wonderful as always.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain Max placing a cyanide capsule on your back that would have dissolved into your skin twenty days from now?” 
 
    She couldn’t. Nor could she believe it. “Sahid must have placed it there.” 
 
    “No, this was lifted from a high security laboratory Sahid has never been near. Yet, Max visited the lab six months ago.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Then, there has to be some other explanation…” He loved her. She had no doubt of that. He left his job to marry her. His job… “You said something about planning for my arrival for years now.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “And the tunnel into my basement. How long has that been there?” 
 
    “We began digging right after your addition was added.” 
 
    “So, from the first, Max didn’t believe I’d be safe outside.” 
 
    “It was never a realistic possibility.” 
 
    She met Hamilton’s eyes. “There is one thing that Max holds more important than me, and that is his country. How much time has passed since the attack?” 
 
    “Three days.” 
 
    She frowned. “How are my boys taking this?” 
 
    Hamilton rolled his eyes. “We will talk about your terrors in a moment. Right now, we are discussing Max.” 
 
    “Max probably planned to return and remove the mole before it activated. But if terrorist stole me, then I would die to protect our country.” 
 
    “He told you this?” 
 
    “No, he never said a thing. I just worked it out.” 
 
    “And the fact your husband planned to kill you doesn’t disturb you?” 
 
    “No. I would rather die than be tortured into helping the enemy. They killed my first love, Steve.” 
 
    He stared at her. “You are significantly different than I expected.” 
 
    “What did you expect?” 
 
    “Some pheromone laden manipulator that could mesmerize men at will.” 
 
    “Ouch. Must be one ugly file I’ve accumulated.” 
 
    “Yes, but with a disturbingly inaccurate profile. Davenport first raised the possibility that the file had been purposely skewed. He claimed it did not accurately represent you. I thought he was just one of your conquests and blind to the truth. That’s why Colonel Braddock is in charge.” 
 
    She had caused Davenport’s demotion. 
 
    “What has you so upset?” 
 
    “It’s my fault Davenport has been demoted.” 
 
    “I’ll offer him his old job back, if you wish.” 
 
    She sensed a trap. She shook her head. “I wish to be out of this quagmire entirely. I don’t know what Davenport wants. Can we return to the discussion of Max?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Of course.” 
 
    “Does Max not know I’m alive?” 
 
    He leaned forward. “Why do you ask that?” 
 
    “Because, I believe if he did this and he knew I was in safe hands now, he would have notified you about the mole.” 
 
    “How certain of that are you?” 
 
    “A hundred percent.” 
 
    He breathed in and huffed the air out of his chest. “You are correct. This facility is top secret, and Max was purposely left out of the loop.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “Because he married you. He placed you before his country.” 
 
    “But he didn’t…” 
 
    “To me and the president, it appeared he had.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. Until five minutes ago, she had also thought Max had placed her and her boys before his country as well. 
 
    “Will you let him know now?” 
 
    “It would serve no purpose except to piss him off and perhaps alert terrorists that their target remains alive.” 
 
    “So, my boys are never to see their father again?” Her boys needed a father! 
 
    He leaned forward. “To my view, they’ve always had more than one father. In fact, Tom Culp seemed to carry a great deal of the load.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. 
 
    “He’s with your boys now.” 
 
    All her pent-up anger dissipated at his words. “Tom’s here?” 
 
    “In Section A, with your boys. Davenport strongly supported bringing him in and after an attempted escape yesterday by your boys, Colonel Braddock brought him over. 
 
    “Where was Derrick and Mrs. Adams?” 
 
    “They were there, but unable to maintain control. I sent in a child psychologist to calm your boys down, but your eldest talked circles around the fellow.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. After Stevie was kidnapped and manipulated by his step-father before Max, I sent him to a child psychologist for six months, at which point the man declared he could do nothing for the boy.” 
 
    “How old was he?” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “And he retained the jargon at three?” 
 
    “He is very advanced for his age. Max encouraged it.” 
 
    “If you wish, we can have each of your children taught to their ability with personal teachers.” 
 
    She had a strong feeling there was a bill attached to that offer. “If I wish?” 
 
    “You may choose to keep them in the facility with you.” 
 
    “Or what? Let them return to Max?” 
 
    “No. That is not an option. We could filter them into an orphanage and farm them out to people looking for a child. However, be warned, if we do that, all your children will mis-behave. Stevie will be so bored with a normal education system that he will get into constant trouble.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “There is also a strong possibility the prospective parents will return Stevie before any chance of bonding has occurred.” 
 
    “I said no! Stop presenting this horror story. I know my boys. They will do better here with me, then outside with strangers…or even with Max, for that matter. They need me. I’m their anchor.” 
 
    “After the last three days, I have to agree. But you need to understand what this means. Until they become adults, they will live down here.” 
 
    “Is there a playground? Toys? Games?” 
 
    “Yes. And as they grow, we will alter their environment. We will attempt to bring in others of both sexes for them to engage with, so they won’t be socially inept if they choose to leave here when they become adults.” 
 
    “If…why would they stay?” 
 
    “Because you will remain here for the rest of your life. And if they wish to remain with you, then they will need to take facility jobs.” 
 
    Her anger returned at the realization her rescue came at the cost of her freedom. “I’ve signed nothing saying I’ll stay here for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Technically, you are dead. If you wish us to rectify that situation, it can be done, painlessly.” 
 
    Dear God, had he just threatened to kill her? 
 
    He sighed. “Angel, I’ve gone to a hell of a lot of trouble to make this place tolerable for you. I didn’t do it because I liked you. I didn’t even know you. I only know you get results when no one else can.” 
 
    “Only with Carnivore and those who know how to use it.” 
 
    Hamilton smiled. “We have a far advanced version called Black Star and the finest hackers and programmers in the world. And we have hunters, but not one of them is even close to your caliber. I’m hoping you’ll share your knowledge so paying for this trillion-dollar project doesn’t lie entirely in your hands.” 
 
    She didn’t give a damn about his hopes and needs. “May I see my boys now?” 
 
    He frowned, no doubt wishing for some sort of happy response about all the great things he had just shared.  
 
    Clearly, he wasn’t a parent. Nothing came before her boys. “I want to see my boys now!” 
 
    “Yes, but how you see them depends on your decision to their future.” 
 
    “My boys stay with me. So, they’ll stay here.” 
 
    “Then I’ll tell Tom to bring them here. Dr. Hanson has declared you bedridden for the next five days. Otherwise, you could lose the baby.” 
 
    “I’m not losing this baby!” she declared with angry intensity. 
 
    He frowned. “Let’s consider getting your tubes tied after this one, eh?” 
 
    “I will consider it, but right now, my answer is no.” 
 
    “You have seven months to change your mind.” 
 
    Why did he sound so ominous as he declared her timeline? 
 
    “Now there is one other matter. We need to alter your eye color to brown, straighten and alter your hair, and you’ll need to wear makeup from now on.” 
 
    “Why?” she countered. 
 
    “To keep you safe. While I believe we’ve chosen quality people, I’m not willing to risk your life on it. So, you’ll need to give yourself a new name as well.” 
 
    “Can I go back to Carla?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “This is going to confuse the children. If I am truly safe here, why do I need to confuse my children by changing my name. Why can’t I keep my name as Angel?” 
 
    “If you agree to wear makeup, alter your hair, and allow us to permanently change your eye color, then I will allow you to continue using your name.” 
 
    “And how will you change my eye color?” 
 
    “First we’ll try medicinal eye drops that were taken off the market due to the all too often permanent change of eye color to dark brown. If that doesn’t work, we’ll fit you out with contacts or perform laser surgery, whichever you wish.” 
 
    “What was the medicinal eye drops supposed to do?” 
 
    “It was used to clear up blood vessels in the whites of the eye. Did a great job, but people went crazy when it turned their pretty blue eyes to brown. However, if it works for you, it will be much better than contacts or laser surgery.” 
 
    “I agree. Let’s try the eye drops first,” Angel stated. “But I’ll keep my name, right” 
 
    The director smiled at her. “That’s a compromise I can live with. I’ll call the doctor now.” 
 
    Five minutes later the doctor arrived and ensured she knew the drops often turned blue eyes permanently brown. 
 
    “That’s the plan!” Angel stated happily. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Angel spoke to Director Hamilton who quietly remained in her hospital room. He currently sat in the corner of the room, using his briefcase as a desktop. 
 
    “My boys are coming here, right?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Any idea how soon?” 
 
    “Could be any time in the next three hours, I would think.” He didn’t even bother looking up from the document he read as he answered her. 
 
    She opened her mouth to ask him to call Tom again, only she stopped upon hearing the angry squeal of Tommy outside the door. 
 
    A moment later, she could hear Tom’s voice lecturing the boys. She was tempted to yell at him to let her boys in, but Hamilton’s furrowed brow made her stay quiet. No doubt her profile claimed her to be the worst of mothers, constantly undermining people trying to instill manners into the boys. 
 
    The door opened, and Stevie and Tommy stepped in with exaggerated high-stepping, silent steps. Upon the sight of her holding out her arms, they ran full speed, but pulled up as Tom called out. “Boys…” 
 
    They pressed against the edge of her hospital bed and gripped her arm, pressing their cheeks to it. 
 
    Her eyes met Tom and she gave the exhausted fellow a look of pure love. He rewarded her with a smile. She motioned him closer and whispered in his ear. “Would it be possible to lift them up beside me in the bed?” 
 
    “Yes!” Stevie whispered and hopped excitedly. 
 
    “Let me check with the doctor.” Tom then sternly stared at the boys. “Nobody moves until I return. Understand? I have to get the doctor’s permission.” 
 
    “Where is the doctor?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    “Then how will you get his permission.” 
 
    Tom picked up the phone and wiggled it at Stevie. He then dialed a number. A moment later he hung up. 
 
    Stevie stared at him, his brow adorably furrowed. “What happened? You didn’t say ‘pretty please’. It’s magical you know.” 
 
    Tom chuckled. “I know that. You used it to get in here. However, the doctor wants to come and explain something to you.” 
 
    “To us?” Stevie stated in surprise. “Do we know him?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “But he decides if we can climb in bed with Mommy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Stevie whispered into Tommy’s ear and the boy smiled and nodded. 
 
    “What are you two whispering about?” Angel asked. 
 
    Both boys smiled like little angels. “We’re strattergizing,” Tommy declared. 
 
    Angel laughed. Dr. Hanson better let her boys climb in with her, or he was going to have one angry momma on his hands. 
 
    The moment the doctor entered, Stevie ran to greet him. “Are you Dr. Hanson?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s our mother and we really need to get on the bed, so we can hug her.” 
 
    “We haven’t seen her for days.” Tommy added. 
 
    Stevie nodded. “Can you help us do that, pretty please?” 
 
    “Double pretty please,” Tommy echoed. 
 
    Dr. Hanson knelt so he wasn’t towering over them. “What’s your names?” 
 
    “I’m Stevie Maximus Brown.” 
 
    “I’m Tommy Maxwell Brown.” 
 
    Angel was shocked the boy had adapted to the return of her maiden name so quickly. She then noticed Hamilton shaking his head. Was he annoyed at her boy’s for giving their best effort to sway the doctor? She supposed it was technically manipulation, but how could anyone resent two such adorable boys trying to get to hug their mom? 
 
    Dr. Hanson led them over to her. “Now your mom’s stomach is a sacred land that cannot be touched even with a finger, certainly not with a shoe.” He then lifted Tommy and placed him on her right side. Stevie ran to the left side and waited excitedly for the doctor to lift him up. Once both received their first hug, Angel held her hands out for her baby. Mrs. Adams brought the one-year-old over. 
 
    The baby seemed to have a hundred legs and arms as it struggled to settle. Stevie secured his baby brother’s feet, so they didn’t touch her stomach. 
 
    Finally, she got Johnny to lay on her chest and he settled. The other two boys sighed with relief and closed their eyes. 
 
    Derrick’s two kids anxiously waited for their turn. Tom brought them forward and Angel stroked each of their faces. “How are you doing?” she asked Kelly. 
 
    The girl rolled her eyes. “I think my dad may have run away for good. If he does, can you be our mom as well?” 
 
    The poor child…her mother had run off when Kelly was only seven, so Angel worried the girl was expressing a real fear. “I’m positive your father hasn’t run away, however, I would love to have a daughter.” 
 
    Kelly beamed with happiness. 
 
    “Me too?” Dare asked. 
 
    Stevie opened his eyes. She worried her son was about to object. 
 
    “You have to say yes, Mom. Otherwise, you’ll be leaving Dare out and that’s not right. We’re all one big family now.” 
 
    She smiled at his lecture. “That’s right. How’d you get so smart?” 
 
    “I think I was born smarter than most. Things just come easy to me. Was my real dad like that?” 
 
    “Things did come easy to him.” She didn’t add that the things his dad went after were pretty ladies with long legs. 
 
    She realized Dare still waited for her response. She looked at Dr. Hanson. “Is it possible to get a fourth boy onto this bed?” 
 
    Stevie shifted closer to her hip. “You can squeeze him in behind me. I know Tommy’s smaller, but he might object. He’s a bit jealous of Dare.” 
 
    Angel knew that was true and she knew why. “That’s because you two exclude him from your play.” 
 
    Dare huffed. “We won’t do that anymore. I know how it hurts to be left out now; I don’t want Tommy to feel that way.” 
 
    She caressed the boy’s head. “What good sons I have.” 
 
    She heard a choke and glared at Hamilton. He refused to look up, so her scowl was wasted. However, Tom noticed and tilted her head to him and his eyes gave her a silent lecture to behave. 
 
    Dare whispered to Stevie. “Mom’s in trouble.” 
 
    After a few hours of her children sleeping next to her, Dr. Hanson declared visiting hours over. He and Tom picked the children up and placed them on their feet. They were sleepy and unhappy at being removed, but not one squabbled, even when Tom herded them out of the room. 
 
    Dr. Hanson stared at Hamilton, evidently not brave enough to throw him out. “Sir, I need to change the bandages.” 
 
    He looked up. “Do you believe I may infect the patient as I sit way over here?” 
 
    “No, sir, but the patient may prefer privacy while I do this.” 
 
    He sighed and looked at Angel. “I’m catching up on all my subordinates’ reports, something that I can never seem to do in my office. Do you mind if I sit here and ignore you entirely?” 
 
    Angel laughed. “Read on. Max always claimed I assisted his reading as well. Said I removed his stress.” 
 
    Hamilton frowned at that and then returned to reading. 
 
    Dr. Hanson spent a great deal of time assessing her stitches before re-bandaging and covering her up. “All done. Someone will be by with your dinner in a half hour. Sir, would you like them to deliver you something as well?” 
 
    Hamilton looked up. “Thank you. That would be appreciated.” 
 
    When Dr. Hanson left, Angel spoke. “People like being thanked.” 
 
    Hamilton stared at her. “Do you wish to be thanked for something?” 
 
    “No. In my case, all the thanks should go the other direction.” 
 
    “And do they?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you for pre-planning so that when the inevitable happened you were ready to act quickly, saving me and my children.” 
 
    Her response caused a flicker of surprise to cross his stern face. “You are most welcome. In return, I only ask that you do your best to locate money for us.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “And train the others how to do what you do.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    He lowered his report. “Why not say you will?” 
 
    She sighed. “I tried to do the same for Max when I was leaving the facility to have Tommy.” 
 
    Hamilton waved her explanation off. “This time you will have professional auditors to start with.” 
 
    “That will help.” She still wasn’t going to promise success, because part of what she did was driven by intuition. She had no idea how to teach that. “Have they committed crimes?” 
 
    “No. These people are dedicated professionals who have agreed to commit to a five-year contract.” 
 
    “And then you let them go?” 
 
    He nodded and returned to his reading. 
 
    She was dying to question the risk of letting them leave. Instead, she held her tongue until their dinners arrived. While Hamilton chose to eat his dinner in the corner, she ate from a rolling table that slid over her lap. Still, he was no longer reading, so she asked him the question that had been bothering her for the last half hour. 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid people will talk when they leave the facility?” 
 
    “These aren’t spoiled children thrown in a situation over their head. These are professional agents who choose to dedicate their lives to protecting this country.” 
 
    She relaxed and smiled at him. “That sounds like a great improvement.” 
 
    He glanced up. “I think, perhaps more than anyone, you will appreciate the differences of this facility.” 
 
    “If you’ve made going through security easier, then you may drown in the flow of appreciation coming your way.” 
 
    He grunted and shook his head. “Max and I completely differ on how to secure a facility. He used unreliable people and put them through pain and humiliating searches twice a day. And despite it all, his facility leaked like a sieve.” 
 
    Angel couldn’t argue with that. One of those convict children named Toad not only stole money but figured out a way to make contact with the outside world, causing Stevie to be kidnapped by his former step-father. 
 
    “Does that truth offend you?” 
 
    “No. I’m in total agreement with you.” 
 
    “Then what was the furrowed brow for?” 
 
    “I almost lost Stevie due to one of those leaks.” 
 
    “Ah…yes. I am very aware of the event. I used it as proof positive that Max’s methodology was not effective.” 
 
    The satisfaction in his voice worried her. “You don’t like my husband, do you?” 
 
    “My feelings toward Max are irrelevant. We were discussing his methodologies and I believe they were poorly conceived in every way. You were the only thing of value he brought to the table. Personally, I would have preferred he remained another year after you left. Then the higher ups could see my method works much better. Unfortunately, the massive sums you collected still skew the empirical evidence in his favor. I hope we can soon correct that.” 
 
    “Asking me to help destroy my husband’s fine record is a terrible incentive.” 
 
    “I’m just being honest with you. Would you prefer I lie and manipulate you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did my honesty change your mind about doing your best?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then, if it’s all the same to you, I’ll continue telling you the truth, even if you don’t like it.” 
 
    “Thank you, I would prefer that.” 
 
    “I’m firing the profiler who assessed you.” 
 
    “Do I know him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So, he never met me?” 
 
    “No. Max refused him access to you.” 
 
    “Then, he just based his profile on my public actions?” 
 
    “More like Max’s assessment of you.” 
 
    “Why would Max worsen the assessment…I’m assuming the assessment is worse?” 
 
    Hamilton nodded and set his tray aside and leaned back as he studied her. “I’ve been pondering that question for hours. I can only assume it was in anticipation of the day I finally got you. I think he hoped the inaccurate assessment would cause me to so grossly mishandle you, that you’d refuse to help your country.” 
 
    “If you had followed the assessment, what would you have done?” 
 
    “The profiler strongly suggested I use your sons as barter.” 
 
    Her heart quickened. “Oh my God!” 
 
    “I found the idea most objectionable myself. And I could not imagine how I would possibly establish a long-term working relationship based on such an outrageous act. So, when I received notice that your home was under attack, and everyone had been successfully retrieved, I had my secretary cancel my entire day, just so I could make my own assessment. You hadn’t even entered the secure facility before I determined you to be most rational and fair minded. You are thoughtful of others, and their responsibilities. Even those you do not know, such as Colonel Braddock.” 
 
    He must be talking about the bruises on her arm. Truth was, had Davenport not asked her to go easy, she might have been less generous when forgiving the man, but if it made the director think the better of her, then she’d not correct his perspective. 
 
    Instead, she focused on a more worrisome point: Max had set her up to be tortured. 
 
    “May I see the profile?” 
 
    He studied the ceiling for a long while. “Technically, it’s a violation of the rules, however, one portion, I think might help you come to terms as to why I will never allow Max to visit you.” 
 
    “What part is that?” 
 
    “The interview notes from the profiler’s meeting with Max. It was taped and later transcribed, so the words are verbatim.” 
 
    “Do you have the tape?” 
 
    “Not on me, but I can get it, why?” 
 
    “Because I need to hear the tone of his voice, not just his words.” 
 
    “What do you think you will hear?” 
 
    “I hope I hear concern. If Max thought your methodology was flawed, if he thought it would result in harm to the country, then he would not hesitate to sabotage a working relationship between us, just as he did not hesitate to kill me, rather than allow me to be taken by terrorists.” 
 
    Hamilton smiled. “A most forgiving interpretation. Mine’s a bit more harsh.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    He rose and approached her bed, meeting her eyes. “Max hates to be proven wrong— that his methodology is flawed. Thus, he made it his goal to disprove the notion that treating people professionally and investing more money in software and electronic surveillance, rather than torturing people in bodily searches, will provide greater results. And to make sure you wouldn’t have a chance to prove it once and for all, he did all he could to ensure you would be treated like an enemy from the moment you arrived, and then you would die two weeks later.” 
 
    Angel pushed away her plate as her stomach roiled. Would he actually do that? Would he sacrifice her to keep his reputation intact? She wanted to think it impossible, but she’d been betrayed before, by a man she loved. “Could you bring me the trash can? I feel sick.” 
 
    Hamilton grabbed the bucket and handed it to her. He then grabbed the phone and called Dr. Hanson. “Your patient’s sick…” 
 
    Angel couldn’t hear what he said after that, due to her own noisy activity of spewing out the dinner she’d just eaten. 
 
    When her stomach emptied, she dried heaved several minutes, before laying back in exhaustion. Her lower stomach hurt from her exertions. 
 
    A cool washcloth cleaned her face as the trash can was removed from her right hand. She looked up, expecting to see Dr. Hanson. Hamilton’s stern eyes gazed down upon her. 
 
    “Dr. Hanson will be here soon.” 
 
    She nodded. She would have insisted it wasn’t necessary, only she feared she’d torn her stitches. 
 
    Dr. Hanson burst in the room and ran straight to her. 
 
    “She was vomiting,” Hamilton stated. 
 
    “I may have torn my stitches,” she added. 
 
    He assessed her sutures first. “You have, but that can easily be fixed.” He then grabbed a light and began an extensive assessment of eyes, mouth, and nose as he bombarded her with questions. 
 
    “Did the eyedrops cause this?” Hamilton demanded. 
 
    “I don’t believe so.” He then focused on Angel. “Did you experience a headache or dimming vision before the vomiting began?’ 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What was the last thing you ate before getting sick?” 
 
    “The salmon, but I think this was emotionally induced, rather than physical.” 
 
    He glanced at Hamilton as he attached sticky pads to her chest and wrists and a machine began to beep. 
 
    A man entered wearing a white medical jacket. Dr. Hanson pointed to the bucket. “Assess everything in that bucket against all known toxins. Start with the fish.” Hanson resumed his focus on Angel. “What were you talking about?” 
 
    “Why Max might want to sabotage my entry into this facility.” She then looked at Hamilton. “Did Colonel Braddock have access to my profile before I arrived?” 
 
    Hamilton’s brow furrowed. “Yes.” 
 
    The machine’s beeping increased. 
 
    Hanson spoke. “We need to make this a taboo topic. Her blood pressure is rising dangerously.” 
 
    “Is Tom or Davenport nearby?” she whispered. 
 
    Hamilton spoke. “Yes, why?” 
 
    “Their presence soothes me.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose in challenge. “You find Davenport soothing?” 
 
    Upon her nod, he went to the phone. “Get to Room 114 immediately.” 
 
    By the time, he returned to her bedside, the door burst open and Davenport entered, assessing the situation in less than a second before coming to her. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Your purpose is to soothe the patient.” 
 
    He stared down at Angel, his worried eyes betraying he felt himself unqualified. 
 
    She gripped his hand and smiled. “Just stand there for a moment.” She then closed her eyes. Whatever was wrong with her, she trusted Dr. Hanson to make right. Whatever the truth was about Max, she couldn’t change. This was her life now, and she just needed to go forward with a positive attitude. 
 
    She must have fallen asleep, because the phone ringing jarred her awake. 
 
    “Toxicology came back negative.” 
 
    “So, she wasn’t poisoned.” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Hamilton sighed. “Then it was probably the topic. I needed her to know the truth about Max and why I can’t let her see him again.” 
 
    Davenport sighed. 
 
    “I know, you warned me,” Hamilton stated. “And you’re right, she deeply loves Straun, despite all the shit he’s pulled. I will not broach the topic with her again, and before you let out a deep sigh as well, Dr. Hanson, had I realized the information would make her physically ill enough to rip out some of her stitches, I would have waited.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” Davenport asked. “I was very clear on this matter.” 
 
    “Yes!” he snapped. “You were. And you were right on the dime. If I had to do it over again, I would wait. However, at the time, she seemed so open to the truth and had taken everything up to that point so well, even agreeing that my methodology sounded better than Max’s. Then I overstepped. Believe me. No one is more annoyed at myself than I am. But it can’t be undone, nor will I try and take the truth back. We’ll just go on from here. And hopefully, I will never have to mention Straun to her again.” 
 
    A firm strong hand gripped her right hand and squeezed. “Davenport, stay with her as long as she finds you comforting. I’ll return to my office. If she has further questions about the procedures here, that I have failed to answer, you may tell her whatever she wants to know. I have a profiler I need to fire.” 
 
    “Good,” Davenport snapped. 
 
    “Do you think the profiler was unduly swayed by Max’s testimony?” Hamilton asked. 
 
    “Either the man was the worst profiler who has ever existed, or he purposely mis-profiled her, either at Max’s request or someone else’s. In either case, he should not be working as a profiler for our country.” 
 
    After a long bout of silence, Hamilton spoke. “How did you and Max ever get along?” 
 
    “We got along just fine, sir. I obey my superiors, even when I think they are wrong.” 
 
    “And which of your superiors are we discussing? Past or present?” 
 
    “I believe Max’s methodology was wrong, but I believe forcing Angel to see the truth about him was wrong as well.” 
 
    “Then we are in complete agreement. I screwed up. Hanson, when you think she’s well enough for an apology, let me know.” 
 
    “Sir, that will just remind her why you are apologizing.’ 
 
    Angel took pity on the director and squeezed his hand. “Never apologize for telling the truth,” she whispered. “I survived it, and it was inevitable that I would want to know why Max couldn’t visit me. And now I know. I would still like to hear his tape.” 
 
    Davenport spoke. “Angel, you don’t need to hear that.” 
 
    “Have you?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve read the transcript.” 
 
    “Either you, me, or Tom needs to hear the tape.” 
 
    He sighed. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    She smiled at her stern protector. “Thank you. I’m going to sleep now. You don’t have to stay.” 
 
    “All the same, I will,” he grumbled. 
 
    Knowing he planned to watch over her brought a smile to her face. “Director Hamilton…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Don’t avoid seeing me because of what happened today. I’ll probably have a ton of questions about your methodology and I’d rather give them to you, than through others.” 
 
    “Then I’ll stop by on occasion. If you have issues you think I need to hear at once, let Davenport know.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    The need to sleep overwhelmed her and she dosed off. 
 
    When she reopened her eyes, the room was dark. Along with the calloused strong hand still holding her left hand, she could hear the slight snore of Davenport. 
 
    She turned her head to attempt to see him in the pitch blackness. He woke at once, although she wasn’t aware of making any sound. 
 
    “You need something?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m good. How long have I been asleep?” 
 
    She heard a faint rustle and then the glow of his watch illuminated his hard features. She remembered once telling Max she didn’t see how she could ever befriend Davenport, that she’d have better luck bonding with a rock. 
 
    How wrong she had been! 
 
    “You’ve slept ten hours, sixteen minutes.” 
 
    She chuckled. “What no second count?” 
 
    “Forty-eight seconds.” 
 
    “I love you. You know that, right?” 
 
    He made no reply. 
 
    “Should I have not said that?” 
 
    “We read each other very well. I don’t think words which can be picked up by monitors and misunderstood are a good idea.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    He pressed her hand to his lips. 
 
    She tugged him to her. Running her hand up his chest she finally located his thick neck and pulled his face down to hers, so she could locate his mouth and kiss him. She expected him to resist her affection, but instead he kissed her back, sharing the deep and intense love he felt for her. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Dr. Hanson declared Angel ready for duty as long as she was careful. 
 
    Before she began her workday, Davenport took her to the salon, where her hair was straightened, and she now had long bangs. When she stared into the mirror, she was stunned. She looked ten years younger! When Angel confessed she had never worn makeup in her life, the cosmetics lady taught her how to use makeup to make her sultry. 
 
    Once she was all made up, she was led to her new home. It had everything she could ask for. A large room for the boys, a room for Mrs. Adams with sufficient space for Johnny’s crib, a smaller room for Kelly, and separate rooms for Derrick, Tom, and Davenport and her. But the best was the large living room filled with toys and a kitchen with a table large enough to hold her extended new family. 
 
    “It’s a home!” She then frowned. “But where is everyone?” 
 
    Davenport’s hand rubbed the small of her back. “The children are attending school. Derrick is supervising them. Mrs. Adams took the baby for a walk in the halls. Tom is at work probably wondering where his miracle worker is. However, I believe you will make a better impression with your co-workers if you take a shower first.” 
 
    She sniffed herself. “I’m shocked the people at the salon didn’t throw me out.” 
 
    “I warned them not to make any complaints if they wanted to keep their jobs. Otherwise, they’d be washing floors come tomorrow.” 
 
    She looked about. “So where is the bathroom?” 
 
    “Each room has a private shower.” He led her to her room. She stopped and stared at the large bed and a very familiar floral bedspread. 
 
    “Tom chose the bedspread.” 
 
    She grinned. “It looks just like the one I had at home.” 
 
    He edged her to the bathroom. “Water is a scarce commodity down here, so army showers are advised.” 
 
    “I’m glad to do that, if you’ll tell me what you mean.” 
 
    “I’ll guide you through it.” 
 
    After a short-wet down, she turned off the water and lathered herself down then rinsed herself off as fast as possible. 
 
    When she finished, Davenport assisted in drying her off. “You did that like a seasoned soldier.” The admiration in his eyes cheered her immensely. 
 
    He then led her to the bedroom and opened her closet filled with dresses, pants, and blouses. 
 
    “Tom and I selected these, so you would fit in. However, there is no official dress code, so you can wear whatever you want. As long as you are producing, no one will complain if you become a catalog junkie.” 
 
    She selected a pair of light blue trousers with a pink and blue knit top. “Any chance there’s underwear in one of those drawers?” 
 
    “A large selection. Tom and I differed on what you’d prefer to wear in that category.” 
 
    She studied the assortment of sexy lacy panties and then selected the white cotton briefs that Davenport had clearly chosen, because they wouldn’t show beneath her slacks. She then chose a lacy bra, so she didn’t slight Tom’s selections. 
 
    Once dressed, with her youthful hair style and sultry eyes, she turned to Davenport. “Ready to report to duty, sir.” 
 
    As they left her quarters, she was so damn happy with all the positive changes that she was nearly prancing. 
 
    “Have you listened to the tape of Max’s comments to the profiler yet?” Angel asked. 
 
    Davenport sighed. “You need to let this go. You’re in a good place. You have your kids. Just stay focused on that.” 
 
    “That bad, huh?” Angel then wrapped her arm around his waist. “You’re right. I need to stay focused on my new life.” Angel smiled up at him. “I’m glad you are here.” 
 
    Davenport kissed the top of her head. 
 
    They passed through several doors that required Davenport and her to provide a retina scan with her new brown eyes. Finally, they entered Black Hole. 
 
    Tom looked up, smiled, and stood. “Everyone, this is our newest member. Angel Brown.” 
 
    A thin man in his forties stood and shook her hand. “I’m Sinclair and it is an honor to finally meet you.” 
 
    She stared at him in confusion. Why would he say ‘finally’? Still, she shook his hand. That began a slow progression around the table, shaking hands with a whole bunch of smiling faces, some of which seemed less than sincere. She rather missed her unruly, but genuine, pups of the past. 
 
    These people would no doubt expect her to remember all their names, but twenty names at once had overwhelmed her. She remembered the first guy, because he seemed so sincere and his name was Sinclair. 
 
    After that, the memorization trick Max had taught her failed her completely because she didn’t have time to think of clever reminders before they were on to the next introduction. 
 
    When she had gone completely around the conference room table, an empty chair waited for her. She sat down, next to one of the women. Sadly, she couldn’t remember her name. She desperately wished she had a notepad and pen like everyone else. 
 
    Tom must have read her mind, since he walked over and placed a pen and pad before her. She smiled her appreciation and settled in. 
 
    It had been a very long time since she’d had attended morning business meetings, and she was sorry to discover they hadn’t gotten any more useful or interesting during the time lapse. Not even when the underlying topic should have been interesting. 
 
    “We’ve been requested to reassess targets 159, 198, and 395.” 
 
    “Why?” a man further down the table demanded. He’d been one of the few who didn’t bother to pretend he was happy with her arrival. 
 
    Tom glared at him. “If you wish to argue the point with Director Hamilton, feel free to send him an email.” 
 
    “Did you even ask him?” the man challenged, his tone clearly stating he saw this as Tom’s failure. 
 
    “No, Tyler, I didn’t. If my superior wishes to give me an explanation as to why he wants something done, I will gladly listen. However, I do not require such to do my job.” 
 
    Several of the men chuckled softly, evidently approving of Tom’s sharp reply. 
 
    Angel was wide awake now. This was far more tension-filled than the average sleepy morning meeting. 
 
    She noticed that the two other women in the group, both of whom pretended to be thrilled with her arrival, seemed angry at her now. She still couldn’t remember their names, nor did she want to now, for they bookended Tyler and glared at the men who chuckled. 
 
    “Team One, work on 159, Two 198, and Three 395. When you get into an account, let me know at once,” Tom ordered. 
 
    “Why?” one of the women challenged. 
 
    “Because Angel will attempt to find what we haven’t been able to find before and teach you her skills at the same time.” 
 
    Rage radiated from the woman’s eyes even as her tone remained calm. “I am quite certain that if I couldn’t find anything, she won’t be able to either.” 
 
    “That’s not your call.” He then rose. “I expect everyone here to be working their very best in five minutes.” 
 
    The woman stormed over to Tom and pulled him into a corner. Although why she bothered when she planned to speak so loud, baffled Angel. 
 
    “My test scores rank me the best forensic auditor you have. What the hell is a housewife going to teach me? Whatever skills she had are lost by now.” 
 
    Angel’s stomach roiled. What if the mean woman was right? What would happen to her and her kids then? They evidently spent over a trillion dollars making this place tolerable for her. What would they do if she couldn’t deliver? 
 
    Davenport gripped the woman’s arm and led her from the room. 
 
    When he returned without the woman, he spoke softly to Angel. “Do not let that prima-donna kneecap you.” 
 
    “But what if she’s right? What if I’ve lost my touch?” Angel whispered in return. 
 
    “Then you’ll keep pushing until it returns. If not today, then tomorrow. Just don’t let other people stop you from being your best. You had to come upon people in your prior work who didn’t believe you were so special.” 
 
    She nodded. “But I knew deep in my heart that I was.” 
 
    He pressed his lips to her forehead. “You still are. You haven’t changed, Angel. You are still the best forensic auditor this world has ever seen.” 
 
    Davenport’s statement left no room for doubt, so her confidence returned. To keep it that way, she decided to move far away from Team One. 
 
    Thankfully, Sinclair stood at once and waved her over to Team Three. At least one team wanted her! He introduced her to the other five team members again. “Bob, Leon, and Scott are three of the best hackers you’ll ever meet. I’m the forensic guy, looking forward to learning from you, and Cole and Davis are untraceable money movers.” 
 
    Each of the men, mostly in their mid-twenties, nodded when their name was mentioned. Only Leon was older. In fact, he looked a bit like Albert Einstein with white hair sticking up as if he’d been electrocuted. He seemed lost in thought and didn’t respond when his name was stated. 
 
    Once the introductions were done, the three hackers focused on their computers. Sinclair nudged Scott. “Mind if Angel watches over your shoulder?” 
 
    Scott chuckled. “Not at all. A pretty lady always makes me perform better.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Black Hole was a frightening improvement over Carnivore. It could sniff out every possible entrance and had a password buster that could filter through millions of possibilities in less than a second. 
 
    She studied the list of over a hundred ways into the bank’s firewall. She pointed to one that only had a single user permit. “Try that one.” 
 
    “We normally start at the top and go down the list, so we don’t miss any,” Sinclair explained. 
 
    “But that one’s a backdoor, probably for the guy who wrote the firewall. That’s its weakest link. It’ll be your best shot.” 
 
    Scott glanced up at Tom standing behind them. “Your call, boss. Protocol or intuition?” 
 
    “Make note you were given permission to break protocol and proceed.” 
 
    Scott chuckled. “Yes, sir.” He flipped to another screen, logged in his deviation and then returned to Black Hole. 
 
    Angel moved in closer the moment Black Hole isolated the password and they were in. She studied the index. Then she pointed to one. “Let’s go there.” 
 
    “Why? Those aren’t bank accounts.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ve gone after this target before. The files beginning with 3950 to 9999 are business accounts.” 
 
    “And you found nothing? Then let’s try these alphabetical files.” 
 
    He looked at Tom, who nodded. After filing another deviation, he returned to Black Hole and began entering various files from the backdoor. They located personnel files, 401K files, executive pension files… With each new file showing no promise, Scott’s sigh would deepen, but he never complained. 
 
    He sighed again when they entered what looked like a second 401K fund. Angel covered his hand before he could exit. 
 
    She pointed to the quantity of money exiting the account. 
 
    Sinclair spoke from beside her. “Pension and 401K’s should have lots of money going in, and very little going out. This appears to be 50/50.” 
 
    Scott stared at him. “You mean we’ve got something?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Angel stated. 
 
    Scott transferred the connection to Sinclair’s monitor. Instead of taking his seat, Sinclair offered it to Angel. “I’d rather learn than drive right now.” 
 
    His confidence she had something to teach gave her the boost she needed. “This can be tedious, because we need to assess the validity of transactions.” 
 
    He nodded in agreement and grabbed a pad. “Tom, I’m assuming we have carte blanche to deviate from protocol?” 
 
    “Yes.” The pleasure in Tom’s voice gave her even more confidence. 
 
    Three hours later, all she retained was stubbornness. Every line they had so far tested appeared to be legitimate. For some reason, this particular 401K account had an amazingly large number of people leaving it. 
 
    When the bell chimed for lunch, Team One disappeared within minutes. Most of Team Two wandered over to see what Team Three had found. 
 
    Their forensic guy leaned in, snorted, and shook his head. “It’s a 401K. You’ve got nothing.” He then left, and his team reluctantly followed him. 
 
    Angel stopped and looked at her team. “I’m not ready to give up on this yet, but there is no reason why you guys shouldn’t have your lunch. To be honest, I’ll probably work better without the pressure.” 
 
    That earned her a chuckle. “Know that feeling,” Bob stated as he glanced at Tom. They all stood except for Sinclair. 
 
    When she looked at him, he shook his head. “I’m learning. You can’t send me away.” 
 
    She smiled. Well, at least something positive had occurred this morning. 
 
    Leon gripped her shoulder. “Stick with it. I think you’re on to something.” 
 
    Now with everyone but Tom and Sinclair gone, she relaxed, feeling the pressure off. Her determination had been strengthened by Leon’s comment. 
 
    She stopped typing and looked at Sinclair. “If you were going to move money in and out of a 401k how would you do it?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Creating false people would cause a red flag in a second.” 
 
    “Then the people are real, but do they really work for the bank?” 
 
    “Let’s have Black Hole verify that. He moved her over as his fingers flew across the board. Less than a minute later a list of twelve people came back that had never been bank employees.” 
 
    “Bingo!” 
 
    From that short list, Angel focused on their transactions. She pointed to a number on one column of data. “This number is always 157 on the outgoing monies.” She pointed to real people’s transactions. “These are different from a normal transaction. I’ll bet you a dollar that this is the code for an internal error being corrected.” 
 
    Sinclair typed away and soon they had the banking codes. “Right, again.” 
 
    She followed the trail and stopped upon hitting a new firewall. “Tom, can we have a hacker back?” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. “Of course, you can.” He nodded at Davenport and her handler left. A moment later, Leon arrived, with a scowl and furrowed brow, shaking his head. “You people give up too easy. These things take time.” He sighed and took his seat. “For the record, I think you were on to something.” He then frowned at the data on his screen. 
 
    “Thank you for your confidence. It helped. Sinclair and I found twelve fake people in the 401K. But it’s a pass-through, the money goes in and out within seconds and disappears entirely at the end of the day. So, we need to get into these other accounts as soon as possible.” 
 
    Leon’s mood cheered immensely. “How many?” 
 
    “Twelve.” 
 
    He turned to Tom. “You need to get all the hackers back in here, so they can each work on an account.” 
 
    Leon then turned back to the computer and typed away. “Permission to deviate from protocol?” 
 
    “Granted.” Tom replied. “Just make note.” 
 
    “Do you want money or clean paperwork?” Leon snapped. 
 
    “I’ll make note of the deviations,” Sinclair offered. 
 
    Leon winked at Angel. “You are just what we needed here.” He typed in a search and a moment later, located the backdoor. When they had more time, Angel hoped he’d show her what he’d just done. 
 
    A moment later, he transferred it back to her screen. 
 
    With Sinclair’s help and the knowledge of where it was supposed to go, they quickly located the IRA account. The money had sadly already gone out to over a hundred other investment funds. Leon took charge and easily broke into the first of the funds. 
 
    Angel sighed with relief. The money had not been transferred yet. It remained in the processing account. She pointed out similar amounts from other IRA transfer accounts. “We’ll have to check each, but I’m certain we are going to find these are from our twelve fake-people.” 
 
    “How much?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Not sure.” 
 
    “Ball park?” 
 
    “Well, there’s four billion in here, but the movement we just followed is only two hundred thousand. If I’m right about these twelve and the amounts are similar then you’re looking at almost two and half million, which might still be the tip of the iceberg. This was all moved yesterday. We need to evaluate this fund and see if the money stays here or goes somewhere else.” 
 
    Tom massaged her back. “Do your magic.” 
 
    The Team One hackers arrived. “What is so damn important it couldn’t wait until our lunch was over? It’s not as if we are going to find anything in these accounts.” 
 
    While their bitching had no effect on her team’s enthusiasm, it did seem to affect Team Two.  When the phone rang on the wall, everyone but Team One stopped and stared in its direction. Tom picked it up, listened, and handed the phone to Davenport. The man barked a ‘yes, sir’ and hung up the phone. “Team One, come with me.” 
 
    “For what? For stating the truth? We are wasting our time with this. She’s tracing back thousands of dollars? That’s nothing!” 
 
    “Now!” Davenport barked, and even Angel jumped at the deadly tone in his voice. 
 
    Sinclair rubbed her back and whispered. “He hasn’t shot anyone yet.” 
 
    She chuckled at his attempt to sooth her. Clearly, he didn’t know she and Davenport were old lovers, and would be again once Dr. Hanson cleared her for sex. 
 
    The loss of Team One sped matters along. Now seeing how to follow the trail, Sinclair could follow his own money line, and no longer fearing Tyler’s disapproval, Eduardo, Team Two’s forensic auditor learned the procedure and thus their speed tripled. 
 
    By six that evening they had determined six fake corporate accounts had sold fake stock and bonds for real money by the investment fund totaling over three hundred billion dollars. Unfortunately, only a hundred and thirteen dollars remained in their coffers, the rest had already been distributed to terrorist groups. 
 
    However, the list of vendors receiving the money gave them a slew of new accounts to go after. Thus, Angel was thrilled with her first day on the job and invited both Team Three and Two over to her house for a celebratory dinner tonight. 
 
    The clearing of Tom’s throat made her grimace. She evidently had overstepped. Turning towards him, she apologized. “I’m sorry. Am I not allowed to have people over?” 
 
    He rubbed his eyes for a long moment. “It would probably be better if we had this celebration in the communal dining room. That way we can have a five-star meal which means you won’t have to cook.” 
 
    She laughed. “If you have a five-star chef, then by all means, let him cook.” She grimaced as she looked at the guys. “While no one has actually died from my cooking, it is universally declared to be lacking.” 
 
    “Then why did you want to cook for us?” 
 
    “Because I wanted my kids to be there, and I thought it would be easier to keep them contained in their new home.” 
 
    “Bring them along!” Leon insisted. “Can’t be sillier than these boys.” 
 
    She looked at Tom. “Is that allowed?” 
 
    He glanced at Davenport, who had just entered. Her protector nodded “Since the cook is going to need time to prepare, and the kids will need to be moved into the dining area first, I would like everyone to return to your stations and log all the deviations you made into the system. Be sure to state I approved each one.” 
 
    Leon glared. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “No, I am serious. Hopefully, before tomorrow morning, the protocols will be revised to reflect what we really need to do, so tomorrow’s list of deviations will not be nearly as long. But in order to get them removed, we need to state clearly what protocol we broke and why we broke it. Otherwise, we will remain in paperwork hell for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    Leon sighed heavily. “But we’re going to fix this so I’m not writing the same shit tomorrow.” 
 
    “That is my intention. While you guys are celebrating a great victory, I will be processing paperwork.” 
 
    Leon’s eyes narrowed. “You do realize that we’re talking over a thousand deviations, don’t you?” 
 
    Tom flinched, then nodded. 
 
    Sinclair spoke up. “You know, I could probably write up a program that will speed the process.” 
 
    Tom gave him a pained smile. “I appreciate the thought, but I need you to write up everything you and Angel did.” 
 
    “I know, which by the way, is over two thousand deviations. But I noted them as we went along, so I really have time to write a program that will grab the deviation log and do whatever you need done, if you’ll just show me the document you need to fill out to change our old protocol.” 
 
    “All right then. Let me make a call and verify the forms I need to do this.” 
 
    The whole process took almost an hour, but the moment the deviations were filed within the system, Tom’s form updated so when the last deviation was listed Tom read over his forms, electronically signed them, and sent them to Colonel Braddock. 
 
    “Does that mean you can join us?” Angel asked. 
 
    “Yes, it does! Thanks to Sinclair.” 
 
    Sinclair chuckled. “Glad to help change bad protocol.” 
 
    As they walked down the hall, Angel rushed ahead. Tom jogged to keep up with her. “Shit! You’re probably starving! Unfortunately, they don’t allow food in the lab.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m more concerned about my kids. They’re probably worried sick about where I am.” 
 
    “They’re fine.” Tom assured her. “Davenport always puts in a buffer where he can. He had Derrick tell the kids they were to help create a Welcome Home Celebration for you. So, if all is going well, they have been coloring large banners that will be hung across the lights.” 
 
    “How many kids do you have?” Scott asked. 
 
    “Well, if you include the two I adopted a couple days ago, I have five.” 
 
    Tom rolled his eyes. “Oh, you better include those two. They are adamant they are your children.” 
 
    “How old?” Sinclair asked. 
 
    “They are one to fifteen. And I’m pregnant with number six.” 
 
    Scott’s eyes rounded. “Damn! You must really like kids.” 
 
    “I love mine, that’s for sure. But then, who wouldn’t love my precious boys and girl?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    When they reached the dining room door, Davenport allowed the guys in, but Angel had to wait in the hall with him. 
 
    “Am I supposed to be surprised?” she teased. 
 
    His hand rubbed the small of her back. “Just be happy, and make sure you hug all five of your kids.” 
 
    She bumped against him. “Hey, you don’t have to tell me how to treat my kids. That’s a job I’ve got down.” 
 
    He chucked her under her chin. “Not the only one. One day on the job and you just made everyone here a happy camper.” 
 
    “You must not be counting Team One then.” 
 
    “That’s true, but as of now, we don’t have teams.” 
 
    “You do realize that’s not going to change their attitudes, right?” 
 
    He bumped her. “Don’t tell me how to manage my assets. The three problem employees are off the team.” 
 
    “Your assets? Have you been given responsibility for us then?” 
 
    His eyes twinkled. “Colonel Braddock has put this floor of the facility under my direct authority.” 
 
    “This has been a really great day.” 
 
    Tom stuck his head out. “You may come in now.” 
 
    When she and Davenport entered, confetti filled the air and paper whistles squealed with delight. It was like New Years in September. But it was the first real day of her new life, so it seemed most appropriate as she was surrounded by her children, only they all hung back. “What? No hugs?” 
 
    “You sound like mommy, but you don’t look like her.” 
 
    “It’s me, I promise you.” 
 
    Little Tommy rubbed his chin. “Sounds like her.” 
 
    “But her eyes are brown,” Stevie stated. 
 
    “They are. I was trying to remove the redness in my eyes, and the medicine drops turned my eyes brown. But I like brown eyes.” She gripped Stevie’s hands. “Now we all have brown eyes.” 
 
    Stevie grinned. “Hey, we all have brown eyes now!” 
 
    “But we promised Tom we wouldn’t squeeze your tummy. So, can you kneel down?” Stevie asked. 
 
    As Angel started to kneel, Kelly insisted she wait. A moment later the sweet girl returned with a chair cushion for her knees to rest upon. Now ready to hug her children, she greeted them one by one, covering each of their faces with kisses while she squeezed her kids tight. 
 
    Realizing all her teammates were gathered around watching, she laughed. “You guys don’t have to wait for me. Go on and start celebrating our success today.” 
 
    “Without you, there would have been no celebration today,” Sinclair said. “We don’t mind waiting. Seeing how much you love your kids is a pleasure to behold.” 
 
    The others nodded in agreement. 
 
    Once everyone, including her baby boy, welcomed her home, she rose and accepted congratulations from her teammates. She kept insisting they had done as much as she had, but they declared her the catalyst for their success. 
 
    Honestly, she couldn’t remember a day better than this. All her needs were being met, as a mother, a woman, and a professional. 
 
    Never had she felt better about herself than now. 
 
    *** 
 
    The five-star meal lived up to its claim. Never had she tasted a more succulent glazed salmon in her life. And her kids thought their turkey burgers and yam fries delicious as well. 
 
    Then came desserts: blueberry pie, apple torts, wiggly gelatin action figures, and ice cream tanks for the kids. 
 
    “May I thank the chef?” she asked Davenport. 
 
    He set down his fork and stood. “Watch over my pie. I expect it to be here when I get back.” 
 
    He returned a moment later with a happy chef in tow. Upon sight of the chef, Angel stood and applauded. Within a few seconds, the rest of her team and children did the same. The man seemed overwhelmed by their praise. 
 
    He took several bows and returned to his kitchen. Davenport returned to his chair and frowned. 
 
    Angel looked down to see what had his attention. Stevie was sitting in his chair, eating his blueberry pie. 
 
    “Stevie, that wasn’t yours!” 
 
    He looked up at her with blue berries covering most of his face, even the tip of his nose. “Nobody was eating it and it’s too good to waste.” 
 
    He then focused on Davenport and his eyes rounded. “Was it yours?” 
 
    Davenport nodded. 
 
    Stevie gulped and scampered off. 
 
    Angel shook her head. “Be mad at me, not him. I was supposed to be watching over your dessert.” 
 
    He sighed. “There is no chance of me being mad at either of you. But next time, I’m taking my dessert with me.” 
 
    “Or you could just ask someone more reliable to watch over it.” 
 
    “Coming through,” Stevie’s voice warned. 
 
    They both backed up and let the boy in between them. He placed a bowl of blueberry pie on the table. “It’s a bit messy, but the cook says it will still taste good.” 
 
    Angel knelt and hugged her boy. “That was so sweet of you to get Davenport a new serving.” 
 
    Davenport ruffled his black curly hair. “I’m very impressed, Stevie. Keep this up, and you’ll be an outstanding young man.” 
 
    Stevie’s chest swelled out. “I’m trying, cause I’m the man of the house now...sort of.” He bit his bottom lip. “I know you, Tom, and Derrick live with us right now, but when you guys leave, I’ll still be there for my mom.” 
 
    Davenport chucked him under the chin. “I like that attitude, soldier. But just for the record, Tom, Derrick, and I are in for the long haul. We aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he muttered, clearly not believing it true. How could he? Every man in his life had left, either by choice or circumstance. His father was shot, his step-father killed himself, and Max…he’d never see him again. 
 
    She knelt and hugged him. “Stevie, I believe this time we’ll get to keep our guys, but I’m so proud of you…” She was about to say for stepping up, but she didn’t want to commit him to her future. There would come a time when he would need to leave her, and she knew her boy too well. If he felt he’d made a promise to stay forever, he would do it. “…but people don’t have to stay forever to be wonderful loves of my life.” 
 
    “Like my real dad?” 
 
    She nodded. “I will love him always.” 
 
    Stevie smiled. “Me too, and I never even met him.” 
 
    “And he loves you too. Now go play with your brothers. They look as if they need your creative guidance.” 
 
    Steve rolled his eyes and blew out a breath of air as if this was a troublesome burden to bear, then happily ran to join them. 
 
    Davenport caressed her cheek. “You are one hell of a mother.” 
 
    “And forensic auditor,” Sinclair declared from his seat across the table. He stood up and raised his glass. “To Angel! May she make us all rich beyond our imaginations!” 
 
    The men all rose. “Here! Here!” 
 
    She looked at Davenport to explain that toast. He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “They get a one hundredth of a percentage of all money collected. That doesn’t mean much until you locate billions of dollars.” 
 
    She nodded. Fifty billion recovered would mean a fifty-thousand-dollar bonus for each. Not bad for a day’s work. 
 
    “Do I get a bonus?” 
 
    He frowned. “Whatever you need will be provided.” 
 
    “I have five kids that will someday want to leave and have a life outside. I’d like to be able to send them to college and help them buy homes.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll bring the matter up to Colonel Braddock.” 
 
    His furrowed brow indicated that he thought there might be a problem. Perhaps he would tell her later when they were alone. 
 
    Only when it came time to return home did she realize Tom had slipped out sometime during the party, and once they had the kids put to bed, Davenport did the same. That left her with Derrick. 
 
    “Are you running out too?” she pouted as she leaned back on the couch and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Nope, I’m in for the long haul. All those lawyers have received the very sad news that I am dead.” He smiled. “I wish I could have seen their faces.” 
 
    “Being technically dead does have a few advantages for you.” For herself as well. No one would try to kill her if they believed her dead. And even if they didn’t believe it, her new look was far different than her past look. Also, they would have a hell of a time getting in here…at least she hoped so. “This facility is really secure, right?” 
 
    “Incredibly. If there is a nuclear war, you may have to relinquish your home to the President and his family.” 
 
    She chuckled and yawned. “I can do that.” 
 
    The next thing she knew, she was being carried to her bedroom. “Hey, I was watching TV.” 
 
    “You’re exhausted,” Derrick said. “You need lots of sleep, so you’ll be just as magnificent tomorrow.” 
 
    After helping her undress, he tried to leave, but she tugged on his arm. “You know, I sleep better when I’m held.” 
 
    “You sure? Tom should be back in an hour or two.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Dr. Hanson said no sex.” 
 
    She sighed heavily. “That’s why I asked to be held.” 
 
    He undressed to his boxers and joined her in her king size bed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Something woke her. 
 
    A soft familiar voice. “Mind if I switch spots with you?” 
 
    Derrick eased from the bed and the man Angel loved most eased in beside her. She wiggled against him. 
 
    “Not fair to tease, when we can’t have sex,” Tom softly scolded. 
 
    She rolled over to face him. “You disappeared on me.” 
 
    “I had to get the paperwork to Hamilton. I had hoped he’d just sign off, but he wanted to go through every one of the protocols and understand why they weren’t good before he’d sign off.” 
 
    She chuckled. “It wasn’t enough that I didn’t like them.” 
 
    “Oddly, no.” 
 
    “I like Hamilton. He seems a very rational and logical man.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “So how did you know the reasons they weren’t good protocol?” 
 
    “Team Three has been complaining about them being time wasters since the day I arrived. Only thing is, I didn’t have the faith in their ability to use a silver bullet if I gave the clearance to break protocol. And the paperwork was a nightmare to do so. Thank God Sinclair created that program for me or I’d still be doing paperwork.” 
 
    “Did Hamilton not approve the changes?” 
 
    “He wishes to discuss them with you first. So, go to sleep, because Davenport will be waking you in a few hours to take you to Hamilton.” 
 
    Satisfied with his answer and secure in his arms, she succumbed to the oblivion of sleep. 
 
    A moment later, she was being shaken awake. 
 
    She groaned and opened her eyes to the dim silhouette of Davenport. He tugged her from the bed and led her to the shower. 
 
    “Five minutes,” he reminded her. 
 
    She leaned against the tile wall. “I can’t remember what I’m supposed to do.” 
 
    He chuckled and turned on the water, wetting her down then turned it off. “Soap up.” 
 
    She stopped him when he reached in again. “Just tell me. Otherwise, you’re going to be wet all day.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Well, I do. Every time I look at you it will remind me that just because I’m not exactly coherent when woken in the middle of the night, you have to endure the consequences.” 
 
    “Turn on the water and rinse off as quickly as possible, starting with the head.” 
 
    She was out in three. Davenport insisted upon drying her off. She didn’t argue, because she knew if the situation were reversed, she’d enjoy drying off his muscular body. 
 
    Davenport took the two minutes she saved to blow dry her hair. Having his fingers and warm air running through her hair felt wonderful enough she dozed off. 
 
    She woke when the blow dryer shut down and he kissed her temple. “Time to rise and shine, Sleeping Beauty.” 
 
    Thus, she arrived at the conference room in a very good mood. Before her sat Hamilton and Colonel Braddock. She nodded to the Colonel and smiled at Hamilton. 
 
    Hamilton returned the smile as he indicated the chair beside him, but across from Braddock. “Sit here. I saw great potential in what happened yesterday, and I want to support that, but I do need to understand why so many of our protocols got in the way.” 
 
    She nodded, thinking it a very reasonable request. “I’ll do my best to explain. However, just for the record, I wasn’t the only one requesting protocol deviations yesterday, so we might need to bring in some of my team to explain their requests.” 
 
    “So, some of them might not have been necessary?” Braddock challenged. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I just said I might not know why it caused them trouble, but I believe I can speak clearly about 95% and speculate on another 3%.” 
 
    “We need facts, not speculations,” he snapped. 
 
    “Then I will only speak to the 95% I know.” She then smiled at Hamilton. “I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    Upon answering the first three with the same reason, she suggested a means to speed the process. She went through the list and placed an ‘A’ next to half of the deviations. “These are all basically the same issue. Whoever wrote the protocol must not have taken any probability courses. The problem with the current protocol is that they want the hacker to start at the top and systemically try to break past every password.” 
 
    “Why is that not a logical approach?” Braddock challenged. 
 
    “Because it’s an extraordinary waste of time, and so mind-numbingly boring, that when they do open an account with something off, they probably miss it because their brain is fatigued with useless searching.” She returned to Hamilton. “You asked me to teach this team how I find money, and the best I could do is promise to try. After yesterday, I can promise better than that. I can teach Team Two and Three. They have good intuitions, only they’ve been squashed by this search protocol.” 
 
    “You still haven’t explained why it’s not the best approach,” Braddock grumbled. 
 
    “If you had twelve men to search a three hundred room mansion and you were looking for a room with a pool. Would you start at the top and work your way down?” 
 
    “No. A pool is more than likely to be on the ground floor.” 
 
    “Exactly. And if you knew the gardener’s shed had the easiest access into the house, would you still attempt to enter through the front door first, followed by the windows.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Of course not, because you wish to use your men efficiently and perform the job in the shortest time possible. It should be the same for us. The best entry is more likely to be a backdoor created by the programmers who wrote the program.” 
 
    Hamilton frowned. “Do all programs have a backdoor?” 
 
    “Yes, at least during development they do. They should be removed before they are moved to production, but given most programs have ongoing changes, the door remains open, albeit well hidden.” 
 
    “If it’s hidden, then why is it a better way in?” Braddock challenged. 
 
    “Because it can’t hide from Black Hole. In fact, their passwords tend to be easier to break. It’s among the list of thousands of access points Black Hole locates. However, most of those access points go nowhere of interest, which brings me to the second reason it pays to locate the backdoor first. The programmer’s entrance almost always begins with an index of all files to make his life easier. For an intuitive hunter, this gives you the opportunity to hit the most likely places to find what you are looking for.” 
 
    Braddock snorted softly. “So, it’s like having an easy lock to pick and a floor map to the building you want to search.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “And then you add your own knowledge that a pool is probably on the ground floor.” 
 
    Hamilton seemed most pleased and glanced at the Colonel. “So, we have no issue with removing the protocols associated with this issue.” 
 
    “No, but I’d like to review how Black Hole is backdoored,” Braddock added. 
 
    Angel nodded in agreement. “You should verify it’s truly gone on the live version to prevent entry in and out. I know Carnivore allowed one of the boys to enter through the backdoor and send out messages.” 
 
    That removed the smile on both men’s faces. She returned to the list and started labeling ‘B’s on another twenty percent of them. 
 
    “These are squelching intuition. For example, the account we accessed yesterday. I understand that it had been previously reviewed and nothing was found.” 
 
    “That is correct. Evidently they hadn’t begun using it yet.” 
 
    “Sir, that account has probably been in use for years. I expect the data from yesterday will be gone when we review it today and new money will be pushed through in the same manner.” 
 
    Braddock frowned. “But the entries began yesterday.” 
 
    “No, you misunderstood my notes, and for that I apologize. I will try to be clearer in the future. I said I believe they were deleting the erroneous inputs and corrections at the end of each day.” 
 
    “I read that, but you stated ’believed’ so I discarded it.” 
 
    She had to give him ten for consistency. “Well, today I will be able to either prove or disprove my theory. And while I will never be able to prove past monies passed the same, and this account was moving money when it was last studied, I will continue to believe that is what occurred.” 
 
    “Then why wasn’t it caught before?” Hamilton asked. 
 
    “Given this account was a 401K and they are highly scrutinized by auditors, your people probably moved on down the list with only a glance.” She leaned forward. “I had no intentions of going through all those accounts. It would take over a month. When I go in, I search for things that look off.” 
 
    “It took two months to analyze this site.” 
 
    “Which is why intuition is so important. I’m looking for small anomalies that hint of something wrong. When I found a second 401K with excessive withdrawals, it made me stop and focus on it. I pondered how they could move money through a highly scrutinized and regulated account and not be caught. Upon thinking of a possibility that fit the facts, I began by accessing person by person. But they were all coming up fine. 
 
    “However, upon explaining that I suspected some of the people were fakes, Sinclair did a fast comparison of people in this 401K to all people who had ever worked for the bank. We found twelve people who never worked for this bank in the 401K. However, in this account they appeared to be normal pensioners having their 401K’s transferred to a mutual fund. Only by Sinclair’s list did we know to dig deeper and question what the mutual fund was doing with the money.” 
 
    “So, the bank and the mutual fund are in on this?” Hamilton asked. 
 
    “Probably not the bank executives. But someone in the Pension department of the bank certainly is. The fact he or she clears the errors each night indicates the boss probably isn’t involved. It’s really a brilliant methodology to move money.” 
 
    Hamilton leaned forward. “And the mutual fund?” 
 
    “We need to study it more and get further evidence, but whoever is purchasing those stocks and bonds of the fake companies is probably involved.” 
 
    “But you aren’t certain?” Braddock snapped. 
 
    “No, sir. However, given sufficient time, we will be able to forensically prove it one way or another.” 
 
    She refocused on Hamilton. “You were right about most of the team. They are very talented and should be allowed more leeway to use their knowledge and intelligence.”,  
 
    “What about this last batch?” 
 
    She frowned at some of the items on the lists. She placed question marks upon them. “I don’t understand why these protocols had to be overridden. In fact, this one concerns me.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “A member of Team Two entered the system using an admin’s clearance.” She sighed. “My team didn’t need to do that, and they were supposed to be doing what we were doing on other accounts.” 
 
    “Anything else that bothers you?” 
 
    She studied the list. “The two accounts opened by one person looks odd, but if that agent code is Leon, then he was trying to speed matters up by having two computers busting passwords at once. That helped move matters along.” 
 
    Braddock stared at his document. “That’s his code.” 
 
    “Then, in my opinion, it was legit, but I don’t think the protocol should be changed here. I think generally it’s better to limit users to one entrance into the system. Otherwise, they are apt to forget they are logged on twice and leave without properly logging out on the second machine.” 
 
    Hamilton smiled. “I believe that was the reason for the rule in the first place.” 
 
    She noted C on five others. “These are money moving protocol. I don’t understand why they are here. We didn’t move any money last night.” 
 
    “Those are from a prior day. I wanted your opinion on them.” 
 
    She read the reasons for requesting protocol and sighed. “If these were situations where the money needed to be moved quickly or it would disappear, then these requests to deviate were reasonable, but hopefully this deviation creates an obligation for the protocol to be followed at a later time.” 
 
    “It does,” Braddock replied. 
 
    She grimaced. “Good. That boy I mentioned before also moved a million dollars to David Petty’s account. We only discovered it when another boy reviewed his work. I think a review should be mandatory on all money transfers. The only difference is instead of being done before the money moves, it is done as soon as possible after the money is moved.” 
 
    Hamilton stared at Braddock. “What’s the delay time?” 
 
    “Twenty-four hours.” 
 
    Angel shook her head. “That’s too long. It should be done within an hour of the transfer. That way if a mistake was made, it may be correctable.” 
 
    “See to it,” Hamilton ordered. 
 
    The fierce soldier nodded slowly. He then glared at Angel. “How long is it going to take to get sufficient proof to close this money channel down?” 
 
    “We have sufficient evidence to have the bank close down the channel. And they should be willing to hand up the clerk in their 401K department involved. However, if we do that, we lose a huge farming potential.” 
 
    Both men frowned, so she explained further. 
 
    “Proving the mutual fund stock pickers are actively involved will take weeks, possibly months. But what interests me are all the recipients of fake expenses being paid by these fake companies. That’s got to be a who’s who list of terrorist groups hiding under fronts. I honestly believe getting into those accounts will yield our best results, and there were hundreds of those.” 
 
    The director sighed. “Most of them are probably legit.” 
 
    “On a fake company? I don’t think so. I’d say 95 percent of those expenses will be to terrorist cells, some of which you may never have picked up on.” 
 
    Braddock stared at Hamilton. “You know where I’m landing on this.” 
 
    Hamilton refocused on Angel. “I believe we have a few bad apples in our team, and I need you to keep your eyes out for anything that doesn’t seem right. Do not tell Tom, just call me on the phone when you are alone.” 
 
    Braddock interrupted. “She’s never alone. But Davenport can be trusted.” 
 
    “Tom can be trusted as well!” she added. 
 
    Hamilton sighed, clearly not liking this rebellion. “Are you willing to put your career on the line that Davenport isn’t working for someone else?” 
 
    Braddock didn’t hesitate in his reply. “Yes.” 
 
    Angel liked him all the better for his certainty. 
 
    “Then you may speak in front of Davenport. But not Tom.” 
 
    “All right. But if my opinion means anything, Tom would never betray or steal from this country.” 
 
    Hamilton’s eyes narrowed. “I never said anyone was stealing.” 
 
    “No, but the protocols that worried me, and clearly you, since you put them on this list, are all about stealing. And that request to log in as an admin worries me more, if admins are the ones who double check the money transfers.” 
 
    “They are. But as you said, no money was transferred yesterday.” 
 
    “True, but if these deviations were open from the day before then someone may have cleared their work yesterday under the admin’s name.” 
 
    Braddock stood up. “I’ll get right on it.” 
 
    Hamilton nodded and waited for him to leave the room. “You, my dear, are worth your weight and then some in gold.” 
 
    She smiled at his compliment. 
 
    “Davenport mentioned to me that you wish to be paid in hard cash. You do realize you have no legitimate identity anymore.” 
 
    “But I have kids, and someday they will want to leave here and start a life. I would like to ensure they can afford college and a nice little house.” 
 
    “As someone who has no children, this problem never occurred to me.” He sighed heavily. “We are going to have to be clever about this. I cannot transfer you money, because you do not exist.” 
 
    “Can my children get their new identities sooner than later, so you can give them money I earn?” 
 
    He steepled his fingers before his chin and gave the matter thought. “Not unless they are hired employees. I can’t hire a five-year-old. However, Max did establish a precedent for a ten-year-old being a valuable asset, so if you could give them enough knowledge on computers that if an auditor shows up, they could look impressive, then once they reach ten, I can move what should be your bonus into one of their accounts, claiming it was them.” 
 
    The plan felt wrong to her. “I’m not comfortable with having my boys pretend to be of value. It would be like teaching them to lie or steal. I would prefer they learn either my or one of the other team’s skills, and truly earn their own money. Could we do that?” 
 
    He smiled. “Absolutely. That is a far better plan.” 
 
    Hamilton led her to the door and handed her off to Davenport who waited in the hall. “Angel is going to teach her boys computer skills. Make sure there is a non-confidential computer in her home by this evening.” 
 
    Davenport nodded and led her off. “Did something go wrong?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “My boss looked upset when he left.” 
 
    “Oh, that. We may have some bad seeds still on the team.” 
 
    “Any guess who?” 
 
    “No, but I’m sure Braddock knows which employee is 2443.” 
 
    Davenport breathed in clear disappointment. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    He glared at her. “You know I can’t tell you.” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay, but for the record, I probably shouldn’t have told you his code.” 
 
    “No, if you were told to keep it confidential, you shouldn’t have,” he snapped. 
 
    “Don’t go grumpy soldier on me. I’m allowed to tell you anything I know or suspect. Braddock stood up for you.” 
 
    “Why did he have to?” 
 
    She grimaced. “I don’t feel comfortable sharing that without direct clearance.” 
 
    “Say no more.” 
 
    He led her back to her home, where everyone was seated at the table waiting for breakfast to be served. 
 
    Angel and Davenport joined them. 
 
    She smiled at her boys. “We are going to get a computer for the house. It’ll be so we can play a game called Find the Money.” 
 
    Stevie smiled. “Do we get to keep the money we find?” 
 
    She had to be careful or the precedents she sets now could come back and bite her later on. “There may be a real prize when you get good at it.” 
 
    Derrick and Tom delivered the platters of food to the table and Angel helped sort out the food for the kid’s plates. In short order, everyone had food and only one orange juice got overturned in the reaching about. 
 
    “How is the game played?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “Well, you’ll all be FBI agents.” 
 
    “Yes!” Tommy declared, evidently inheriting his father’s love for his job. 
 
    All her children’s fathers were either police or FBI, including the one within her. 
 
    “Do Dare and I get to play too?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “Of course, you do! You are my kids now. I don’t treat my kids differently.” That got her glowing smiles from Derrick and his two children. 
 
    “How do we play?” 
 
    “Very carefully. This is a grown-up game, where FBI agents stop bad guys by finding and taking back their ill-gotten money.” 
 
    Tommy smiled. “So, it don’t matter that I’m small?” 
 
    “Nope. This is all about thinking.” 
 
    Stevie chuckled, and the other boys looked worried. 
 
    “And to win, you’ll have to work as a team.” 
 
    Dare’s eyes rounded. “So, I won’t be going against Stevie?” 
 
    “No. You’ll all be a team, and only by helping each other will you succeed at your tasks.” 
 
    Derrick roughed up his boy’s hair. “That sounds like a great game.” 
 
    Angel thought so too. She just wondered when the hell she was going to have time to write it before tonight. 
 
    The moment the kids left for school, Tom asked her that exact question. “You have set high expectations for results today, and I don’t think that’s going to leave you time to write a game.” 
 
    “Can I skip lunch and work on it then?” 
 
    “Work on it where? You can’t write a game on Black Hole.” 
 
    Davenport’s hand rubbed the small of her back. “I’ll have the laptop here by lunch and you can work on it in the cafeteria while you eat.” 
 
    She playfully bumped against him. “Thank you.” 
 
    “That’s one hour. Can you seriously write a game in one hour?” Tom challenged. 
 
    She gripped his arm. “Why does this game upset you so much?” 
 
    He breathed in and let the air escape as he slowed his pace a bit. “What you located yesterday has huge potential, but if Hamilton thinks you are giving it short shift, so your kids can have a game to play, he’s not going to be a happy camper. You are putting Tom the manager in conflict with Tom who loves you, and Tom the manager is going to have to win this time.” 
 
    She pressed her head against his arm. “I support that priority, and I promise you, I will not place the game over my job. But we are normally allowed to leave and eat, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll work on it then and once I get home tonight. Believe me, I’m not writing a game that would ever interest any children but mine. There will be no graphics, no characters, just pages with numbers in columns.” 
 
    “Okay, that sounds like a terrible game,” Tom conceded. 
 
    “The kids might think so as well unless they have their mom’s love of numbers.” 
 
    When they entered the conference room, four members were missing. She stared at Davenport when she realized Leon was gone. 
 
    Davenport’s eyes warned her to remain quiet. 
 
    “Where’s Leon?” Tom asked. 
 
    “He’s with the medic. Had a fever this morning,” Davenport replied. 
 
    Tom nodded and sat down. “Let’s make this quick. Tyler, Robin, and Janice were removed from the team yesterday due to poor performance and disruptive attitudes. Does anyone here need examples of their unacceptable behaviors, or can we move forward?” 
 
    Sinclair snorted softly. “Thank you, God!” 
 
    The group chuckled and nodded in agreement. 
 
    “All right then. The director was pleased with the teamwork he saw yesterday and so as of now, we are one team. We work together, hopefully as well as we did yesterday.” 
 
    Everyone smiled. 
 
    “Did the director remove all those protocols?” a guy from former Team Two asked. 
 
    Tom flipped to another page. “We are no longer required to perform systematic searches. You are in fact encouraged to go straight to the backdoors. I believe Leon has a program to locate them faster, so when he returns from the doctor, I will ask him to share it.” 
 
    “Was that all that was dropped?” the same guy challenged. 
 
    “No, once in, you may select your targets based on what looks most promising.” 
 
    “Dust off your intuition, men,” Sinclair added. 
 
    Eyes turned to Angel. 
 
    Sinclair noticed. “Angel doesn’t need to dust off anything. Her intuition is alive and well.” 
 
    “What about the other protocols?” the guy persisted. 
 
    “Entering two computers at once remains a breach of protocol, but I will allow it when warranted. Entering as an admin remains a breach of protocol and will not be given clearance in the future unless you give me a damn good reason it’s necessary.” 
 
    The only one who seemed upset with this decision was that same guy from Team Two. Angel wrote “What’s his name?” on her tablet and let Sinclair read it. He wrote “Clark—not a team player, avoid working with him if at all possible.” 
 
    When she looked up from reading his response, she noticed Tom was frowning at her tablet. The man had eagle eyes. Reading upside down at three feet away was no problem for him. She hoped Sinclair’s comment didn’t get him in trouble. It didn’t flow with Tom’s declaration they would all be one happy team now. 
 
    “Today, we are going to focus in on the companies receiving payments from Astervak Limited. On this we divide and conquer. Each hacker will be given twenty-five companies.” 
 
    “Twenty-five!” Another Team Two guy complained. 
 
    “With the change of protocol, you should be able to work much faster. You are not being asked to hack all their accounts. Just locate and enter the backdoor.” 
 
    The guy glared at Angel, evidently holding her responsible for their higher expectations now. 
 
    She lifted her pen, but Sinclair wrote ‘Conrad’ on her pad. This time he didn’t add any further comments. Either that meant he had nothing bad to say, or he’d realized Tom had read his last comments. 
 
    “If there are no other questions, let’s get to work. While we won’t be harvesting today, I expect everyone to pitch in and help anyway they can. Success will be judged on the number and quality of the rogue companies we locate. We believe only five percent of these companies are legit, so what you do today could make you rich tomorrow.” 
 
    She smiled at the change in attitude. These guys were all strongly motivated by their bonuses. 
 
    Despite being told they were all one team, the remnant members of Team One buddied up with Team Two, while Team Three made no request for an additional hacker. And even without Leon, they were the first one to enter a target. 
 
    Angel took the first and walked Sinclair through the process. She invited the guy from Team Two over, but he refused. “These guys will have one opened soon, and I already know how to do my job.” He flashed Sinclair a look of contempt as he said it. 
 
    “That’s Theodore,” Sinclair muttered softly. 
 
    She talked through her thought process as she evaluated the accounts. “My first assumption, which may turn out wrong, is this is the end of the money trail. From here it will go to buy weapons, bribe officials, and such. However, given the cleverness in this set up, they could have more layers of money transfers before the final one, so we’ll start with the easiest and if that fails to pan out, we’ll dig deeper.” 
 
    She moved to the financials and evaluated the cash flow. She pointed to the Accounts Receivable line. “Ten bucks this is our last stop.” 
 
    Sinclair frowned. “How can you tell?” 
 
    “It’s too small for these revenue claims. Sloppy work. If this group was going to go to the trouble to put in another layer, they’d do it better than this. This just screams come investigate me.” 
 
    Sinclair chuckled. “May be screaming to you, but I just assumed it’s a cash upfront operation.” 
 
    “Well, it is. The revenue is all coming from our fake company. But truly clever people would create a proper size buffer of unpaid receipts, because no large corporation pays immediately these days. At least thirty-days worth of payments should be hung up in accounts receivable.” 
 
    Sinclair thumped the side of his head. “You’re right.” 
 
    “So, let’s see what they are buying with their ill begotten gains.” 
 
    As they assessed the various companies, Tom came over. “Sinclair, Scott has another company hacked.” 
 
    “I know. But what I’m learning from watching Angel will speed my audit significantly. Just let me go through the entire process. I promise you, it will make a huge improvement to my normal time.” 
 
    Tom sighed. “All right, but if you fall behind your quota…” 
 
    “I won’t, I promise you.” 
 
    Angel smiled at her worried Tom the manager. “Sinclair is helping me go faster by logging the suppliers to this company.” 
 
    “Why do we care about suppliers?” 
 
    “Because this fake company may be buying ingredients for building a bomb.” 
 
    Tom’s focus snapped to the screen. “Show me what you have.” 
 
    She had just finished explaining how they were using the supplier websites to determine type of products that might be sold, when Davenport entered and joined them. 
 
    Sinclair showed the products that the various suppliers sold and might have been bought by this company. 
 
    The company they were assessing claimed to be a landscaper. Angel pointed to the large purchases from a well-known fertilizer manufacturer, then another company which sold among its products chlorine. 
 
    “But it’s a landscaping company,” Davenport stated. 
 
    “A landscaping company with only one customer that is a fake company with no property to landscape.” 
 
    A short burst of air burst from Davenport as he squeezed her shoulder with affection. “Well done. Keep on this company.” 
 
    “Honestly, I’d prefer to move on now and assess others. What Sinclair and I are doing now, could be done better by agents outside. What we really need is not speculation about what they bought but going to the suppliers and seeing exactly what they bought. I just needed to obtain sufficient justification to warrant sending agents out to investigate, and I think we have that.” 
 
    “I agree.” He looked at Tom. “My apology for intervening. Carry on.” 
 
    When Davenport left, Tom squeezed her shoulder as well. She tilted her head back and smiled at him. “Sinclair has created a list of all suppliers for this company. Can we move on to a new company getting cash from the fake company?” 
 
    “Yes. Sinclair, you need to do your own searches now.” 
 
    He held up his hands. “How about a compromise. I’ll go after a different company getting money from the fake company.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Angel stated. 
 
    “Proceed,” Tom stated and walked over to Team Two and a half. 
 
    She heard him ask “What’s the holdup here?” 
 
    Astoundingly, they were blaming the change in protocols for their inability to work. 
 
    “This hit and miss tactic is just a waste of time.” 
 
    “You are supposed to be going after the backdoor,” Tom reminded them. 
 
    “There is no backdoor to this stupid company.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Scott muttered. “Companies always have a backdoor.” 
 
    Tom leaned over. “What have you tried so far?” 
 
    “We don’t know what we’ve tried.” 
 
    Tom returned to Team Three and stared at Scott and Bob. “What are you two doing?” 
 
    “Waiting for Black Hole to break through the passwords.” 
 
    “Will one of you please come over and help your teammates to locate the backdoor.” 
 
    Scott and Bob did a quick play of rock, paper, scissors. Bob lost and went over to Team Two. They immediately yelled that they didn’t need his damn help. 
 
    Tom intervened. “You are one team, so your failure is Bob’s concern as well. Let him help.” 
 
    Bob paged down the potential entry points. “Try that one.” 
 
    “I already tried it,” Conrad snapped. 
 
    Before Scott could respond, Tom interceded. “Try it again.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because when I asked which ones you had tried, you said you had no idea. Thus, we are starting over, and your teammate, who has successfully identified a backdoor before, thinks this might be one.” 
 
    “Freakin’ waste of time.” 
 
    Tom leaned down and spoke softly in his ear. “This attitude stops now. The game has changed, and the expectations have risen. If you can’t step it up and work as a team, then you can sit on the side lines for five long years.” 
 
    Conrad paused and then typed furiously on his keyboard. He then threw himself back. “Nothing, I can’t get in.” 
 
    “Get up and let Bob try.” 
 
    “He’s not doing anything on my computer, that’s against protocol. God only knows what he’d screw up.” 
 
    “Then shut down your computer.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? We’re already short-handed.” 
 
    “And still, I’m taking you off the team.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you lied to me and appear to be deliberately preventing your team from getting any work done.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I’ve been working my ass off.” 
 
    “With no results.” 
 
    “Because you changed the protocols!” 
 
    Davenport stormed into the room, gripped Conrad by his arm, and yanked him out. 
 
    No one was working now. They were all staring at the door. 
 
    “Bob go on back to your computer,” Tom advised 
 
    Angel smiled at the speed of his return. 
 
    “Team Two, you have three hackers, one forensic who has refused Angel’s help, and two money movers. Get to work.” 
 
    “So we’re back to separate teams?” Clark challenged. 
 
    “Yes, none of you seemed interested in being a team today. I find that very odd, given yesterday most of you were very helpful.” 
 
    Several focused on their feet. Angel sensed fear, not rebellion from them. 
 
    Davenport remained at her side when everyone else left for lunch. The moment the last person left, she spoke. 
 
    “I think someone got to Team Two last night. I think they’re afraid to succeed.” 
 
    He nodded. “Give me facts, not speculations.” 
 
    She smiled. “You’re starting to sound like Braddock.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “This is serious, give me facts.” 
 
    “Have you assessed everything that happened during our party and afterwards? Three of those people were terrified today.” 
 
    “Names,” he stated in exasperation. 
 
    “I can’t remember their names. So, let me talk about those I do know. Clark’s anger over the other protocols not being removed this morning was a red flag to me.” She then sighed. “And I do not believe Leon is involved in this. I would like to know your evidence.” 
 
    “It’s black and white. He was the person who went in as an admin and approved Tyler’s movement of money.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Except for early this morning when he set up two of the computers to break passwords, which we had permission to do, Leon was sitting by me, the rest of the day.” 
 
    “He was in the system later in the day.” 
 
    “You have this place monitored, right?” 
 
    Davenport nodded. “We see Leon typing and we see the approval.” 
 
    She gripped his hand. “He was working with me the whole day. Most of the day we were using the same— That’s my proof. He worked on the computer using my password.” 
 
    “That’s a serious breach of protocol.” 
 
    “No. It’s teamworking! We would let whoever had the best skills do a task as the other two watched. If Leon, Sinclair, and I had used three computers, it would have taken us forever to get anything done.”  
 
    “I’m going to have to report this. The consequences may be severe.” 
 
    “I understand, but at least don’t miss my proof as you focus on my harmless crime. My monitor should show Leon beside me the whole damn day. I don’t know when this admin approval occurred, but I am positive it is not Leon. I think whoever got to Team Two today purposely set Leon up, because he is, by far, the best hacker you have.” 
 
    Davenport sighed heavily and nailed her with a warning glance. “If you’re sending us on a wild goose chase, it’s just going to make things worse for you.” 
 
    “I reserve the right to argue that sharing a computer in this situation was just good team-working and well-supervised, because whatever one of us did, the other two watched. But I am thrilled to death I can prove Leon’s innocence. So please, check my computer at the time of that admin login, because I’m positive you will find Leon right beside me on the camera.” 
 
    He returned her to the lab. “Stay here. I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    Having no idea how long or short ‘shortly’ would be, she sat down at her computer and continued to work. 
 
    When Davenport returned and gripped her arm, she grew worried. “You need to come with me.” 
 
    “May I log off?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She logged off and followed Davenport out of the room. They headed in the opposite direction than the cafeteria. She wasn’t surprised, because he sounded like she was going to the gallows. 
 
    When she arrived at the conference room, Braddock and Hamilton looked up, but neither smiled. Davenport was dismissed at once. 
 
    “Sit down,” Hamilton ordered. 
 
    She sat, trying to hold the fear back so she could rationally think about what was happening. However, it was impossible to stifle her fear. She and her children were totally at the mercy of these two men. They could do anything they wanted, and no one could stop them. 
 
    “Explain yourself,” Hamilton stated. 
 
    “I am positive Leon did not log in and approve that transfer. He was seated beside me and Sinclair all day. We were sharing a single terminal.” 
 
    “Which is a serious breach of protocol!” Braddock barked, making her jump an inch off her chair. 
 
    “Perhaps you should have provided a book of protocols for me to study while I was stuck in the medic room. While I would never do something that I know to be wrong, sharing a terminal with two other experts so we can work as an efficient team does not seem wrong in any conceivable way.” 
 
    “You ceded control of your computer!” Hamilton yelled. 
 
    “To an expert, but we all watched what the other was doing. I would have noticed and questioned matters if he was approving money transfers. Sinclair would have said something as well. It didn’t happen. It would have never happened. Get my monitor recording and we can go through the whole day. What you’re going to see is six pair of eyes on that keyboard and monitor the entire day. That computer was the most secure computer you had in there.” 
 
    She glared at Braddock. “You must have teams of soldiers with different expertise that work together. You don’t demand them to work alone if you know they’ll do the job faster working as a team.” 
 
    He blinked once, and his jaw tightened. 
 
    She sighed and buried her hands into her hair. “I am scared to death for my children right now, because I know you could remove us without even the inconvenience of paperwork. I would never risk my kids by knowingly doing something to piss you two off. It never occurred to me that you would think three people working in unison are a security risk. I would never leave my computer and let someone get on it, but as long as I’m aware of everything they are doing, I don’t see the risk in teamworking. And in this case, I’m glad I did share my computer, because it can prove Leon is innocent of what you think he’s done.” 
 
    The phone on the wall rang. Braddock walked to the wall and answered it. “What?” 
 
    His brow furrowed as he listened. “Bring that section in for review immediately. I’ll want to see the entire day of Angel’s monitor as well. Also bring the other two in.” 
 
    He returned to his chair and studied Angel. His pissed off glare left her uncertain as to what the analysis had showed. 
 
    “Well?” Hamilton asked. 
 
    “Angel’s monitor does show Leon’s image on it. And she’s typing, not him.” 
 
    “So you think it’s me? Despite the fact I have no clue how to approve anything, nevertheless login as…Hold on. I’m signed in under my name. You’re system’s got to show that.” 
 
    Hamilton looked at Braddock. The man cursed beneath his breath and returned to the phone. He spoke too softly for her to hear his question, but he reamed out the person when he got the answer. “Damn it, I needed to know that. What the hell is wrong with you? We’ll discuss this later.” 
 
    He slammed the phone upon the receiver and returned to the table. “It appears, either the entire world has become incompetent, or someone’s reach is further than we anticipated. My analyst failed to mention that all typing on the pc was under Angel’s id for the entire day.” 
 
    “And Leon is definitively with Angel?” Hamilton asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Braddock and Angel stated in unison. 
 
    “Damn you, Max,” Hamilton cursed as he rubbed his face with both hands. 
 
    His words shocked Angel. “You think Max did this?” 
 
    “I think Max will do just about anything to see this facility fail.” 
 
    She didn’t want to believe that. “Do you have any proof?” 
 
    He uncovered his face. “Nothing that would satisfy Braddock here. But I find it telling that the backdoor flaw in Carnivore was repeated in this one, with money shipped out in almost an identical manner. Only the protocol had to be overrun, before the computer allowed the theft to occur. That left a trail until someone went in as an admin and approved it.” 
 
    He looked at Angel. “These are lifelong, dedicated agents. They go through a battery of psychological tests which will weed out those with hidden inclinations to steal from or harm this country. However, there is no way to detect a man following someone else’s orders if they believe they are saving the country by doing so.” 
 
    Angel tensed as she realized who Hamilton would first suspect working for Max. “If you think Tom is involved, you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Give me proof, because he is my number one suspect,” Hamilton admitted. 
 
    “I know how he thinks. I know him better than anyone. He hated the way Max’s facility was run. It would kill him if my children and I had to return to that hell. He is trying his best to make this succeed. Not just for me, but for Tommy who is his son, and this child inside me, who is probably his as well.” 
 
    “Does he even know that?” 
 
    “We’ve never talked about it, but he’s always shown a preference for Tommy.” 
 
    “That’s not proof.” 
 
    “But it proves incentive. He loves that boy with all his heart, he would never do anything to harm him, and Max’s facility was incredibly harmful. To be honest, I would give my children up if I had to return to that hell. And I probably wouldn’t live more than six months. It was that horrible.” 
 
    “If Tom wants you to succeed here, then why didn’t he stop you from breaching a serious protocol?” 
 
    Angel had no answer for that. 
 
    Davenport knocked on the door and then brought in a frightened Sinclair and an angry, exhausted Leon. Angel feared he hadn’t been allowed a moment of sleep since he left the party last night. 
 
    Davenport seated them on Angel’s side. He then walked to the monitor and placed a disk into its side. 
 
    “This is the monitor which registers an admin login.” 
 
    “It’s been tampered with. I did not do this,” Leon stated, but the dullness of his voice indicated he no longer expected anyone to believe him. 
 
    “Note the time,” Davenport stated. He then stopped it and placed in another disc showing Angel typing with Sinclair and Leon staring at her monitor with faint smiles. 
 
    He stopped it and pointed at the clock stating the same time. 
 
    Instead of relief, Leon went rigid with fury. “If you’ve known it wasn’t me, why the hell have you been torturing me?” 
 
    “We didn’t know until Angel risked her life and confessed to a serious protocol breach.” 
 
    “She didn’t do this. I damn well would have stopped her if that’s what I saw on the monitor.” 
 
    “Same here,” Sinclair added. 
 
    “The breach is allowing others to use her computer,” Hamilton stated. 
 
    Leon slammed his fist down. “The rule says you may not leave your computer unattended or allow others to use your computer without supervision. You cannot change the damn rule just because she ruined your attempt to railroad me for something I didn’t do.” 
 
    Angel glared at Hamilton. Was that true? Had he just been jerking her chain? 
 
    Yet the surprise in his face indicated he had not known the actual wording of the rule. He stared at Braddock, who stared at Davenport. 
 
    “I’ve put them all to memory but let me get my book.” He had barely left the room when Sinclair slammed a paperback volume on the table. “Look it up. Leon’s right.” 
 
    Hamilton took the book, found the rule, read it silently, then handed it to Braddock who frowned heavily as if trying to intimidate the book to rewrite itself. 
 
    Now it was Angel’s turn to get angry. “So that’s why Tom didn’t stop me. I wasn’t actually breaking protocol.” 
 
    Leon glared at the two men and leaned back, his arms crossed in anger. “No, you did nothing wrong. They just did this to scare you out of proving me innocent. I can’t believe the lengths the government will go not to pay my pension. First, you give me an ultimatum to sign on for five years in hell or quit a year before I retire. And once you get me down here, you swap out the real monitor film with old footage of me. Hell, my hair’s a half inch shorter than it is now in that ‘proof’ you have.” 
 
    Braddock stood and placed the first disk inside. He stopped on a good facial shot of Leon and studied it. “When do you think this was taken?” 
 
    “Someone has whited the background, so I can’t say for certain, but by my pissed off expression, I would say this was taken during my last job. Until yesterday, I’ve just been bored senseless here. Then finally, I have a good day and I think things have turned up and maybe these last five years of my career are actually going to be fun. So naturally, I’m woken up in the middle of the night and a whole new level of hell begins. 
 
    “I would like to resign from this job,” Sinclair stated. 
 
    “Me too,” Leon snapped. 
 
    “No!” Angel cried. “Then the person who set you up wins. The three of us can make a real impact here. We can do an incredible amount of damage to the bad guys. That’s why we were targeted.” She gripped Leon’s hand. “We had fun yesterday. We did good. We can have more good times.” 
 
    “Except they’re railroading you out, too,” Leon reminded her. 
 
    Just then Davenport returned with his copy of the protocols and handed it to Braddock. “Our manuals are different.” 
 
    Hamilton slammed his fist against the table. “Son of a bitch!” He then glared at Angel as if he blamed her for Max’s sabotage, and this change in the protocol sounded very much like Max’s cleverness. 
 
    “We can survive this attack,” she insisted. She looked at Sinclair and Leon. “We’ve all been part of a clever manipulation that was meant to undermine our trust and dedication to the project.” 
 
    “Then it worked,” Leon grumbled. 
 
    “It only works if you let them win. We can still turn this around. You saw the tape they had of you logging in as an admin. That person approved a major transfer of money. That person set you up. And I think it was because they could tell we were going to kick ass and put a serious dent in terrorism.” She gripped his hand. “We can still do that. You can retire feeling incredibly proud of yourself. You can have five great years.” She turned her focus to Sinclair. “We’re a good team.” 
 
    “We’re a great team,” Sinclair corrected. “I retract my request to leave, as long as we can continue working as a team.” He looked at Leon. “We have to have you. Bob and Scott are good, but they don’t hold a candle to you.” 
 
    “Can’t leave my partners hanging.” He sighed and looked at Hamilton. “I withdraw my request to leave. But I want an apology. I have dedicated my life to my country, and you should have shown me your ‘proof’ at once, because I could have shot it down in a second. And I wouldn’t have even had to drag Sinclair and Angel into this mess.” 
 
    Hamilton didn’t blink or hesitate. “You have my heartfelt apology. We’ve all been manipulated by a master chess player. However, I am glad Angel entered this fray, because I am certain that one protocol isn’t the only difference in these books.” 
 
    He rose and walked to their side of the table. “As of now, you three are my ace squad. You have passed through fire and survived the test.” He shook hands with each of them. “Davenport, take my ace squad back to the lab so they can kick ass. Send Tom in.” 
 
    Angel’s brow furrowed in worry. 
 
    He touched her cheek. “Trust me.” 
 
    She nodded and left with Leon and Sinclair. 
 
    When they returned, Bob and Scott had both broken through two supplier companies. 
 
    “Can we help? Our specialty is moving money, but we aren’t complete idiots. Toss us the companies that look less interesting. We’ve been watching you all morning. I think we can do the supplier level.” Cole looked to Davis and he nodded in agreement. 
 
    “That’s a great idea.” She sat next to Bob and assessed the company he’d broken in. “This one I think Sinclair should tackle.” 
 
    Bob nodded, and with a few strokes of the keys, he passed it to Sinclair and began a new search for a backdoor. 
 
    She sent Scott’s back door to Davis and Cole to work on it together. 
 
    She turned to Leon. The tired and bedraggled fellow had his computer up and searching for a new backdoor. 
 
    Angel glanced over at the other team. They all sat before their computers, but no one was typing. Clark watched team three with worry. 
 
    Max, is it really you doing all this harm? 
 
    Tom spoke to Davenport and a moment later, Team Two and a half was removed from the room. 
 
    Sinclair huffed. “Goodbye negative energy.” 
 
    “I’ll second that!” Angel declared and kissed Sinclair’s and Leon’s cheeks. 
 
    “You shouldn’t kiss, Leon,” Scott warned. “He looks seriously ill.” 
 
    “I’ll risk it,” Angel replied. 
 
    “And he’s really ugly,” Bob added. 
 
    “Is not,” she countered. 
 
    That earned her a half smile from Leon. “Our lady is more impressive than we thought.” 
 
    “Because she’s blind?” Cole teased. 
 
    “Exactly,” Leon chuckled. 
 
    *** 
 
    They worked until seven and then the grumbling of Angel’s stomach caused them to call it a day. 
 
    Angel high-fived them on all the great work they had accomplished. As they headed off to dinner, she recalled her boys would be expecting a game. “Oh crap!” 
 
    “What?” Sinclair asked. 
 
    “I promised my boys I would write them a Find the Money game.” She explained her desire to teach them forensic auditing through a game. 
 
    Instead of rolling their eyes, her team wanted to help her. So, while she ate dinner, they worked on her kid’s program. Leon insisted before they find the money, they should have to find a secret island and discover its password. Sinclair wrote the forensic part and Cole and Davis added a section that moves the money to a safe temple. 
 
    When she finished eating, she reviewed their game. “This is wonderful. I’m taking it to my boys right now.” 
 
    “And girl,” Tom spoke softly. 
 
    She nodded. She had no idea if Kelly had any interest in numbers. To be honest, she had no idea if a five-year-old or the eight-year-olds had any interest in number games either. 
 
    But she had promised them a game, and against all odds, she had one. While she planned to add more to the program for the next night, at least it was a start. 
 
    The moment they entered her home, three boys and Kelly waited on the other side. “Do you have our game?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “I want to play first,” Tommy insisted. 
 
    Tom ruffled the boy’s hair. 
 
    Angel laughed at their anticipation. “Let’s go to the kitchen table, and let the games begin.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Angel gathered her children around. “Now you are all FBI agents, but not just any FBI agents. You are the smartest, cleverest, and most determined agents we have.” 
 
    The children sparkled with happiness, jumping excitedly from one foot to the other. 
 
    “There are bad guys out there.” 
 
    “What type of bad guys?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “We don’t know yet. We just know they are giving money to terrorists, but we don’t know anything about them right now. It’s your job to find out who they are and remove their money, so they can’t cause further harm.” 
 
    She eyed each child. Right now, they were hooked. She only hoped she could keep them so engrossed. 
 
    “Now we have three jobs in the team that need to be filled.” All the kids raised their hands. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Some jobs can use more than one person.” She wrote the jobs on slips of paper and asked her children to draw one. 
 
    “I’m a hacker!” Dare declared, and then frowned. “Wait, isn’t that a bad guy?” 
 
    “Not when you work for the FBI.” 
 
    Dare chuckled and looked at his dad. “I’m going to be a hacker for the FBI.” 
 
    Derrick ruffled his hair. “Good for you!” 
 
    Kelly was a Forensic auditor. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s kind of like the CSI people, only we analyze numbers and we do it through the computer.” 
 
    “Is that what you do?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Suddenly all the children wanted to be ‘foresting audios’. 
 
    Angel laughed. “It’s forensic auditor, and we only need one.” 
 
    “I’m a money mover,” Tommy declared and then looked at his dad. “Is that good?” 
 
    His father nodded. “That’s a very important job. You have to move the money to someplace safe.” 
 
    Tommy’s eye’s rounded. “You know how to play this game too?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Can you help me?” 
 
    “Us too!” echoed the other children. 
 
    Angel laughed. “We are all going to help each other because we have a better chance of winning if we do.” 
 
    “So, let’s gather around Dare and Stevie and help them look for a backdoor.” 
 
    Stevie shook his head. “We don’t have a backdoor.” 
 
    “Not a physical one…” She then explained what a backdoor meant in their game. 
 
    “Like an invisible hidden door,” Dare suggested. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “But how are we going to find something no one else can?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the trick. Ready to play?” 
 
    They all nodded happily. 
 
    With Stevie and Dare sharing the chair before the computer, Tommy lifted up by Tom, and Kelly standing to the right, she pulled up the program. 
 
    Scott had insisted on a graphic front. “It’s just not a game, otherwise.” They appeared to be falling into a black hole. In the very center, after a long fall, it said, “Welcome Agents of the Future. Prepare to be challenged.” 
 
    Kelly read it aloud. She put a great deal of drama in her voice. 
 
    When they clicked ‘ENTER’ a black screen with the words,  
 
    “Find the Backdoor,” flashed, then a list of numbers and alpha strands appeared, only instead of thousands of screens long, it had ten possibilities. 
 
    There was a link on the bottom corner labeled ‘Clues’. 
 
    Stevie clicked it. 
 
    Clue One: Make use of smart people. Ask them questions. 
 
    All the children turned to her. “What do we need to know?” Stevie asked. 
 
    She chuckled at how fast Stevie got around the point of this exercise. “No, you have to ask specific questions, not general ones.” 
 
    He huffed. “What does Alpha strand mean? 
 
    “It’s a selection of letters from the alphabet, which may or may not create a word.” 
 
    “What do those numbers mean?” Tommy asked. 
 
    “Hey! I’m supposed to ask questions!” Stevie objected. 
 
    “That was a very good question, Tommy, but you are helping Stevie, so if he’s pondering what questions to ask, you should have suggested it to him.” 
 
    Tommy rolled his eyes. “Stevie, ask mom what the numbers mean.” 
 
    Stevie shook his head. 
 
    “Stevie, Tommy’s your teammate, and he gave you an excellent suggestion. Now if you don’t want to be a good team member, we can stop the game now, because you can’t do this by yourself.” 
 
    “Sorry, Tommy.” He then turned to his mom. “What do the numbers mean?” 
 
    She leaned over and pulled up an example page and went through what the various sections of numbers meant. “Now some companies use other codes, but this is the most common breakdown of the numbers, and luckily I happen to know this company uses this coding system.” 
 
    Now understanding the numbers more, they returned to the computer screen and studied the numbers. They discussed it among themselves, determined to figure out which might be the backdoor. 
 
    “Can’t we just try them all?” Dare asked. 
 
    “You could, but one might be a trap door that alerts the company an intruder is trying to bust through its firewall.” 
 
    “What’s a firewall?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “A thinking electronic barrier that catches almost everyone who tries to get in without permission.” 
 
    “How are we going to get in?” 
 
    “That will be tomorrow’s game. Tonight, we have to find the backdoor.” 
 
    Their questions were endless, but eventually the whole team agreed upon which was the true backdoor. With trepidation Stevie clicked it. 
 
    Congratulations! You found the backdoor. Password Please. 
 
    “What’s the password?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “We don’t know. But tomorrow night, we will discover ways to determine what the password is.” 
 
    “Why not now?” 
 
    “Because it is bedtime, and if you don’t get your rest, you will be too sleepy to think when you try and break the password tomorrow.” 
 
    With a great deal of grumbling, the children went to bed. When the last one was tucked in bed and kissed goodnight, she eased out of the room. 
 
    Tom pulled her into his arms. “You are amazing.” 
 
    “The only impressive thing about that game was Scott’s introduction.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You taught those kids things I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like what all the sections of numbers stood for and that there is some commonality between companies.” 
 
    “Don’t get too fond of that idea. There are about twenty standards which are commonly used. Leon has a program that can analyze the numbers and determine which standard they are using, and then it identifies the entries which are most likely the backdoor by searching for specific criteria. It’s really brilliant. Leon’s really brilliant.” 
 
    Tom chuckled. “According to Davenport, until you arrived, Leon was a grumpy old man waiting to retire.” 
 
    “Well, honestly, if you had made me perform within those protocols, I would have probably become the same. This job is either extraordinarily interesting or exceedingly dull. There’s not much in between.” 
 
    He led her to her bed and joined her. “Six more days,” he whispered softly in her ear. 
 
    “Seems an eternity,” she replied. She couldn’t wait until she was cleared for sex either. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hamilton frowned and stared at Davenport. “Find out what is happening in six days.” 
 
    “That is when Dr. Hanson says Angel can have sexual relations.” 
 
    Hamilton remained worried. “Are you a hundred percent positive that is what they were referring to?” 
 
    “Two hundred percent certain. And if you ask me, I can give you the countdown to the hour.” 
 
    Hamilton huffed. “I’m not entirely comfortable with you being intimately involved with our asset.” 
 
    “Well, Angel would have an issue if I refused her. She requires physical proof of love on a regular basis. If deprived of such, she becomes depressed, stops eating, and will cease to be a valuable asset.” 
 
    “Is that why Max allowed her to sleep with Tom and the other men in the house?” 
 
    “Yes. She promised him faithfulness on her wedding day, but after six months, he declared her needs more than he could handle alone.” 
 
    “So, the profiler was right when he called her a nymphomaniac?” 
 
    “I believe he was entirely wrong. She is not mentally ill, nor in need of intense psychiatric care. She just needs multiple verifications that she’s loved. Without that, the ugly truths about her life start to wear her down.” 
 
    “What ugly truths are you talking about?” 
 
    “That people continue to search for her, so they could either kidnap or kill her. That they might use her children to force her to do whatever they wanted. That Max intended to kill her rather than allow that to happen, but there was no certainty he would keep her children safe in the process. And possibly, deep down, she fears that Max does not love her for herself, but only for her value to the country.” 
 
    “You can stop with the list. That was sufficient to depress any sane person. I suppose I should be relieved she has found a way to keep herself distracted from all that.” He paused. “Only all those dangers are gone now.” 
 
    “And new ones took their place. If she hadn’t considered it before today, she has to realize now, her life and her children’s lives depend on your continued good graces, and that relationship is very fragile, and could break any time.” 
 
    Hamilton sighed. “It disturbs me how close we came to falling into Max’s trap.” 
 
    “He is a formidable opponent. Every time I thought I finally had gotten him figured out, he would surprise me. And this is one example. I expected he would send her in here with something we wouldn’t like, but I would never have thought he could so successfully get our participation in almost removing our best people.” 
 
    Hamilton nodded. “What I find disturbing is how he used people other than the ones I suspected.” 
 
    “You thought it would be me and Tom.” 
 
    “The reason I initially allowed you two into my facility was because I thought giving Max such an easy conduit would contain my problems.” 
 
    Davenport nodded. “A rational approach. However, the flaw to that approach was the two men you chose. I assure you my allegiance is to my country, and the man I report to. I believe Tom feels much the same.” 
 
    “But he owes Max.” 
 
    “From our talks, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t feel he owns Max a damn thing.” 
 
    “He lived in the man’s house and enjoyed his wife on a daily basis.” 
 
    “The house belongs to Angel and she was the one who invited him. And it has always been her say who she loves. All Max did was open up their marriage six months into the marriage. Tom thinks it was because he grew tired of pretending to love her.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. When she was in Max’s facility and he was near her, he truly seemed to care. But then he would plant bugs on her which resulted in excruciatingly painful searches.” 
 
    “Typical sadist,” Hamilton grunted. 
 
    He glanced at the monitor showing Braddock slamming his fist upon the table, scaring the shit out of the three which had shown fear today. 
 
    “Think he’ll break them.” 
 
    “If he doesn’t, then it’s not a carrot hanging over their head. Have we checked to verify their families and significant others are safe and sound?” 
 
    “No, I don’t have the men to waste hunting about their motivation to obstruct my objectives. They can either play ball or rot in hell.” He smiled. “I don’t need them. Team Three is all I need to look like a God damn genius. The rest are expendable.” 
 
    Davenport made no reply. 
 
    Hamilton glanced at the monitor showing her spooning with Tom. “Angel is one hell of an asset. Did you notice how easily she turned Leon and Sinclair around today? Utterly remarkable.” He frowned and turned to Davenport. “Has she mesmerized me?” 
 
    “Given your anger at her this morning, I’d say no. You just like assets that support your objectives.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I do. And she is genuinely trying to teach a five and two eight-year-olds how to do her job. Can you imagine if we had five Angels working for us?” 
 
    “Shall I tell Tom to allow her more time to create her program?” 
 
    “No. Let her work it out. I was impressed how those guys helped her. And now I finally understand what that program Leon ran on her computer does.” 
 
    Davenport nodded. 
 
    “It would make life easier on me if those kids want to stay down here with their mom and work.” 
 
    “It’s a real possibility if you can make this place interesting enough when they become teenagers.” 
 
    Hamilton shook his head. “I’ll admit I have no clue about teenagers. I’ll leave it up to Angel to figure out how to keep her kids contented.” 
 
    Davenport chuckled. “That’ll work.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    When Davenport brought Angel to the conference room the next day, only Tom and Team Three was present. 
 
    “I’ll make this fast. Since this team seemed to be the only one embracing the new changes, the other teams have been transferred to auditing.” 
 
    “Do they get bonuses?” Sinclair asked. 
 
    “No, they will be paid standard rates.” 
 
    Sinclair burst into laughter and high-fived Scott. 
 
    “I fail to see a need for celebration,” Tom snapped. 
 
    Sinclair sobered up. “Then you didn’t realize what condescending dicks and thieves they were. And one of those jerks set up Leon to take the fall for their theft. So, am I happy they are gone? Yes. Am I happy they have been transferred to the worst place imaginable, other than hell itself?” He chuckled. “Hell, yes.” 
 
    The others chuckled as well. 
 
    “So, you guys plan to take up the slack?” 
 
    Leon leaned forward and met Tom’s challenge. “I’m willing to share my backdoor program with these two. I would have never shared it with those jerks. And just so you know, Tyler was undermining you every chance he got.” 
 
    “I was perfectly aware of Tyler’s desire to have his position as manager back,” Tom assured him. 
 
    Scott glared at him. “Then cut the crap and celebrate. We’ve finally got a kickass team and the ability to actually get stuff done! We’ll do more good in a week, then we previously did in a year.” 
 
    Tom rose. “Then let’s go prove that before the director decides to bring us new help.” 
 
    That threat had all the men rushing to the door. 
 
    Tom and Angel were the last two to enter the lab. The moment Tom entered Scott asked to break protocol. “We need permission to log into all these machines.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So, we can reduce the time it takes to get Angel and Sinclair inside the backdoor.” 
 
    Tom looked at Angel. 
 
    “It would speed things up,” she admitted. 
 
    “Let’s try it.” 
 
    By noon, Tom determined ‘all’ the computers was overkill, because Angel and Sinclair couldn’t work that fast. So, he had them shut down half the computers. He expected complaints, but not one person made a peep. 
 
    He noticed both money movers shadowed everything Angel did. “You guys trying to learn a new skill?” 
 
    Cole grimaced. “That may take a while. So far, her ability to see things that are ‘wrong’ just looks like magic to me. I’m just not seeing it.” 
 
    She turned to them. “I’m sorry. I stopped talking when Sinclair went off on his own. I’ll return to explaining what I see, if you’d like that.” 
 
    Both Bob and Cole nodded and sat down, flanking her. Whenever the hackers had a backlog, they all joined her mini-tutorial. 
 
    At lunch, the team resisted leaving to eat, but Tom held firm. “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but I expect us to keep this level of productivity every day, so let’s start good habits right off. You’ll think better if you eat a healthy lunch.” 
 
    “Note the word ‘healthy,’” Angel chided. “Avoid sugars and simple carbs.” 
 
    “Yes, mom,” Cole teased. 
 
    “She’s not my mom,” Scott murmured and shook his hand as if she was so hot as to burn him. 
 
    Tom couldn’t fault his interest. Angel was sexy as hell with her new look, and honestly, she looked considerably younger than her true age of forty. 
 
    *** 
 
    When Angel opened the laptop to work on her kids’ program at lunch, Scott stopped her. “First tell us what they thought about this strange game.” 
 
    “Did they like it at all?” Cole asked doubtfully. 
 
    She looked to Tom. “You were there. What do you think?” 
 
    Tom chuckled. “Those kids were devastated when they had to stop and go to bed.” 
 
    Leon’s eyes rounded. “Really? I was afraid they’d be bored stiff.” 
 
    “Nope. Even the five-year-old is dying for his shot as the leader.” 
 
    “Tonight, they will learn how to break a password,” Angel added. 
 
    They all stared at her in confusion. 
 
    She held up her hands before anyone could protest. “I know, Black Hole does that for us. But I want them to appreciate the wonder of that program, so they are going to learn the basics of a password breaker.” 
 
    “I’ll help you with that if you want,” Leon offered. 
 
    “Actually, since I need a five-year-old to understand what’s happening, this is going to be really simple today. My password is going to be BAT and I’ll have them put together a program that will run through the alphabet. At each level of the game I’ll increase the difficulty.” 
 
    “So you are teaching them programming code tonight?” Leon’s eyebrows rose to his hairline. 
 
    “Not to write it yet, but to grasp what it’s doing. I’ll split the code into three pieces and all they will have to do is place them in the right order.” 
 
    Leon’s eyes narrowed. “It’s been awhile since my boy was five, but I think he struggled putting together a three-part train at that age.” 
 
    Angel chuckled and glanced at Tom. He did make wonderful children. His son’s Toby and little Tommy were both extraordinary boys. “Well, my kids are pretty amazing.” 
 
    “No shock there?” Sinclair, seated to her left, muttered. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she whispered and playfully bumped his arm. 
 
    A half-smile appeared. “You take it right.” 
 
    Angel really liked Sinclair, but oddly, physically she felt nothing for him. Hell, she was more attracted to scrappy old Leon. And while terribly thin, Sinclair wasn’t a bad looking fellow, and she figured close to her age. Her lack of attraction baffled her. She had never before liked someone so strongly without a sexual connection as well. 
 
    Unable to explain that oddity, she returned to her program. She wasn’t surprised when Leon suggested changes to her code. What did surprise her was how much simpler his suggestion made it. 
 
    She took his advice at once. It shortened the code by half and would make it easier to teach the kids. “Thank you, kind sir.” 
 
    She bumped his arm. He returned the favor. “You are most welcome.” 
 
    Yep, definitely an attraction there. 
 
    *** 
 
    Once she finished writing the night’s game, her team played it while she ate her lunch. 
 
    “I still can’t believe a five-year-old can play this,” Leon muttered. 
 
    “Well, to be fair, he’s a money mover for this round. But he seems fully engaged and contributed very well last night.” 
 
    “So, who is running this section?” Cole asked. 
 
    “The eight-year-olds: Stevie and Dare.” 
 
    Tom spoke up. “Stevie is leading the team.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. Dare had been really quiet last night. She hoped he wasn’t falling behind. If so, soon he’d lose interest. 
 
    When they returned to work, Leon asked Tom if he could try his hand at the forensic work. “I used to be a forensic auditor, but then the computer came out and that seemed more fun.” 
 
    She gave Tom a slight nod of her head, hoping he’d agree. 
 
    Tom’s brow furrowed. “That’s a protocol breech that I’m not comfortable giving. Let me get clearance first.” 
 
    He picked up the phone and strangely he never said anything except ‘yes, sir and no, sir.’ When he hung up, he looked at Angel. “The director has approved setting aside the protocol to see if we can speed our process further. However, he wants Leon seated at the terminal next to you and expects you to provide occasional supervision.” 
 
    Angel smiled at Leon. “Is that okay with you?” 
 
    Leon smiled. “You may supervise me anytime you want.” 
 
    Yep. Definite attraction going on here. 
 
    She wasn’t surprised when Leon proved to have a natural gift for spotting trouble. In fact, he spotted a problem with what should have been just a supplier company. 
 
    Angel rolled her chair over to his station and studied the anomaly he’d found. “That does look odd.” 
 
    She checked the index and found the general ledger, located the transaction to see the other side, and smiled. “This is a pass through. They are moving money to someone further down the line. Mind if I take this over?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’ll transfer it over now.” 
 
    By the time she scooted back over to her station, the transfer was done. “Sinclair, you might want to watch me for a second.” 
 
    That got all the guys attention and soon the entire team gathered around her station. 
 
    “Leon noticed this huge sum of money going into the supplier’s revenue but not showing up in Accounts Receivable. Nor could he locate inventory going out to match it.” 
 
    “By searching the sum on the same date in the general ledger, we find it labeled as a Royalty payment going to Revenue. The matched entry was the same amount going out to a Special Entity. So, I’m going to follow that line now.” 
 
    An hour later she located the cash’s final resting place in a Congressman’s bank account. 
 
    Everyone was deathly quiet. 
 
    The phone rang. 
 
    Tom picked it up, said “yes, sir” about seven times and hung up. 
 
    “The director wants you to document this trail, then move on to another company.” 
 
    The guys returned to their stations. 
 
    Leon frowned. “Maybe I should just stick to hacking.” 
 
    Angel gripped his arm. “No! That was good work. And even if the director does not have us remove the money, the knowledge may give him leverage to keep us better protected while we go after sites we can touch.” 
 
    Leon shook his head. “You are the most optimistic person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Despite her pep talk, the men remained subdued for the remainder of the day. Still, with the extra help in auditing, they had evaluated nearly all of the suppliers for Fake Company One. 
 
    At six, Tom ordered them all to log off their machines. “You did a terrific job today.” 
 
    Just then Director Hamilton, Braddock, and Davenport entered the room. 
 
    “Crap,” Leon muttered. 
 
    Angel reached out and gripped his hand. She would do everything she could to protect him from the fall out. 
 
    Hamilton’s stern face assured Angel that he wasn’t here to congratulate them on a job well done. 
 
    The director breathed in and released it slowly as he made eye contact with each one of them. “I believe we were all shocked and disappointed to discover one of our own taking a kickback from a company. I know this senator. I do not believe he is aware this company has ties to terrorists. Given the supplier resides in his state, I suspect he believes the money he received to be quid pro quo for his efforts in congress to bring them work. Unfortunately, that is all too common within our Congress. I will have this investigated from the outside, using normal procedures. What I will not do is risk any of your careers in this matter.” 
 
    He pointed to a station. “Finding terrorists and removing their funding is far more important to this country’s survival than trying to garner sufficient proof to bring charges against a well-connected senator, when his replacement will be no better. Let us stay focused on the big picture where we can truly make a difference.” 
 
    “Here, here!” Sinclair stated. 
 
    Angel smiled. “We will continue to do our best, sir.” 
 
    Hamilton returned her smile. “Then we all will succeed. Enjoy your dinner. I asked the cook to prepare something special for you.” Then he and the silent brooding Braddock left. 
 
    Curious about their dinner, they all hurried to the cafeteria. 
 
    The room had been converted into a beach resort with straw huts, the sound of waves and island birds, large fake palm trees, and real smaller palm trees. Angel clapped with happiness when she saw her kids playing in the corner filled with pure white sand. 
 
    The chef and his helpers brought out a roasted pig for the men, fish for the health conscious, and fried chicken for the kids. 
 
    Angel eyed the fried chicken with suspicion. The chef leaned down and spoke in her ear. “The batter is made of egg white, whole wheat flour and crushed peanuts. The chicken breasts were fried in virgin olive oil.” 
 
    Angel laughed. “Now, I want one.” 
 
    “There is plenty. Enjoy!” 
 
    Before he could leave, Angel stood up and asked everyone to toast Chef Savoy. 
 
    Following that toast, Tom toasted the team. “A manager couldn’t ask for a better team.” 
 
    Leon then toasted Angel. “A team couldn’t have greater inspiration.” 
 
    Since the laptop and kids were both present, the guys insisted they continue their game here. 
 
    By the expressions of worry and concern on three of the kid’s faces, Angel turned down the request. “No, we’re going to head on home now. Otherwise, they’ll be too wound up after the game to go to bed.” 
 
    Only Stevie was disappointed with her decision. He had wanted to wow and bedazzle the guys. She stroked her first son’s head. His father had been a bedazzler. Everyone noticed Steve the moment he entered a room. And Lord, how he loved the attention. 
 
    She wondered what Steve thought of his brilliant little boy with all his confidence and charm. She used to be able to feel her first love’s spirit when she lived in his grandparent’s house. But she hadn’t felt him in a very long time. Perhaps he had returned to earth in a newborn baby and was right now charming and dazzling his mom. 
 
    She recalled the joy motherhood had brought her with Stevie, and then Tommy. Her love and adoration for those babies had almost overwhelmed her. They were her whole life. 
 
    Her brow furrowed in guilt. For some reason she’d never felt that with baby Johnny. Was it because the novelty had worn off by baby three? Or because Johnny was going to be a stern, somewhat morose child like his father, Max? For whatever reason, Johnny had disliked having his face covered with kisses, did not like to be tossed in the air, and preferred being left alone in his crib than being carried about. 
 
    Thus, she had allowed Mrs. Adams to take over as Johnny’s primary caretaker. Truth was, her youngest son’s constant annoyance and rejection when Angel tried to love him, wounded her deeply. To all appearances, he did not need or love his mother at all. 
 
    She rubbed her stomach. Please let this baby be Tom’s and not Max’s. 
 
    *** 
 
    Once they settled around the table at home, Angel restarted the computer and explained their objective tonight. 
 
    “You must break the password.” 
 
    “How?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “Is it cat?” Tommy asked. 
 
    Angel laughed at how close the boy had come to guessing the password. “Guessing won’t normally work. So, let me explain some better options. 
 
    “In the old days, we would try to get to know the person who created the password and then test all assortments of birthdays, children’s names, pet names.” 
 
    “Facebook would be good for that,” Kelly declared. 
 
    “It would,” Angel agreed. “However, as such information became easier to gather, people have learned not to use such easy-to-guess passwords. Still, this is a level one programmer, so this person may not be so smart. For example, how many letters do you think this password has?” 
 
    Tommy stared at the page. “Three?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “We can guess this.” Stevie wiggled excitedly and placed his fingers on the keyboard. 
 
    “Maybe, but can you guess it before five tries, because if you are wrong five times in a row, the computer will lockdown the file.” 
 
    His fingers pulled away. “How we gonna do that?” 
 
    We have three choices for clues. One’s free. One costs fifty cents and may or may not help you. The last option costs five dollars and you have to assemble it before it can work, but if assembled correctly it will break the password.” 
 
    “Do we have money?” Stevie challenged. 
 
    “Yes, you do. You earned five dollars for locating the backdoor yesterday. But it’s game money, so you can only spend it in the game.” 
 
    Dare whispered in his ear, then Stevie asked, “Can we try more than one option?” 
 
    “You can try as many as you have funds for. Can anyone tell me how many that is?” 
 
    “Two,” Kelly replied. She pointed out the two alternatives and explained why, so Tommy understood. 
 
    Stevie nudged his brother. “Good thing we got Kelly on our team. Nobody’s taught you math yet.” 
 
    Tommy’s brow furrowed the same way his father’s did when he wasn’t happy. “Yeah, how come I don’t know math? I go to school now.” All the boys looked at Derrick to explain this mishap. 
 
    Angel laughed and tried to help him out. “Kelly when did you learn math?” 
 
    “When I was six, I think.” 
 
    Stevie sighed heavily. “That’s too far away. Tommy needs to know now!” 
 
    Tommy agreed with exaggerated nods. 
 
    Derrick smiled. “I’ll talk to your teacher.” 
 
    Dare whispered in Stevie’s ear and he nodded at once. “Will we earn more money once we get the password?” 
 
    “You will.” 
 
    His grin spread from ear to ear. “Then we’ll do the free one first and if that don’t work, we’ll spend our five dollars for the sure thing.” 
 
    His entire team agreed that was the right decision. 
 
    The free option was a list of information about the programmer. 
 
    Joe had two cats named Max and Min, one dog named Jap. His favorite car was the Porsche 990, his favorite color was red, and his favorite sport was baseball. 
 
    “Do we get five more tries with the sure thing?” 
 
    “Not today. Five wrong passwords will shut down the program today, and upon discovering someone attempted to break in, Joe will change his entry, so you’ll have to start completely over and find his new backdoor. He’ll have changed his password too, probably to something harder. 
 
    Steve smacked the side of his head. “What about the sure thing? Does it only need one guess left?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He looked at the others. We got four guesses. It’s got to be three letters. Each person gets one guess. 
 
    “Cat,” Tommy declared. 
 
    “Max,” Dare said. 
 
    “Jap,” Kelly said. 
 
    “I’ll go with Red,” Stevie stated and entered them one by one. When the last one was rejected, he muttered. “Free don’t get you much.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. Now let’s look at Option 2 that you didn’t use.” 
 
    “Can we use it?” 
 
    “No. But since it’s the early concept that later became a computerized password breaker, studying it might help you understand how to assemble your tool so that it works. Because remember, you’ve only one shot to build it correctly.” 
 
    Stevie growled. “We shouldn’t have wasted our guesses on that free stuff. Mommy warned us the programmers got smarter.” 
 
    “If you understand Option 2, then you’ll be able to assemble Option 3 correctly.” 
 
    She then brought up Option Two. “This option tests every combination of letters, one by one.” 
 
    “But we only have one guess left,” Stevie objected. 
 
    “Realistically, with the five-mistake limit, this could take over a month to crack the password, assuming you stopped at four tries each day so it didn’t alert the programmer you were trying to break in. Still, good programmers change their passwords monthly, so the only way you could break it is by chance. For example, if you had used Tommy’s guess and run this program, you would have broken the password in two tries. But with any of the other guesses, you would have failed.” 
 
    “What was so special about Tommy’s?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “It just happened to have two of the letters correct.” 
 
    “Which two?” Tommy asked, excited he was so close. 
 
    “Can’t say.” 
 
    Stevie glared at him. “Doesn’t matter, we only have one chance left.” He then looked at Angel. “Can we assemble Option Three now?” 
 
    “Option Three is a computerized version of this. The big difference is that the first thing it does is to sneak around the counter so it can keep guessing until it gets it right.” 
 
    “Cool!” Stevie and Dare said at once. 
 
    She then opened up the three pieces of code. 
 
    “Uh, oh…” Kelly stated. 
 
    “Mommy, this don’t make sense,” Stevie chided. 
 
    “Ask an expert for help.” 
 
    Kelly smiled. “Can you tell us what each piece says in English.” 
 
    “That’s a good request. Let’s make sure you understand what all three of the pieces do.’ 
 
    She pointed to the first segment. “This part asks the computer if the first letter is whatever it is currently guessing. When the computer tells it yes, then it moves to the next letter and asks the same thing again. When it gets that one right, it goes on to the next.” She then pointed to the code that did the comparison and the code to repeat until X = X+1 
 
    “Good, let’s use that one first,” Tommy suggested. 
 
    Dare shook his head and whispered in Stevie’s ear, the Stevie asked, “What do the other two do?” 
 
    “Good question. You need to know what all three pieces do before you try to assemble them. The next piece gets around the counter of wrong attempts.” She pointed out the section in the code that convinced the counter it was always at one. 
 
    “And this big piece?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “It asks the computer for the restrictions and length of the password. For example, this one only uses the alphabet, but most allow numbers and some programs allow all the odd little things above the numbers on the keyboard. The program has to know this because if it’s a possibility, then it has to run through the possibility for each block.” 
 
    “No wonder this cost five dollars. It works really hard.” Stevie said. 
 
    “And really fast. Within a blink of an eye it will have compared a hundred possibilities. Now, who would like to put it in proper order?” 
 
    No one spoke up. 
 
    “Well, let’s think about this logically. Let’s say you hire a man to count the people at the door and not to let any more than five inside. But then the four of you snuck through before the man could start counting. How many people will he let in the room?” 
 
    They all looked to Kelly. “Nine,” she replied. 
 
    Angel nodded. “And how many will he report to have let in?” 
 
    “Five!” Tommy declared. 
 
    Stevie glared at his brother but nodded in agreement. 
 
    “That’s right. He only counted five.” 
 
    “Now what happens if he’s already counting when you guys arrive?” 
 
    “Then we get counted,” Tommy insisted. 
 
    “That’s right. So, if we don’t want our guesses to count should they sneak past the counter first or start counting first?” 
 
    “Sneak past,” they all declared. 
 
    She helped Stevie switch the two pieces. 
 
    “Now once you’ve snuck behind the counter, do you start comparing first, or finding out what you have to include in your comparison first?” 
 
    Their furrowed brows gathered as the question seemed to overwhelm them. They were so cute that Angel had to resist covering their faces with kisses. 
 
    “If I asked you to find a match to three items I have hidden in my basket, do you need to know what type of items I have in my basket before you begin your search?” 
 
    Stevie chuckled. “It would make it a lot easier.” He slapped his head. “Of course!” He moved the inquiry in between the other two pieces of programming. 
 
    The others weren’t convinced, and he had to defend his decision. Kelly still remained unconvinced it was necessary. 
 
    “But if I don’t know what’s in the basket, I’ll go outside and gather up rocks and bugs, while Mommy has fruit in her basket. I’m just wasting my time until Mommy tells me what I should be gathering for the comparison.” 
 
    Only once all four were satisfied did Stevie hit enter. A second later, the screen blackened. 
 
    “Oh no!” Tommy cried. 
 
    Dare sighed. “I thought we had it right.” 
 
    Then the screen burst into happy colorful letters. 
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You have successfully entered the backdoor of computer files for Mr. X. 
 
      
 
    Funds: $20.00 
 
    Stevie pointed to the dollars in the far-left corner. “Look, we’ve won twenty dollars!” 
 
    “And it’s your bedtime.” 
 
    With a great deal of happy protesting, the kids went to bed. 
 
    Once Angel had them settled, she returned to the living room to discover Derrick, Tom, and Davenport in quiet discussion. 
 
    She approached. “Is this something I can hear? Or should I head on to bed?” 
 
    “Oh, you are definitely invited into this conversation,” Tom stated. 
 
    Davenport’s hand slipped onto the small of her back. “Hamilton’s watching these lessons, and all the kids are impressing the hell out of him. Therefore, I am authorized to do whatever you want to advance their education, including getting them different teachers if needed.” 
 
    Angel looked at Derrick. “Is there a problem with their current teachers? Because having failed to teach a five-year-old math in the short time he’s been in school is not unreasonable. Most children aren’t taught math so early. Honestly. I suspected my kids might take to numbers early. However, Dare hung with them the whole night and Kelly is having a great time as the math expert.” 
 
    Derrick smiled and nodded. “I just wish my boy would speak for himself instead of channeling his thoughts through Stevie.” 
 
    “With a little more confidence, he might outgrow that.” She then returned to the topic at hand. “But to my question, is there really a problem with their teachers?” 
 
    Derrick sighed. “There is a big difference between their behavior and interest level here and at school. But it may be a content issue. Tommy has no interest in coloring within the lines and placing round balls in round holes. I suggested moving him up with the other two boys.” 
 
    Tom spoke up, “But I’m worried about him missing developmental skills, such as coloring within the lines.” 
 
    Angel laughed and hugged Tom. “You cannot expect a child of mine to color properly.” 
 
    “He’s…” Tom stopped himself before he said more. 
 
    Angel sighed and looked at Derrick and Davenport and then at Tom. “It’s okay for you to claim him now. He’s our son. You have a say in this. And if his natural inclination was to color in those lines, I would say he got the trait from you and I’d let him color properly. But Derrick says he has no interest in following those lines, so even though he’s your son, you have to accept my parts in him as well.” 
 
    Tom kissed her, filling her body with pure love. When he broke the kiss, he stared at her. “How long have you known?” 
 
    “Since Max told me a few weeks into our marriage.” 
 
    Tom’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “You’re mad because I never told you I knew?” 
 
    “No!” He pulled her against his chest. “I’m pissed that Max insisted you didn’t know and would never want to know.” 
 
    She sighed heavily, wishing her rose-colored Max-glasses weren’t fading with use. But there was nothing she could do about her husband. She had a new life, and Hamilton left no doubt Max would never be a part of it, and honestly, she understood his perspective. 
 
    “Let’s focus on things we can have impact upon. The truth is, Tommy has been struggling to keep up with Stevie and Dare since he first became aware of their existence. Tommy was walking at seven and a half months and talking at nine. His first words were ‘me too’.” 
 
    Tom nodded in agreement. He had moved into their home the day his wife kicked him out when she discovered Angel’s new son was named Tommy. He had been a father to his son from the first week on. 
 
    “Keeping up with his brothers isn’t harming him. He’s just learned to try harder, to overcome his roadblocks. He’s his own little man, strong and determined.” 
 
    Tom caressed her cheek and then looked at Derrick. “Since my boy does not like coloring, let’s move him up so he can study with Stevie and Dare.” 
 
    Angel added, “But if he starts to lose his confidence, let us know and we’ll come up with a different plan.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Davenport replied. “I’ll talk to the boys’ teacher tonight and they’ll start a new curriculum tomorrow.” He then glanced at Derrick. “If you don’t feel the teacher has embraced the change, let me know, and we’ll get someone else.” 
 
    Derrick nodded. “Kelly will keep her teacher, right?” 
 
    “Yes, unless you have an issue with the guy.” 
 
    “Other than my daughter has a crush on him, no, he’s fine.” 
 
    “You want a change?” 
 
    He smiled. “I think this is something my girl just has to face. Unrequited love is a bitch, but not half so bad as a meddlesome father sending her beloved teacher off.” 
 
    “Wise man,” Tom stated. “I can tell you from experience, even the best of daughters will make mistakes when it comes to men. I intervened when my girl was eighteen and fell in love with a playboy cop twice her age who was a good friend of mine.” 
 
    Angel grimaced, knowing he was talking about Steve. 
 
    His hand rubbed Angel’s back. “I reacted really badly and did some things I’ll never forgive myself for.” 
 
    Angel knew exactly what he was talking about and wrapped her arms around him, wishing she could take away his pain, because she was very glad they had become lovers, even if it had started out, on Tom’s part, as an act of revenge against Steve. 
 
    Steve had taken Tom’s baby girl, so Tom took Steve’s true love. 
 
    Tom pulled her close as he continued his advice. “You should talk over any action you plan to take with Angel before you act. She can keep you from doing stuff that will destroy your relationship with your daughter forever.” 
 
    Derrick focused on Angel. “So, you agree I should just ignore this?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Davenport smiled. “I can make sure the guy knows if he touches Kelly, he’s fired.” 
 
    “No,” Derrick stated. “That would alter his relationship with Kelly, and she would suspect I’m the cause. I just have to trust my daughter on this.” 
 
    Angel was shocked by Derrick’s response. He wasn’t normally so reasonable. Before she could question his change of heart, she noticed Kelly’s door was open a crack. 
 
    Angel yawned. “Well, I’m headed off to bed. Anyone else sleepy?” 
 
    Tom nudged her to Davenport. She smiled at her stern, powerful soldier. His hand slipped onto her back and he led her to her bedroom. 
 
    Once inside, she helped undress him, so she could enjoy the tactile study of his chiseled body. She felt the ripple of muscles as she removed his shirt. “Your muscles even have muscles,” she teased. 
 
    He removed her clothes and then cupped her butt and lifted her up as if she weighed but a few ounces and tasted each nipple. 
 
    He then slowly eased her down until the tip of his penis touched her. “They have their uses.” 
 
    She wrapped her legs around his firm waist. Her eyes sparkled with delight. “Does this mean…?” 
 
    “Dr. Hanson said we could try as long as I’m not penetrating you more than two inches. 
 
    “Two?” 
 
    “Yes. According to Dr. Hanson, your G spot is two inches up on your belly button side. So, we are going to find it.” 
 
    “All right! I can’t believe you discuss my G-spot with Dr. Hanson. What made you ask?” 
 
    “Other than my painful need?” 
 
    She nodded. Davenport would never ask just to ease his own needs. 
 
    “I thought you deserved a reward for the great job you’re doing, both at work and teaching the kids your skills.” 
 
    He slipped inside her, holding her butt so all control was in his hands. Her soldier normally buried himself deep within her, so she didn’t expect this two-inch prod for the fabled G spot was going to do much, but she soon discovered that when provided such clear directions, Davenport could do a hell of a lot with just two inches. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Hamilton smiled as he reviewed the new Suspected Terrorists list. In a month, his team had uncovered over two hundred before unknown groups being funded by extremist. He supposed he should feel upset at such a long list, and later he would feign such concern, but right now, he simply felt a great satisfaction. A month with Angel on his staff proved, beyond all doubt, his methodology was far superior to Max’s. 
 
    Still, it could have so easily gone wrong. 
 
    He’d been on edge for the entire month as he left billions on the table waiting for his very small team to evaluate all the recipients. He took a big chance. All it would take was one of the team to send a message or trip an electronic warning, and the money could disappear, and the Feeder Companies could all disappear, along with the receiving companies. 
 
    Thus, Hamilton prioritized security over efficiency. 
 
    Braddock had personally watched the programmer remove the backdoor to Black Hole. The guy wasn’t happy, but he didn’t try to screw around with the colonel. Braddock was not a man to cross if you had any sense of survival. 
 
    Hamilton was convinced the soldier had moved up to his current rank because his officers were afraid to cheat him out of a promotion he deserved. However, with his last promotion, he’d hit a brick wall. The position of general required a ‘smooze’ skill that Braddock did not possess. 
 
    But out of all the men he was offered, Hamilton chose Braddock to run his facility because he was certain Max couldn’t get to this pure blood soldier. 
 
    His fear of bringing in a bad seed who would betray the team was also why he hadn’t given the team additional forensic auditors. He was certain as he could be of his current group. He wasn’t going to bring in a contaminant that might ruin the whole thing, just to get a bit more efficiency out of them. They were exceeding beyond his wildest dreams now. He wasn’t going to screw it up. 
 
    But the waiting had been a risk. One that Angel and Leon thought worth taking. 
 
    Last night, he pulled the trigger and they captured nearly a trillion dollars. 
 
    A trillion fucking dollars! Angel paid for this whole facility in less than a month. And every confiscation would stand up in court if necessary. Although in truth he only had to convince the President, who had personally found the funds to build this facility and wanted it to succeed as much as Hamilton. 
 
    And what had Max done during this time? Arm-twisted congress to pay a billion ransom in trade agreements to get back a failed FBI agent who had gotten herself kidnapped. 
 
    Hamilton: + 1 Trillion. 
 
    Max: -1 Billion. 
 
    There truly was a just God out there! 
 
    Still, Max’s mistake was a problem for Hamilton as well. The failed agent happened to be Tom Culp’s daughter. 
 
    Braddock entered the room. “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    “Yes. Are you up to date on the young woman who was kidnapped the day Angel was rescued?” 
 
    “I have kept myself in the loop. Captain Logan, who was in charge of Angel’s rescue, holds himself responsible for failing to save her.” 
 
    “What happened?” He actually wanted to ask ‘why would he care’, but worried such a forthright question might shut his colonel down. 
 
    “The priorities of his assignment and his belief the young woman could protect herself resulted in her being kidnapped while he took out the remaining terrorists. I have reviewed his actions and he performed exactly as he should have.” 
 
    “I’m in agreement that he acted properly. However, I’m a little confused about this girl. My intel says she failed out of the FBI Academy after exposing herself in class. Why would he think she could protect herself?” 
 
    “Because she had been training with my ace squad. She is as lethal as any of them.” 
 
    “Yet, she couldn’t fight off her kidnappers?” 
 
    “She was drugged. Logan found the injection device on the floor and we tested the remaining fluid inside. We suspect she was completely unconscious when he carried her out.” 
 
    Now things were finally making a sense. “So, your men let this terrorist escape with a valued asset?” 
 
    He nodded. “The man who took her was considered a solid ally of the U.S. We knew he was there, but he was supposed to be working on our side.” 
 
    Hamilton sighed. “That is so often the case. So, our allies kidnap this asset and demand a billion dollars in trade agreements to return her. I’m amazed either house agreed, given the word about town is that she’s Max’s latest mistress.” He paused and frowned. “Or have I been fed a pile of crap on this matter.” 
 
    Braddock frowned and rubbed the back of his neck. “I believe the mistress rumor is the general explanation as to why Max wanted her back.” 
 
    “Which leaves me with a mystery. Most the senators hate Max with a passion. How did he persuade them to sign that trade agreement?” Hamilton would have suspected blackmail, but all the dirty secrets Max had on the senators had been destroyed by Hamilton when he took charge. 
 
    “I believe the person who placed the girl with my men for training swayed the Senators.” 
 
    “And that would be?” 
 
    “I am not at liberty to say.” 
 
    Hamilton frowned. That meant this person still commanded Braddock. He wondered if it might be the mysterious ‘Mr. X’ constantly whispered about but never seen. He would just have to keep wondering, because Braddock had clearly told him he wouldn’t say. 
 
    “I’ve heard she’s returning this week.” 
 
    Braddock nodded. “The ship’s expected in at Norfolk in two days. My intel says she and Max began a sexual relationship during the ship journey home, but something happened, and he avoids her now.” 
 
    Hamilton hadn’t heard any of that. 
 
    Braddock leaned forward. “The asset is fragile at the moment. Her month in the East was hard, but she survived it. However, whatever Max did, has to all appearances, broken her. She is holding herself responsible for the death of Angel and all the children.” 
 
    “We can’t tell her otherwise.” 
 
    “Of course not, but if we let Tom retrieve her at the dock, then he can assure her she was not at fault.” 
 
    “Why would Max purposely try to break her?” 
 
    “Not sure. He may just want to punish her. He had given her orders to kill Angel to prevent her from being kidnapped by terrorists. Her decision to send Angel into the basement and remain upstairs to hold off the terrorists resulted in an easy retrieval by my men.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t know that,” Hamilton snapped. He damn well better not know that. 
 
    “Well, I have men watching him on the boat, and he’s not acting like a grieving husband. So, either he doesn’t give a damn that his wife is dead, or he knows where she is. Given the sabotages we’ve incurred. I’m leaning towards the latter.” 
 
    Hamilton sighed. He hated to admit it, but Braddock was probably right. 
 
    Braddock sighed. “It’s also possible that Anna Culp may just be collateral damage in a longstanding grievance Max has with the person who has taken interest in her development.” 
 
    Definitely Mr. X then. Hamilton smiled. Braddock was trying to tell him what he needed to know. He just had to listen. 
 
    “So, you think we should risk letting Tom leave the facility, so he can see his daughter?” 
 
    “I think it could save a valuable asset for this country.” 
 
    But not his asset. Only if he said that aloud, then he’d sound no better than Max, who didn’t wish to save the girl because she wasn’t his asset either. 
 
    “You clearly have better intel than I, so take lead on this. But while you are serving a higher cause, do not forget it’s your job to protect this facility.” 
 
    Braddock’s stern eyes met his. “That is my first priority. No obligation comes before it.” 
 
    His assurance surprised and pleased Hamilton. He had definitely chosen the right man for the job. 
 
    *** 
 
    Later that evening, Davenport pulled Tom aside once Angel went to sleep with Derrick. “Tom, it appears Anna was in the house when Angel was rescued.” 
 
    A sense of dread settled in Tom’s gut. His baby girl had been there when the terrorist attacked? “Why wasn’t I told about this before?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was just informed today.” 
 
    A fear stuck deep in his gut. “She’s okay, right?” 
 
    “She’s alive. She was kidnapped by a man considered a US ally—” 
 
    “Kidnapped!” Why the hell wasn’t he told? He was her father. He had a right to know! 
 
    “She’s all right. She was exchanged for a billion dollars worth of trade agreements.” 
 
    Tom stared at his friend in shock. “Paid by whom?” 
 
    “Uncle Sam.” 
 
    Something wasn’t right here. “But, she’s not even an agent. And even if she had been, the US government never negotiates with… Did you say an ally kidnapped her?” 
 
    “Yes. Which turned out to be fortunate. Congress agreed to a billion-dollar trade agreement, and they set her free.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining, but why would they do that? Did Max intervene?” 
 
    “Yes, but there is some question if he wanted to help or harm. Max is not liked by most senators, so when he demanded them to support the trade agreement…” 
 
    Tom’s fists clenched. “Damn him! It could have set them against the agreement, and he’d know that!” 
 
    “Fortunately, someone else, who believes Anna will make a great agent someday, stepped in and swayed Congress.” 
 
    “Who?” He wanted to know who he owed everything to. 
 
    “I don’t know. My source couldn’t say.” 
 
    Davenport’s answer frustrated Tom, but it wasn’t as important as having his daughter back. “Where is she now?” 
 
    “On a ship headed home. She’ll be arriving in Norfolk two days from now.” 
 
    Tom closed his eyes in frustration. He’d signed a five-year contract, which never worried him because Angel was here, but now it stood between him and his daughter. “Frank, I have to get out of here to see my daughter. I have to.” 
 
    Davenport nodded. “You know your contract doesn’t allow for any leave. This could cost you…your job.” 
 
    Tom feared it could cost him more than that. Given the secretive nature of this facility, he worried what truly happened to a person if they didn’t renew after five years. For him that had never been a problem because he had always planned to stay here with Angel. 
 
    “Max is on the boat with Anna.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “They seemed to have started a romance.” 
 
    Tom opened his mouth to object, but Davenport’s hand silenced him. 
 
    “But it didn’t last long. He made Anna feel responsible for Angel and the boys’ deaths.” 
 
    “Oh God! I have to see my daughter. If I don’t, she will think I hold her responsible as well. She’s my little girl. I have to see her.” 
 
    “Then I’ll take you to see Hamilton tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Tom almost demanded he be taken now, but this was a huge favor he’d be asking for and waking up his boss at two in the morning wasn’t a good start to asking to break the number one rule of this facility. 
 
    “What time? I’ll be ready.” 
 
    “Six, is the earliest—” 
 
    “Six is fine.” 
 
    Davenport leaned forward. “Tom, Max will be at the dock. You know the trouble he has caused Hamilton. There’s a chance the director won’t let you back in.” 
 
    The warning struck him hard. That would mean he’d lose Angel and his son Tommy forever. He was caught between two hells, one without his love and baby boy, and another where his daughter is potentially destroyed when she believes her father holds her responsible for the death of Angel and her boys. 
 
    Angel and his son would survive without him, but Anna might not. His hell was not the point. He might be the only person able to save his precious daughter. 
 
    “I still have to go. If Anna was there when the terrorists attacked, she would feel responsible. And if Max told her it was her fault…” He covered his face. “I may strangle him with my bare hands.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, don’t tell Hamilton that. If an agent who works for this facility kills Max, it would take down this whole project. If you want to see your daughter, you’ll need to convince Hamilton you will control your emotions and focus on your daughter. Nor will you tell Max a damn thing. So, you need to get a grip and focus on your request, because otherwise, you’ll fail entirely, or he’ll send you out for good.” 
 
    *** 
 
    At five, Tom was still awake, going over what was his best argument that would get him out and back in. 
 
    He just sipped his fifth cup of coffee when soothing arms slipped around his neck. Pure love filled his body. He smiled up at Angel. “You’re up early.” 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep either,” she said and tugged his chair out a bit, so she could sit on his lap. The moment his arms went around her waist, he held her possessively. How would he go on without his Angel? He loved her with all his heart. 
 
    Her long slender fingers combed through his hair. “Can you tell me what’s wrong?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Is it Anna?” 
 
    He stared at her in shock. “Why would you ask that?” 
 
    “I dreamed of her last night.” Her eyes grew watery. “I think something’s wrong. I think she needs you.” 
 
    He nodded slightly. 
 
    “Will they let you go?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I have a meeting with Hamilton in an hour.” 
 
    She pressed hard against his chest. “You have to help her, but then I need you back.” She pulled back and met his eyes. “You are my foundation, the one who understands me best of all. I need you…and your son needs you.” 
 
    “I know.” His eyes squeezed shut in pain. He wouldn’t survive if he was not allowed back in, but he could never forgive himself if he didn’t see to his injured and devastated daughter.” 
 
    “Will you see Max?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    “Could you give him a message for me?” 
 
    “No!” His entire body tensed. What the hell was Angel thinking? 
 
    “It’s not bad. Just ask him to stop causing trouble here. Tell him I’m happy and I could never go back to the way he ran things. He needs to move on and find a job to occupy his brilliant mind and a new woman to fill his heart.” 
 
    “Hopefully, I won’t see him, but if I do, I can’t give the message unless Hamilton approves it.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And only if Max admits he knows you’re alive. If he thinks you are dead—" 
 
    She shook her head. “He doesn’t. He thinks I’m alive and that he can take over this facility. But if that happened, he’d start changing things and soon it would be more horrible than it had been before.” She sighed. “When I first met him, I thought him cruel and hard, but later he seemed kind. Yet, he would put microchips on me that meant I would be tortured after each visit with him.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And those showers. Davenport had found such a gentle way to remove the bugs, but somehow that turned into the worse torture yet.” 
 
    Tom pulled her head to his chest. “That’s all in the past.” 
 
    “I know that, and you know that. I think Max should know it as well. I don’t want to be with him again. I love my life here with you. I love my teammates and the work we are doing. I even like Hamilton and Braddock. My children are not only safe but thriving. I don’t think I’ve ever been happier. Tell Max to stop trying to destroy my new life.” 
 
    He crushed her to his chest. “I can’t promise to do that. I doubt Hamilton will agree to it. And I’m not doing it without his permission. I want to come back to you and my boy. I am not going to do anything that might prevent that.” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re right. Only do what Hamilton approves. But perhaps if you offer to wear a wire then he will have more confidence that you haven’t betrayed him.” 
 
    “I was already planning to ask to wear a wire, and even bring my son Toby along, something I’d never do if I planned to do something nefarious.” 
 
    She laughed softly. “Toby should be there. Anna will need him.” 
 
    Tom frowned. “What happened to Anna in this dream you had?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not filling your head with the worst nightmares imaginable. Just go to your daughter.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Hamilton and Braddock reviewed Tom’s all-nighter in fast forward until Angel entered. 
 
    Her worry about Tom’s daughter shocked him. “What did Davenport tell her?” 
 
    “He had strict instructions not to say a word to her,” Braddock replied and typed on a second monitor. “It wasn’t him.” 
 
    When Angel asked Tom to give Max a message, both men cursed aloud. 
 
    By the time she explained what she wanted to say, Hamilton had gone through a myriad of emotions: shock, betrayal, fury, relief, and exhilaration. 
 
    Angel was his now. Max had lost this battle forever. 
 
    Braddock rubbed his face. “For a second there I thought we had a major problem.” 
 
    “For a moment, I feared things would get ugly, but our secret weapon held true.” 
 
    “I think we should do it,” Braddock stated. 
 
    “Do what? Give Max that message? I’m not comfortable with Tom getting near Max.” 
 
    “I think Max will make sure he talks to Tom. And I think we should send him in with the best wire we’ve got.” 
 
    Hamilton frowned. “So, you still don’t trust Culp?” 
 
    “Actually, I do. He loves Angel too much to risk screwing us.” 
 
    “Then why a wire?” 
 
    “Because we might get something interesting out of Max. I know you aren’t convinced yet, but I am positive Max knows that Angel is alive. And if he does, he might ask Tom to give her a message. I would like to get it on a recording. And to be honest, I think Angel’s message might make the man realize he’s lost the war and it’s time to move on.” 
 
    Hamilton smiled. “And if we get something incriminating, the President might just move him on for me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom was glad he refused Angel’s offer of breakfast. Just entering the office and seeing Hamilton and Braddock waiting for him caused his stomach to roil. 
 
    “I was informed of the situation with my daughter. It is critical I am there when she comes off the ship. Otherwise, she will continue to blame herself for Angel’s and the boys’ death.” 
 
    Hamilton nodded. “I am up-to-date on the situation and will release you from your contract.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m asking. I’m asking to be released for the day, so my son Toby and I can be there for Anna when she arrives. My daughter needs to see that I love her, that her family still loves her, to undo whatever harm Max has done. Then I want to return here.” 
 
    Hamilton’s forehead wrinkled. 
 
    “I am willing to do whatever you want to make that happen. I’ll wear a wire. I’ll remain out in the open…anything. Angel will perform better if I return.” 
 
    Hamilton nodded. “I agree. But she would eventually recover if you didn’t. Still, I am considering your request. You’re a good manager, not just of Angel, but of the team. You struggled to handle the other teams, but now we know why. They were placed here to be destructive.” 
 
    Tom calmed. He had not anticipated on being declared a bad manager, and for a moment he felt as if the floor had been pulled from under him. 
 
    Hamilton turned to Braddock. “What’s your opinion?” 
 
    Braddock studied Tom for a painfully long time. “We’ll wire you up and also have a spotter on you at all time. We’ll have a second one on your son.” 
 
    Tom’s heart stopped. “My son? He knows nothing. He’s in college. He doesn’t even know where I’m working.” 
 
    “I know that. But if you say anything other than what you are authorized to say to Max or your daughter, he’ll pay the price.” 
 
    Anger raged through Tom, but he ensured it was contained. “I will refuse to say anything at all to Max, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s not what we want. I believe Max knows Angel is here rather than dead.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The sabotages were classic Max. Especially the altered protocol manuals.” 
 
    Braddock leaned back and studied Tom. “What exactly was your relationship with Max? I mean, he let you live in his house and enjoy his wife. I’m presuming he liked you.” 
 
    God, this was not the direction he had wanted this conversation to go. “I was invited into the house by Angel. She chose me as her lover, not Max. However, I went out of my way to get along with him. Angel’s second boy, Tommy is mine.” 
 
    “And Max knows this?” 
 
    “Yes. He even gave the boy my name. That caused my wife to throw me out of the house, so Angel took me in.” 
 
    Braddock shook his head. “He’s one hell of a chess player.” 
 
    “He is, and he may think me his pawn, but I’m not.” His eyes went to Hamilton. “I work for you. I’m your pawn.” 
 
    “So, you’d be willing to help set up Max?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Why?” Braddock barked. 
 
    “First, because my allegiance is to Director Hamilton; second, because I believe in this facility. To realize this had always been possible, yet Max chose to daily torture young boys and the woman he claimed to love, angers me beyond words. And now that someone else has created a better solution, he attempts to sabotage it. This makes me realize he doesn’t put his country first. He’s putting his ego ahead of everything, even if it would hurt his country and his wife.” 
 
    Braddock nodded. “I’m convinced. He’s our man.” 
 
    Tom focused on Braddock. “Then you keep all the spotters on me. I don’t want my son to die because someone unintentionally snags the trigger.” 
 
    Braddock grimaced. “I was never putting a spotter on your boy. I was just testing your reaction. While that pissed you off, you weren’t afraid you were about to get your son killed.” 
 
    Tom breathed in and out. “I was angry.” 
 
    “With cause. So, sit down and let’s discuss exactly what we want you to say,” Hamilton ordered. 
 
    Tom sat. “Angel has a ‘stop sabotaging us’ message she wishes to be sent.” 
 
    “Yes, we know,” Hamilton replied. “And we’ve incorporated it in the possible responses, depending on what Max says to you.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Tom was stopped by marines before he reached the Norfolk dock. 
 
    Upon inspecting his ID and pass, one of the marines spoke. “If you could step out of the car, sir. Your son may remain inside the vehicle.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Tom challenged. 
 
    “Just step out of the car, sir.” 
 
    “My daughter is arriving soon. I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “Step out of the car, sir.” 
 
    Tom cursed beneath his breath and glanced at his son. “Stay in the car.” Toby nodded, but his worried eyes matched Tom’s concerns exactly. 
 
    Once out of the car, he was gripped by the arms and forcibly led into a building. Once inside the door, they tossed him forward, so they would have the time to close the door before he could recover from nearly falling. “Damn it! My daughter is coming in and I have to be there!” 
 
    “They’re just following orders,” Max’s voice stated from the shadows. 
 
    “Your orders?” Tom snapped. 
 
    “Yes. We need to talk.” 
 
    Davenport had raised the possibility of this situation. Max was obsessed with bugs. Thus, thankfully, Tom was prepared for the scenario. In angry slaps on his sleeves and pant legs, as if trying to remove the soldiers’ manhandling, he activated a small tape recorder lodged in the right toe of slightly larger shoes. 
 
    “Can it not wait until I see my daughter?” 
 
    “No, it cannot,” Max snapped. 
 
    His former boss did not like being challenged and was no doubt infuriated that his obliging former employee would even think of doing so. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m just worried sick about Anna.” 
 
    “How did you even know? I thought you were in Hamilton’s joke of a facility.” 
 
    “I was informed that my daughter had been kidnapped during the terrorist attack that killed Angel and her boys, and that she had been rescued.” 
 
    “Were you told who rescued her?” 
 
    “No, only that she was coming home today and she’s fragile.” 
 
    He noticed a flicker of pain in Max’s face before annoyance took over. “I’ve no doubt Hamilton failed to mention I was the one who saved her.” 
 
    “Then you have my gratitude. However, right now, I really need to see her. To my understanding, she holds herself responsible for Angel’s and the boys’ deaths.” 
 
    “You’ll see her sooner, if you will stop whining. First, are you wired?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me that immediately?” 
 
    His lack of worry guaranteed that no signal was leaving this building. Thank God, Davenport knew Max so well. Otherwise, Tom wouldn’t have a tape recorder catching this conversation. “I would have, if we’d met outside. But I’m assuming this building breaks the signal.” 
 
    “It does, but I do not appreciate you risking my career on an assumption.” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    “Hamilton’s letting you back in after your mercy visit?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Max snorted in contempt. “The man is an idiot, but that just makes this easy. Give Angel the following message: I need her to stop producing for Hamilton. It’s the only way we’ll ever be together again. Tell her to fall in a deep depression and stop eating.” 
 
    “Angel is happy, Max. She likes the way this facility is run. I don’t think she’ll agree to this.” 
 
    “Then make her, damn it! I just saved your daughter—you owe me, and I’m calling it in now. Tell her if it wasn’t for her, Anna wouldn’t have been kidnapped. Tell her the girl is devastated because she can never have children.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Yes, this was Angel’s fault. While being constantly raped by friends of the King, Anna was implanted with a capsule of bio-toxin that could have killed a quarter of the country. She lost her reproductive organs during its removal.” 
 
    Tom had heard enough. He ran to the door. Thankfully, it opened, and he burst out and rushed to the SUV. He hoped to God Toby remained inside, because he was driving to the dock now, come hell or high water. 
 
    When he yanked the door open, his son stared at him with concern. “Everything okay?” 
 
    He nodded and climbed in. He threw the car into gear and drove the rest of the way at top speed. 
 
    When they turned onto the docks, he couldn’t see Anna. All he saw was a gigantic ship and an empty dock, except for a few crates and a metal table with something…” 
 
    Toby leaned forward and squinted. “That isn’t Anna, I hope.” 
 
    Barrier’s prevented him from driving closer, so he slammed on the brakes and abandoned the vehicle. The moment he opened the door, he knew with certainty it was his daughter lying on that metal gurney. He could hear her demands to be untied interspersed with threats and curses. 
 
    He stormed forward with Toby jogging beside him. 
 
    Toby rolled his eyes. “What the hell is wrong with them? You don’t leave injured people lying out in the sun.” 
 
    “We’re here, Anna!” Tom yelled, hoping to calm her. However, she refused to calm until he was above her, smiling down upon his angry but very much alive baby girl. 
 
    “Daddy! Undo these straps!” she begged. 
 
    His fingers fumbled from all the emotions running through him: relief she was not as fragile as he feared, anger at Max for making her fragile at all, love for his daughter, and rage that Max had touched her. Finally, he released her and pulled her into his arms. “Thank God, I have you back safe and sound.” 
 
    Anna burst into tears and cried in heaving sobs against his shirt. 
 
    God! She was far more fragile than her initial anger let on. “It’s all right,” he promised as he kissed the top of her hair. “You’re home now.” 
 
    A marine in white came from the shade and addressed him. “Sir, you have to sign for the package.” 
 
    “Package?” Toby yelled. 
 
    Tom understood his son’s anger, but he knew the military often referred to human cargo as packages. He passed his broken child to Toby, so he could sign a myriad of documents releasing the U.S. government of responsibility for her care. He’d been warned by Hamilton to read every damn line of what he was signing, so it took a while. Fortunately, Toby was there to distract his baby girl from her pain. 
 
    He frowned at a line stating he would reimburse the government in full for the cost of the rescue. Were they insane? He didn’t have a billion dollars. He marked it out, initialed the mark out and signed the page. 
 
    Now reading more carefully than ever, he worked his way through the pages, only catching bits and pieces of his children’s conversation…which sounded like their more familiar squabbling. 
 
    “You always were a crybaby, sis. Glad to see they didn’t change you any.” A smack followed. “Not fair! You know I can’t hit you back.” 
 
    “Too weak to throw a punch?” she taunted playfully. 
 
    “No…too scared. If Dad saw me hit you in your current condition, he’d throw me head first in the ocean.” 
 
    Tom glanced at his son to ensure he understood that was the damn truth. He smiled at the sight of Anna, her arms wrapped around Toby’s neck, kissing his cheek. “God, I missed my little brother.” 
 
    Returning to the never-ending documents, he kept one ear open to further trouble. 
 
    “I’m a six-foot-five, grown man, Anna. Stop calling me your little brother.” 
 
    “You’ll always be my little brother.” 
 
    A gasp in pain from Anna drew Tom from the paperwork. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Toby asked. “Are you hurt? Did I hurt you?” His hands fluttered about, afraid to let her go, but terrified to hurt her further. 
 
    “I just thought about Tommy.” 
 
    Tom returned to his paperwork, feeling like shit. She thought Tommy was dead and he was strictly forbidden to tell her otherwise. Any attempt to do so would probably get him taken out by a sniper. 
 
    How the hell was this going to work? How was he going to tell his daughter a lie that he knew would rip her heart out? Unlike Toby, she spent her summers at Angel’s house. And the way she favored Tommy over the other boys, he was certain she suspected the precious boy was her brother. But Toby had no clue. 
 
    “Angel’s kid. Yeah, that whole thing sucked. You know, I was all set to hate Max for life until he turned the capital upside down to get you back. Some of my well-connected friends at school said it was the talk of the town. He single-handedly forced Congress into an emergency session to clear a bill written to provide everything those bastards asked for so we could get you back.” 
 
    Toby’s version of the truth turned Tom’s stomach, but there was nothing he could do to correct that either. Damn it all, this was turning out to be harder than he ever imagined. 
 
    “All my friends want to meet you. They figure you must be one hell of a woman to make our country pay over a billion dollars in trade agreements.” 
 
    “Oh God…” she whispered. 
 
    “You didn’t know that?” Toby asked. 
 
    “I knew the king planned to negotiate for my release, but I didn’t know the cost. How will I ever repay this?” 
 
    “By being the best damn agent they’ve ever had. Well, second best. I might as well tell you now, sis, I plan to be the next Max Straun.” 
 
    She stroked her brother’s cheek. “You couldn’t pick a better man in which to aspire.” 
 
    Tom’s stomach roiled at her words. Damn it all! Max had truly seduced his baby girl. He could hear love even in those few words. 
 
    He finished the last document, having crossed out two lines and signed it. The young man snapped to attention and retrieved the clipboard and gurney. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Tom snapped and regretted his tone at once. Before his daughter could misinterpret his anger, he pushed it aside and wrapped his arm around her waist. “Let’s get you to your new home.” 
 
    Toby eyed her stride for a moment and then scowled. “There’s nothing wrong with you. You just faked your injury for sympathy.” 
 
    “That would be a waste of my time,” she countered. “You have never once shown on ounce of sympathy for anyone other than yourself.” 
 
    He moved in between the squabbling pair, while his hands rested on the back nape of their necks. “Clearly, some things don’t change,” he complained. “If you two insist upon bickering during the whole drive, let me know now and I’ll let you walk.” 
 
    Anna laughed for a second and then gripped her side as if in pain.  
 
    Toby scoffed. “Faker!” 
 
    Tom helped Anna into the front passenger seat and nodded for Toby to get in the back. He then hurried to his side. The sooner he got his baby girl settled in her new home, the better for all. 
 
    When he climbed in, the two were at it again with playful verbal spars. 
 
    “Enough. Now, I know you two are having fun, but Anna is injured and no more funny stuff until she is well. Laughing clearly hurts her.” 
 
    “Well, that won’t be hard for you, Dad.” Toby rolled his eyes. “You’ve been gloomy since you picked me up!” 
 
    Anna reached across the front seat and gripped his hand. Her eyes filled with sadness and remorse. 
 
    He forced a smile to his face, hating to lie to her about something so monumental. But he had no choice. For all of their sakes, he had to play this precisely by Hamilton’s rules. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Just as they crossed the Delaware Bay, Toby received a phone call. Anna was reminiscing about the rafting trip that ended when Toby ate a plateful of laxative laced brownies, so Tom couldn’t make much out of the one-sided conversation Toby was on. However, a glance in the mirror told him he was not happy. 
 
    “Problem?” Tom asked when he finally hung up. 
 
    “No…just an asshole professor. I asked for an extension on a project. You’d think I was asking him for his liver.” 
 
    The GPS device instructed him to turn left and everyone’s mouth fell open as they drove towards a beautiful, white stone mansion on the Delaware Bay. 
 
    “Whoa! Can me and my friends visit you on weekends?” Toby asked. 
 
    Anna smiled. “Sure, but I think this is further away from Princeton than you realize.” 
 
    “Excuse me, but isn’t that New Jersey on the other side of that bay?” 
 
    “Does your car have your old floaties on it, so it can cross water?” she asked. 
 
    Tom decided to intercede before this turned into a real fight. Toby was ultra-sensitive about those floaties his mother made him wear. “Hold on, I’m not comfortable about having a bunch of people being here.” 
 
    Toby’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, so only Anna gets to live life large. Great. That’s fair. Does mom know you’ve been socking away money all these years, so your favorite child can enjoy the good life?” 
 
    “That’s enough!” Tom snapped, outraged his son would start in on his old grievances during Anna’s homecoming. “First of all, I love both of you equally. Second, this house does not belong to me, nor is it being given to Anna. Truth is, I’ve no idea who owns it, but my boss thought it would be a safe and uplifting place for Anna to recover. Third, if you are going to act like a spoiled three-year-old brat, you can remain in the car.” 
 
    His son glared at his feet, refusing to respond. Tom knew his son wanted to back down, but he had his mother’s stubbornness in him. 
 
    “Or you can apologize to me and your sister and come see the inside. I believe somewhere inside is a cook who plans to serve us tacos and cheese dip.” 
 
    Toby chuckled. “Mea culpa, mea culpa.” 
 
    Tom parked the car and hurried to Anna’s door and helped her out. When Toby climbed out the back, he added, “Not crazy about the apology, but I’ll let it slide.” 
 
    Anna took Toby’s hand as Tom led the way. “I’m sorry about teasing you over those floaties,” she said. “That was wrong of me. Just so you know, the reason I gave you such hell over them was because Mother never bought me floaties, which seemed yet more proof that she didn’t care if I lived or died. You were her only child worth protecting.” 
 
    Tom had no idea his daughter had felt that way. Just as well she hadn’t shared that belief when she was a child, because it would have forced him to lie and tell her it wasn’t so. Unfortunately, Sadie strongly favored her ‘perfect little man’ and Toby reveled in his mother’s admiration, at least until the day she nearly killed him with an overdose of laxatives meant for Angel. 
 
    After that, Toby decided to spend more time with his stricter father, who did not spoil and pamper, but was certainly the more stable of the two. 
 
    He unlocked the door and stared in amazement at the modern and playful spirit of the house. It was perfect for Anna’s recovery, but absolutely nothing like Director Hamilton. Upon locating the expansive living room, he lost his train of thought. 
 
    “Wow!” Anna stated and passed the white and yellow furniture in the living room and focused on the wall of sliding doors letting in the ocean breeze. 
 
    “Double Wow,” Toby added as they stepped out on a twenty-foot-wide porch. “Somebody likes you, Anna. This place has to cost almost as much as you did.” 
 
    “Toby…” Tom cast him a scolding glare. Hopefully, food would put the boy in a better mood. “Let me go find the cook and let her know we are ready to eat.” 
 
    It took him several tries to locate the kitchen. His first attempt landed him in a game room, the second in a sauna. Third time being the charm, he found the kitchen. Inside, a middle-aged, plump, Spanish woman stirred a large skillet of meat. 
 
    “Excuse me. We are ready to eat whenever it’s ready.” 
 
    The woman jumped, pressing her free hand to her chest as she turned. “You scare me half to death! Why did you not ring the bell?” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t know there was a bell to ring. Perhaps you could show my daughter later.” 
 
    “I will show you all after I serve this very late lunch.” 
 
    “Thank you, but the only one staying here is my daughter, and she’s in a very fragile state, so even if you are having the worst day in your life, I need you to be cheerful for her.” 
 
    The cook turned off the burners and faced him. “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “She was kidnapped and lost people she loved. However, please don’t raise the topic. If she wants to talk about it, then let her talk, but otherwise, just be kind.” 
 
    Brown compassionate eyes stared back at him. “I had a cousin who was once kidnapped. They did horrible things to her. Then they throw her in a ditch, like she was garbage. She was never the same again.” 
 
    “Definitely, do not share that story with my daughter. I believe with time, she will recover completely.” 
 
    The woman crossed herself. “I have a cousin who is a nun. I will have her ask all the nuns in her convent to pray for the girl.” 
 
    “Anna. Her name is Anna.” 
 
    “I have a cousin named Anna. She is a wild thing.” 
 
    Tom grimaced. This woman and her many cousins might very well drive his daughter crazy. “We’ll be out on the wraparound porch.” 
 
    “Would you like your lunch served there?” 
 
    “If it wouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    She seemed confused by his response. “No problem.” 
 
    Tom returned to his daughter and son. They were squabbling again. God, he had two of the best kids imaginable, both delightful to be around, unless the other one was in proximity. Then they regressed into petulant children. 
 
    He blamed their behavior on Sadie. She overtly favored Toby over Anna, giving his daughter just cause for resentment. And if that wasn’t bad enough, Sadie would tell Toby that his father only loved Anna and not him. Had he known his wife was feeding the boy such bullshit back then, he would have divorced her at once and filed for full custody of his kids. 
 
    He sighed. Given the hours he worked to pay for Sadie’s shopping sprees, the judge might have awarded both kids to the non-working Sadie. No, it was probably best he didn’t know just how bad a mother his wife had been. 
 
    Suddenly loving arms wrapped around his waist. “We’ll get through this. It’s just going to take time,” Anna assured him. 
 
    He kissed the top of his sweet girl’s head. She mistook his unhappiness as grief for the loss of Angel and Tommy. God, he hated this lie. But he couldn’t tell her. If he did, there would be men here to snatch them all up in a second. Both his kids had a full life in front of them. He didn’t want them locked away in the facility for the rest of their lives. So, he swallowed the truth and focused her on a new topic. 
 
    “Lunch should be ready soon. The cook is going to serve it out here.” 
 
    Anna released him and smiled. “Good. I find the ocean soothing.” 
 
    “It’s not the ocean,” Toby grumbled. 
 
    She glared at her brother and then smiled at him. “I find the so-large-I-can’t-see-land-when-I-look-east-across-the-bay very soothing.” 
 
    Tom chuckled and nodded in agreement. 
 
    The cook, carrying a gigantic tray balanced on one upturned hand, entered the magnificent porch. Toby offered to assist, which caused her to stare at him in outrage. “I can do my job!” 
 
    Toby held up his hands in surrender and stepped away. 
 
    In a short while, she had lunch ready. 
 
    “It looks wonderful. Thank you so much,” Anna said as she sat down. 
 
    “You are most welcome, Miss Anna. If there is anything you want, you only need to pull the bell and I’ll come at once.” She pointed to the object in question, then left the room. 
 
    All three of them stared at the four-inch band of silk extending from the ceiling an inch from the exterior wall of the porch. Toby moved toward it. 
 
    “Do not pull that,” Tom warned. 
 
    “What do you think will happen if I do?” Toby asked as he studied the back side. 
 
    “I believe the cook will return and expect a good reason why she was summoned.” 
 
    “Wow, I thought bell pulls went out with the Victorian age.” Anna chuckled and piled two tacos plus half the cheese dip on her plate. 
 
    “Hey! Leave some for me, Miss Piggy,” Toby yelled and hurried to take the rest of the cheese dip. 
 
    “I’ll want some,” Tom warned. 
 
    Toby ignored him and poured the remainder on his plate. 
 
    Just then the cook returned with small saucers and a huge basket of chips. Her eyes rounded with horror to see the kid’s tacos swimming in cheese dip. 
 
    “I forgot the saucers only a moment.” She reached for Anna’s plate. “I bring you clean plate.” 
 
    Anna held firm to her plate. “No, I like it this way.” 
 
    “But the tacos are ruined.” 
 
    “No, they taste very good with cheese dip. 
 
    The cook sighed and looked at Tom. He sensed she was disappointed in him for raising such clueless kids. 
 
    He had no intention of telling Anna she couldn’t eat her taco in a sea of cheese dip. “If there is more cheese dip inside, I would greatly appreciate a saucer.” 
 
    She smiled tensely. “I bring more cheese dip now.” 
 
    Anna scooted closer to him and handed him a chip. “I’ll share with you.” 
 
    Her generosity filled him with pride, and relief. After all the hell she’d just been through, she was still his sweet girl. He took the chip and scooped it into the sea of cheese. 
 
    “I said I bring you more!” the distressed cook chided. She set down the new bowl of cheese dip, pulled Anna’s plate further away, and helped…more like coerced…his daughter to move to her food’s new location. 
 
    Before Tom could reach for his saucer, the cook had confiscated it and poured him a half serving. 
 
    Once the woman left, Anna scooted back next to him and stared at the tiny serving of dip. “Do you think she’s punishing you for breaking all her secret rules?” 
 
    “I have no clue. But before I go back to work, I will try to find a book on how rich people eat, just in case you want to know.” 
 
    “When are you going back to work?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
    “Daddy, you need time to heal,” she softly scolded. 
 
    “Work helps me heal.” 
 
    She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Then you should go back to work, and I should stare at this ocean.” 
 
    Toby raised his head. Tom knew he was about to object to her use of the word ocean again. He shook his head at his son. The boy sighed heavily and resumed eating his taco. “I should get back to Princeton too. I’ve got a lot of studying to do.” He glanced at Anna. “I’m in the top quartile of my class.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m not surprised in the least.” 
 
    “Nor I,” Tom added and winked at his son. 
 
    Toby focused on his food, so he missed the wink of approval. 
 
    “Think you can give me a ride to Princeton?” 
 
    Tom knew that question was directed at him. He did the math in his head. That would mean almost fifteen hours of travel, which meant he should have left four hours ago. “No, but I can give you a ride to the train station.” 
 
    “Figures,” he muttered. 
 
    “Toby, that’s not fare,” Anna stated. “Dad just said he had to be back tonight, not tomorrow night. Even if you guys left now, he couldn’t drive you to Princeton and drive back to Virginia in time to return to work tonight. That’s a two-day drive! As it is, he’s probably got seven hours of driving tonight to get back.” 
 
    Toby held up both hands in surrender. “Okay, I’m wrong. I’m just being a jerk, thinking only of myself.” 
 
    Tom frowned at the sarcasm he heard in that comment. 
 
    *** 
 
    After lunch, Anna refused to let them stay and visit any longer. Had she not seemed her old bossy stubborn self, Tom would have refused, but truth was, his son seemed to be in need of TLC more than his daughter, and he had no idea why that was. 
 
    Once he and Toby were headed back to Wilmington, Delaware where he could drop the boy off at the Amtrak train station, he broached the problem. 
 
    “Son, are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” the boy grumbled. 
 
    “Well, you seemed fine this morning when I picked you up at the train station, but now you seem hurt.” 
 
    Toby sighed heavily, not denying the truth of his words. 
 
    “Can you tell me why this day has been so hard on you?” 
 
    He stared out his window. “I know you think you love us the same, but the facts prove otherwise.” 
 
    “What facts.” 
 
    “You paid for Anna’s college education, whereas I had to get a scholarship. You put Anna up in a freakin’ mansion, while I’m stuck with four roomies in a pigsty. Anna comes home, and you manage to get time off, whereas when I asked you to attend my graduation later this year, you told me getting time off was impossible.” 
 
    Tom pulled the car into a parking lot and stopped the SUV before replying to this absurd list of abuse. 
 
    After that last comparison he was angry as hell, but he needed to remain calm. 
 
    “Let’s take these one at a time. While working as a cop, I managed to put away forty thousand, so you kids could go to college.” 
 
    Toby snorted. “Were you planning to send us to community college?” 
 
    He ignored the comment and continued. “When Anna was ready to go to college, I discovered prices had gone up astronomically since I paid my own way through college. It only cost me six hundred dollars a semester back then.” 
 
     “Where’d you go? Some place in Mexico?” 
 
    “The state university.” 
 
    “A single book costs that much now.” 
 
    “I became aware of that when helping Anna find a college she could afford. Knowing I’d need to save a great deal more for you, I went to work for the FBI. However, the more I made, the more your mother spent, but if you recall, I promised you I’d find a way to pay for your college wherever you went.” 
 
    “I recall that promise very well. But you didn’t. I’m at Princeton on a scholarship. 
 
    “I know all about that scholarship and how it came to be.” 
 
    “Max gave it to me. He felt I had great promise.” 
 
    “You do have great promise,” Tom replied, trying to decide how much his son should know. The boy still talked to his mother regularly. 
 
    “You just decided Anna had more?” Toby challenged. 
 
    “What does Anna have to do with how you came to be able to afford going to one of the most expensive colleges on earth? Anna was three years ahead of you.” 
 
    “Mother told me how that money you two saved was meant for me and that Anna didn’t even want to go to college until you convinced her otherwise.” 
 
    God, it was a good thing he wasn’t driving, because that outrageous lie would have sent him into a ditch. 
 
    “Toby, you have got to stop listening to your mother when it comes to the past, especially concerning Anna. She has treated your sister like an unwanted appendage since the day that precious girl was born. The only person saving money to send you kids to school was me. When Anna graduated high school, your mother told me she wanted to go to beauty school instead of college. I was disappointed, but I never tried to change Anna’s mind. What I didn’t realize was that your mother was lying to both of us. Anna wanted to go to college, but Sadie told her we didn’t have the money. Fortunately, Anna admitted her true feelings before it was too late to enroll her.” 
 
    “So, you spent all the money on her?” 
 
    “And got a better paying job. I had another forty thousand saved up for you, but you did so well, that you got into a college that was going to cost me over three hundred thousand. And I knew there was no way in hell I was going to earn that much money before you needed it, so I went to Angel and asked her for a loan.” 
 
    His eyes rounded in pain. “She said no?” 
 
    “She jumped on it at once. But she also knew your mother would go crazy if she discovered the source of the money. So, Angel asked Max to help her create a charity front, so you could have a scholarship.” 
 
    “My scholarship is from Angel?” 
 
    “No. Max refused to do it. Instead, he created a scholarship within the FBI and you competed fair and square for your scholarship.” 
 
    “So, Max did get me the scholarship.” 
 
    “He set it up, but you earned it, son.” 
 
    “What’d you do with the forty thousand dollars? 
 
    “I had both my kids set, so I took the money and paid bills with it. God knows, we had enough of those.” 
 
    “And you swear that beach house isn’t yours?” 
 
    “Son, I have no idea who owns that house. I couldn’t afford to buy the damn mailbox to that house. I’m still paying off your mother’s debts and will be for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “She does buy a lot of stuff,” he muttered. 
 
    “It’s a coping mechanism that started soon after we married. Shopping makes her happy…while she’s shopping.” 
 
    “That’s true. It doesn’t stick, but she’s really happy while she’s in the store.” 
 
    “So are we straight here. I do not love you less than Anna. I love you both with all my heart. I’m so damn proud of both of you.” 
 
    He snorted and shook his head. “Okay, I have an issue with that. I’m in the top quartile of one of the best schools in the world, so I can see why you’re proud of me. But what the hell has Anna done? Other than get kicked out of the FBI academy, kidnapped, and cost the country a billion dollars?” 
 
    “I am proud of her inner strength. What she incurred would have broken most people.” 
 
    Toby sighed. “That’s true. One of my roommates has become an alcoholic because his professor told him he wasn’t Princeton material. Anna wouldn’t have turned to the bottle. She would have seduced the fellow so he’d give her an A.” 
 
    “Toby…” 
 
    “Hey, that’s the truth. My sister is the biggest slut in America.” 
 
    “That is not true!” 
 
    “Wake up and smell the coffee, Dad! She’s even seduced Max Straun!” 
 
    Anger and disappointment roiled inside Tom. Sadie had poisoned their son against Anna. He started the SUV up and got back on the road. “We need to talk about something else.” 
 
    “Why, because I just proved to you how biased you are toward Anna?” 
 
    “Your sister almost lost her life when she was abducted. And had she not been so incredibly strong, she would have lost her mind. So, excuse me if I’m in no mood to listen to you acting like a spoiled three-year-old. Let’s talk about something else, or not say anything at all.” 
 
    They drove the rest of the trip in silence. When he pulled up at the beautiful Victorian brick Amtrak building in Wilmington, he gripped his son’s arm before the boy could escape. 
 
    “Toby, I don’t want us to part in anger. It could be a long while before I see you again. So, let’s end this on a good note.” He met the boy’s sullen eyes. “I love you and I’m very proud of your success at Princeton. I believe you will be very successful in whatever career you choose.” 
 
    The tension in the boy’s face softened. “Then you don’t care if I don’t follow in your footsteps.” 
 
    Tom knew this was a double-edged question. He’d be damned whichever way he answered, so he spoke the truth. “Don’t worry about what I want when deciding your future career. I’ll support any decision you make.” 
 
    “So, you don’t care what I do.” 
 
    “I want you to be happy and feel good about what you do. I want you to feel pride when you go to work. And only you know what best fits your ambitions.” 
 
    “Bob says he can get me a job at his bank this summer. I’m thinking about doing that.” 
 
    “Your scholarship requires you to summer intern with the FBI. And who is Bob?” 
 
    Toby’s eyes narrowed in resentment. “That’s right you spent my college money on yourself, so I have to work summers for the FBI.” He snorted. “Nor do you know a damn thing about my life. Bob is my new step-dad. He will be at my graduation.” 
 
    “Bob who?” This was the first Tom had heard about Sadie even having a boyfriend, nevertheless a husband. 
 
    “Bob Anderson. I’m thinking about changing my name to his. Anna’s run the Culp name into the ground.” 
 
    “And how long has he been your step-dad?” 
 
    “Who cares? After the way you treated Mom, you’re never getting her back.” 
 
    “I don’t want her back.” Just the idea made him ill inside. “I’m just concerned you’re going to get hurt when this Bob realizes he’s made a huge mistake marrying Sadie and jumps ship.” 
 
    “It’s a little late to start worrying about me,” Toby muttered and tried to tug his arm from Tom’s grip. 
 
    “I’ve not spent much time worrying about you in the past. You always seemed to have your head screwed on tight. But rest assured, after today, I will worry a great deal about you.” 
 
    The boy rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Toby be careful. You aren’t thinking rationally right now. Maybe you should see the school’s therapist, talk this out with a third party who doesn’t have a secret agenda.” 
 
    “Great! And have it in my transcripts that I’m a mental case like my sister!” 
 
    He released his son’s arm. “Do whatever you need to do. But before you give up your scholarship you need to make damn sure this Bob fellow is going to step in and pay your remaining tuition. I seriously doubt he will.” 
 
    “Don’t go slamming Bob. This is your responsibility, not his.” 
 
    “Then let me be very clear. You need to keep your scholarship, because I do not have the money to pay a year of college, just so you can intern at Bob’s bank. If you want to become a banker after you graduate, fine. That’s your choice. However, if you do not intern with the FBI this summer, then you’ll lose the scholarship and that means you either start your life out with a huge student loan debt or you don’t finish at all. That will also be your choice, although neither of those scenarios will be fine with me.” He glanced at his watch. “Your train is about to arrive. So, let me end this on a positive note. Whatever you do will not alter the fact that I love you.” 
 
    “As much as you do your new son?” 
 
    Tom stared at his boy in shock. While Sadie might have told him Angel’s second boy was his, there was no way in hell he could know they were still alive. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Angel’s second born. The one named Tommy…The one Anna’s always talking about.” 
 
    “Angel and her boys were killed the day they kidnapped your sister.” 
 
    Toby blinked in confusion. “Then you didn’t sneak them off to live in that place you work?” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “Just answer my question.” 
 
    Tom had no trouble lying to his son about this. “No! Angel and her three boys died.” 
 
    “But Tommy was yours, right.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. His boy shouldn’t know any of this. “It’s possible, but I don’t know for certain. Angel never wanted to know, and Max wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    “So, I’m the only son you got?” Toby asked. 
 
    “And I’m the only father you’ve got. I will always love you, whatever happens. But going forward I’m going to worry a great deal about you. You seem to have lost your footing, and whoever is causing that, you need to avoid.” 
 
    Toby sighed heavily. “That would be you.” He then turned and ran into the building as a train rolled into the station. 
 
    Tom remained in the parking lot long after the train left. Had his boy placed a gun to his heart and fired, it couldn’t have hurt any more than it did now. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Hamilton frowned as he listened to a segment of Tom’s conversation the reviewer had label code 3. He was willing to bet money Tom had never slipped and told his son that Angel still lived. Yet, given Max needed Tom to successfully return and give Angel his message, Max also seemed an unlikely source since Toby’s slip would result in Tom refusing to tell Angel anything. So, who put this idea that Angel still lived in the boy’s head? 
 
    He turned to Braddock. 
 
    “Find out everything you can about Toby Culp, Sam Anderson, and Tom’s former wife. As of now, this is our problem. Tom won’t be involved at all.” 
 
    Braddock nodded. 
 
    “And I’ll want to hear the recordings and videos for Tom’s entire day before I decide if he’s to be let back in.” 
 
    “Of course. My people are reviewing his surveillance real time. The only three sections of interest so far have been his conversation with Max, the interaction between Toby and Anna, and his car conversation with his son.” 
 
    “And your conclusion?” 
 
    “Tom’s straight on this. However, I think someone’s gotten to the kid, someone who knows or suspects that Angel remains alive.” 
 
    “Max?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. He obviously does believe Angel lives or he wouldn’t have asked Tom to deliver that damning message. But to get that message delivered, he was depending on Tom’s goodwill. Undermining the man’s relationship with his son doesn’t fit into that objective.” 
 
    “No, he just wanted Angel to stop working.” 
 
    “And he was very clever pulling Tom into that hanger. We couldn’t hear a damn word he said. Fortunately, Davenport had predicted that possibility and insisted Tom carry a low-tech tape recorder.” 
 
    Hamilton smiled. “Thank you for reminding me of that success.” Max’s clear and unquestionable effort to sabotage a successful and vital program should destroy his career and hopefully get him sent out of the country. 
 
    Once alone in his SUV, Tom had played the recording, so they would have the evidence even if something happened to him before he returned to the facility. His action had impressed Hamilton. Most agents would have failed to share the tape to ensure the FBI cared about their safe return. 
 
    But then his smile faded as his mind returned to Tom’s boy. “But if Max isn’t the one who got to the boy, that means we’ve got another problem.” 
 
    Braddock nodded. “I’ve got some agents who have baby faces. Starting tomorrow, they’ll be attending classes at Princeton. One of the boy’s roommates has a drinking problem. He’ll be removed by the end of this week and one of my agents will be put in his place.” 
 
    Hamilton smiled. No moss grew on this rock. He liked that. He liked everything about his security head, except for one thing: Braddock had clearly done all this without getting permission first. “Any reason you acted first and are just telling me now?” 
 
    “It’s my job to protect this facility. The moment Tom Culp left this facility, he became my problem. If he had been abducted and forced to disclose what he knew about this facility, it would have been my fault. My actions to protect or remove Tom while he was outside this facility are my call. I am the expert in this matter.” 
 
    Hamilton nodded once. Yes, he could see why this man could never make general. You never tell the President he doesn’t get to make the call because he isn’t the expert. No president, and not even Hamilton, liked hearing his subordinate didn’t consider him competent to make the hard calls. 
 
    Still, if Hamilton had to do it over again, he’d choose Braddock as his security head. If anyone could protect this facility from intrusion, this was the man. 
 
    Still the issue of Braddock having his own agenda was problematic. “Should I be assigning my own agents to go investigate Sam Anderson and the ex-wife?” 
 
    Braddock’s brow furrowed. “Sir, I believe I may have communicated poorly if you need to ask that. I will always follow your orders. I was only responding to your question as to why I acted before talking to you. In no scenario did I believe you would object to my order to place agents close to the boy.” 
 
    Hamilton cleared his throat. “Well, I did get a slightly different impression from your first response. As to the boy, I strongly approve of your action—had you wished to maintain my belief that I, the director, am actually in charge of this facility.” 
 
    “There is no question in that, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, but silly me, I thought that included what happened outside the facility.” 
 
    Braddock frowned but made no reply. 
 
    “So, in matters outside, you report to someone else?” His thoughts went to the mysterious Mr. X. 
 
    “I am not being given orders from anyone else other than you. I’m just stating in matters of security that occur outside this facility, but could impact it, I am solely responsible for the outcome.” 
 
    “Am I at least assured I will be kept abreast of what you are doing?” 
 
    “I will always keep you abreast of things you wish to know. However, there may be times where you need denial of knowledge to avoid culpability.” 
 
    Hamilton’s brows rose in shock despite his efforts to rein them in. “Have there been such cases so far?” 
 
    “I did not provide you details of the day we took down the terrorists at Angel’s house, and I would recommend you don’t ask.” 
 
    Yes, he had definitely chosen the right man for the job. His future political career depended upon him to be successful and squeaky clean. “I trust you, Braddock. If you believe it’s outside my jurisdiction and I have no need to know, then I am satisfied with that.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I will see to your requests at once.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Seven hours later, when Tom arrived at the gates, the guard ordered him out of his SUV. 
 
    Is this how it’s going to end? 
 
    Maybe he shouldn’t have sent Max’s request in advance. Honestly, he thought it would help. They had to be worried what Max said to him in the hanger. 
 
    He was led to a black sedan and handed the keys. “Proceed to Building 6.” 
 
    Tom breathed in with relief and took the keys. Building 6 was a good sign. 
 
    However, when he arrived, the warehouse door didn’t open. 
 
    A male voice spoke from the console of his vehicle. “Please leave your vehicle and take the other vehicle in the lot. Then continue to Building 12.” 
 
    Tension crept into his neck muscles, reminding him how long this day had been. And except for seeing his baby girl safely into a place where she could hopefully heal, not much good had come of the day. While Hamilton would no doubt be thrilled with Max’s recorded request, Tom took no pleasure in destroying the career of a man who proved to be less than he claimed. Max, much like other men in power, proved his ego was more important than the country. What pissed Tom off was Max getting involved with Anna. That was just wrong, and for that, he had no problem betraying Max’s trust by recording him. 
 
    Once Tom got into the second vehicle he headed to Building 12. Once there a metal garage door rolled up and he drove inside. 
 
    A man’s voice spoke again from the console, “Tom, my name is Dr. Thorn. We are going to need to keep you in quarantine until we can verify you haven’t been given a contagion. On the seat beside you, there is a hazmat suit. Please put it on, and then entered the door that says, ‘Do Not Enter’.” 
 
    His words shocked Tom. He was about to assure the doctor that Max had never physically touched him but realized the toxin could have been delivered by air. Then there were the guards. They had gripped his arms excessively hard. He could have been injected then and never known it. He might have infected both Toby and Anna. 
 
    His heart beat triple time as he attempted to put on the suit in the cramped quarters of the car. Once done, he stepped outside and headed to the Do Not Enter door. Before he could reach the handle, the door slid open and closed once he entered. 
 
    He stared at a short narrow hall, white walls and a strange bluish tinge to the lights. His ears popped, making him suspect he’d just entered a negative pressure zone. The same voice spoke in his hazmat helmet. “Enter the first door to your right.” 
 
    He did and stared at a comfortable looking living room with a large flat screen TV and a man’s recliner. 
 
    “This will be your new home until I can assure the director with a hundred percent certainty that you are clean.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Could be months, so if there is anything we can bring you that will make your stay more tolerable, let us know. However right now, I need you to enter the door to your left, remove the hazmat suit and all your clothes so I can examine you.” 
 
    Tom did as he was asked. Once he was naked, staring at a robot with a nasty looking probe, his mind went back to the nightmare searches that Max used to put those poor boys and Angel through. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hamilton expected Angel to give him trouble over the delay of Tom’s return, but the assurance Tom was back in the facility and would return to work once he cleared quarantine, calmed her at once. 
 
    Her acceptance and continued superior work impressed the hell out of Hamilton. Angel was either the best actress in the world, or incredibly resilient, patient, and trusting. 
 
    He was glad he could give her good news about Tom, because against his expectations, he had grown very fond of this most reasonable and obliging woman. 
 
    Now, if only he could determine if there was a second saboteur working from the outside, or just Max appearing to double-cross himself to make Hamilton think there was someone else. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom Culp stared at his cup of coffee as he relaxed in his recliner. Davenport had gone out of his way to ensure his quarantine didn’t feel like prison. The doctor had found no obvious contamination, which meant his kids were safe. However, there was still the possibility of a time-released toxin.  
 
    All this waiting to see if Max had given him some contagious lethal disease set to go off after he returned to the facility, gave him way too much time to worry about Toby. 
 
    It hadn’t taken him long to peg ‘Bob’ as the instigator of Toby’s change in attitude. 
 
    Davenport had promised to pass the request to investigate the man on to Hamilton, but if they’d discovered anything, they hadn’t shared it. 
 
    That frustrated the hell out of him, but he understood why he was left in the dark. He was too close to the problem. Even if he were in the normal ranks of the FBI, he would have been removed from this case. He’d never be partial when investigating his son. He’d start with the assumption that his son was not the problem, but a misguided tool of someone else. 
 
    But Hamilton, seeing Toby at his worst, would have to view him as the potential problem. The Toby he met on Anna’s return, was a selfish, self–centered, provoking kid with an agenda. 
 
    Hopefully, his agenda had only been to get a large sum of money. However, the agent part of Tom had to acknowledge all his boy’s upsetting accusations could have been a ploy to get him so flustered he might misspeak and admit Angel was alive. 
 
    What the hell had happened to his precious boy? 
 
    At the end of the day, the intercom asked him to enter the exam room where he received his daily health check. 
 
    He remained firm that Max had never touched him, but the guards certainly had, so every day he expected to have his doctor inform him he was dying of Ebola or something equally horrible. 
 
    He entered the lab room, removed his clothes, and climbed onto the lab table. 
 
    The first week, this exam had been hard for him, but now it was just part of his foggy days. 
 
    After the inspections, he was hooked up to an assortment of wires and asked to jog on the machine. 
 
    When done, the doctor spoke. “Tom, we are seeing a decrease in your heart function. It could be all the time you sit in the recliner. 
 
    Tom nodded at the truth of that possibility. He’d always been an active person. 
 
    “I’m recommending an exercise room be established for you. It should be ready by tomorrow morning. Please use it as often as you can.” 
 
    Man, he didn’t want to know the expenses that his request to leave and return was costing the facility. Hopefully, some good would come out of it. He was confident his daughter would recover, but whether he’d helped significantly, or she was just incredibly strong, he had no idea. However, his son, whom he never had a moment’s worry about, now looked like a train wreck in slow motion. If all went well, the tape recorder got enough to at least stop Max from making further attempts to damage the facility. Otherwise, his leaving was a huge waste of facility money, and Anna aside, a day of great disappointments. 
 
    Toby wasn’t the only one who let him down that day. While he had never been a big fan of Max Straun, due to those poor boys he tortured in his facility, Tom had at least believed the man loved his wife. But this latest attempt to sabotage the facility by convincing her to stop working made him realize that Max put his own career before his country and wife. 
 
    Max Straun only loved Angel for her talent, and only if she worked for him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Braddock entered Hamilton’s office with almost a lilt to his step, and while his lips gave no hint of a smile, they weren’t downturned. That was a big change from the last month. 
 
    “Good news?” Hamilton asked. 
 
    He sat down. “Hopeful news. The agent posing as Culp’s roommate is gaining the boy’s confidence. Today, Toby shared he preferred his step-father to his real dad.” 
 
    “But you determined Sadie wasn’t married.” 
 
    “She’s not, legally, but they held a wedding, so all her friends and family believe they are married.” 
 
    Hamilton worried over that bit of news. It was possible they remained unmarried, so the woman wouldn’t lose her alimony, but he worried the reason might be darker. 
 
    “What about Tom’s girl?” 
 
    “Quiet as a mouse. The cook is worried she’s clinically depressed and thinks she needs professional care.” 
 
    “Any visitors?” 
 
    “Not a one.” 
 
    “Anything on Sam Anderson?” 
 
    “The DNA test should be back today, but my gut tells me he’s not really Sam Anderson, although he looks a great deal like the younger pictures of the guy.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t his family notice if someone had switched Sams?” 
 
    “No family. Parents died five years ago, and he went off to Africa soon after and wasn’t seen for three years. When he returned, his bank rehired him and he’s been there ever since. 
 
    “That’s a bit odd. Either he’s really good at his job or his boss is an unnaturally obliging person.” 
 
    “Got an agent embedded at the bank. There’s nothing nice about the boss. In fact, to all appearances, he intensely dislikes Anderson.” 
 
    “A victim of blackmail?” Hamilton suggested. 
 
    “We haven’t found anything yet, but we are searching.” 
 
    “If it’s money related, Angel could probably find it in seconds,” Hamilton threw out. “Should I ask her to look?” 
 
    Braddock paused. “That might be helpful.” 
 
    “Why the hesitation?” 
 
    “Because it will take her away from her real work. However, my agent has been there for a month, and has yet to find anything. It might be the catalyst I need to move this case along.” 
 
    Hamilton sighed. “It’s frightening how much we depend on that one woman. She has been very open with how she finds things, yet she’s still stays a mile ahead of the other team members.” He thought of the children’s lesson last night. “However, this intuitive skill appears to have been passed to her kids.” 
 
    Braddock frowned. “I find their abilities a bit alarming.” 
 
    “Because they are five and eight years old?” 
 
    “Yeah. At the rate they’re going, they’ll have the skills of a run of the mill hacker by the end of the year.” 
 
    Hamilton smiled. Braddock was way off his time line. According to Leon, the boys had already passed that milestone. 
 
    Braddock evidently didn’t appreciate his smile and felt compelled to throw out a worst-case scenario. “What happens when they exceed our ability to control them? You’re going to have rogue children doing whatever they want.” 
 
    Hamilton stared at Braddock. “Do you think I’d ever allow that? Not a chance. However, I don’t believe that scenario will ever occur. Angel and her favored men seem to have excellent control of her boys.” 
 
    “For now. But the Culp boy proves how quickly things can change.” 
 
    “If left unattended. These boys will be fathered, mothered, and monitored their whole lives.” 
 
    “What happens when they wish to leave the facility?” 
 
    “Hopefully, that will not happen. But if they insist…” His neck bent to the right. Braddock could interpret that however he liked. No way in hell Hamilton was going to say aloud what would happen to such valuable assets if they wanted to leave. To let them walk out the door would be the equivalent of letting a nuclear bomb wander about a mall. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Angel stared at Leon in concern. “You got these orders directly from the director?” 
 
    Leon nodded, then frowned. “If you have any doubt, call the director for verification.” 
 
    She bit her bottom lip. She didn’t want to hurt Leon’s feelings, but she had been tricked into performing unauthorized work before and it cost her Stevie’s dad. 
 
    She covered Leon’s hands. “I would like to clarify a few matters with him. That doesn’t mean I don’t trust you.” 
 
    “I understand. I’d want to do the same if I were in your shoes.” 
 
    She hugged him for being so understanding. His hands fluttered about her body, uncertain of where they should land. 
 
    Never in all her life had she ever worked so hard to draw a man in. While Leon clearly liked her, getting him to ‘love’ her was proving most difficult. 
 
    She gave up the battle and went to the phone. The director picked up on the first ring. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but I just want to clarify our work assignment today. It seems to be in a different direction.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Can you give me some idea what you’re looking for? It will improve my chances of finding an anomaly.” 
 
    When he didn’t respond, she added. “I will do my best if you can’t tell me, but my chances of success aren’t as good if I don’t know what I’m looking for. That’s kind of the linchpin to how I work.” 
 
    “Of course. Davenport will be there in a moment to bring you to my office, where I will explain this assignment in more detail.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    She hung up and smiled at Leon. “The director wants to tell me in his office.” 
 
    Leon frowned. “What are we supposed to do in the meantime?’ 
 
    Davenport entered the room. “Angel come with me. Leon, have your team continue working on the trails from yesterday.” 
 
    As they walked down the hall to the director’s office, Angel asked her daily question. “How’s Tom?” 
 
    “He’s good. Spends most of his day in the gym.” 
 
    “That means he’s either bored or worried.” 
 
    “He’s definitely bored.” 
 
    “How much longer will he be in quarantine?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” His hand rubbed the center of her back. “Just be patient.” 
 
    “I’m trying, but the boys really miss him.” 
 
    Davenport nodded. “Derrick and I struggle to fill his shoes in that department…and others.” 
 
    Angel couldn’t argue with that. “You might if you ever slept anymore.” 
 
    “Job comes first, Angel.” 
 
    She nodded. She would never want it otherwise. She loved that Davenport was dedicated to his profession. He was a soldier to the core, incorruptible, and inexhaustible. 
 
    He led her into Hamilton’s office and left. 
 
    She studied the director. His brow was furrowed more than normal today. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” she asked as she sat down in the chair before his desk. 
 
    “There’s always a problem.” He leaned back. “How are you?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “And the boys?” 
 
    “They miss Tom…I miss Tom, but we’re being patient.” 
 
    “He will return when he clears quarantine.” 
 
    She frowned. “Did something bad happen when he left to get his daughter? Is Anna okay?” 
 
    “She’s fine. I believe having her dad show up really helped her cope. However, Toby has a problem.” 
 
    That surprised her. Toby was such a rock. He was very much like his father. 
 
    “His new step-father, Sam Anderson, is having negative influence on him.” 
 
    “Sadie remarried?” She found that incomprehensible. Sadie was a devout Catholic. She didn’t believe in divorce. 
 
    “Not legally, but they had a wedding, and Sadie changed her name, so the boy thinks they are married.” 
 
    “Is he upset with his mother? It would only be natural since they’re Catholic. He’d see her remarriage as a serious sin.” 
 
    “Actually, I missed that nuance. Which only makes his behavior even odder.” 
 
    “Can you tell me? I know him very well.” 
 
    As Angel listened to the boy’s conversation with his father, Angel realized if this was Toby’s true feelings then she didn’t know the boy at all. 
 
    “Is it possible for me to talk to Tom? I know he’s in quarantine, but does he have a phone?” 
 
    “Can you tell me how this might help us?” 
 
    “I don’t think Sadie would marry anyone else…ever. She never wanted nor accepted the divorce. Tom got it against her wishes, and she told the judge he’d burn in hell for granting her husband a divorce. According to her, their union was made by God and no man had authority to break it.” 
 
    “Interesting. I’ll try to arrange you an hour to talk to him. But right now, I need you to help us figure out what Sam Anderson holds on his boss, Aaron Hurd.” 
 
    Upon learning a great deal about Sam and his boss, Angel returned to the lab, and with Leon’s help, looked at each man’s bank records, credit history, and medical records, searching for any hint of an anomaly. Finding nothing, she tried a new tactic and studied credit card purchases four years prior and current. She flagged that Sam’s foot size shrunk by a half size upon returning from Africa. Also, his restaurants changed and his interest in books changed. Before, he was a sci-fi buff, but when he returned, he bought mostly college text books even though he was not attending classes. The topics were potentially disturbing: advance computer science and engineering books for Electrical Grid structures and Nuclear plants. 
 
    Convinced Sam Anderson was up to no good, she refocused on the man who hated him, but hired him back when he returned from Africa. 
 
    Finding nothing, she continued to move back in his past. Twelve years prior, Hurd’s pension fund received a two-million-dollar rollover from an outside source. According to his company’s records it was his pension from his prior job, and while his prior company no longer existed, their filings with SEC did not support that claim. 
 
    Once she had dug about in the other executive’s finances, she called Hamilton and asked for a meeting. She believed she had found why Hurd was being blackmailed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Angel had to walk through her evidence several times before they were convinced. 
 
    “But you can’t prove this transfer is wrong,” Braddock challenged. 
 
    “No. Not unless someone kept the ledgers of this defunct company. However, I can tell you what I think happened. Mr. Hurd was the CFO of a failing company. He, and Mr. Ott, the CEO, conspired to remove millions from the company before it fell into bankruptcy. They did so by funneling the money into the pension accounts and then out to a third-party pension firm where later they retrieved it and move it into their new job’s pension funds, a perk which this bank offered to executives.” 
 
    “But how did Sam Anderson find out about this?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. Nor do I understand why the group in charge of the bankruptcy didn’t find it. They are supposed to scrutinize all the money leaving the company in the last six months before a bankruptcy.” 
 
    “So, someone in the bankruptcy team missed this?” Braddock asked. 
 
    “Big time.” 
 
    He stood up. “That’s just what I needed.” 
 
    Angel watched him leave. “I think he left happy.” 
 
    Hamilton patted her hand. “He did indeed.” 
 
    “About my request to speak to Tom—” 
 
    “Let’s wait and let Braddock follow up on this lead.” 
 
    “But we need Tom’s input in this matter. I have a different theory about what’s happening here, but the only one who can say if it has merit is Tom.” 
 
    “Tell me your theory.” 
 
    Angel’s heart trembled in fear. “Why won’t you let me speak to Tom?” For the first time the possibility that Hamilton had been lying about Tom being in quarantine rose to her conscious thought. “Is he dead?” She could barely speak those last words as tears swelled in her eyes. 
 
    “No!” Hamilton stated quickly. “Tom is alive, here at the facility.” 
 
    “Then why can’t I speak to him?” 
 
    “Because I wish to keep him out of the investigation. He’s too emotionally involved.” 
 
    “So am I, but you’ve still made good use of me. Tom knows his wife and son. I need to talk to him about this marriage because, in my mind, it opens up a whole new explanation to Toby’s aberrant behavior.” 
 
    “What avenue?” 
 
    “I’m not saying unless Tom comes up with the same conclusion on his own.” 
 
    Hamilton’s eyebrows rose in challenge. 
 
    “This lies outside the perimeters of my job. You have no right to be angry at me,” she responded, wishing she could just let them solve the matter on their own…only she feared they would solve it incorrectly. 
 
    “I will patch you in from here,” Hamilton finally stated. 
 
    That it was so easy…that he could have let her speak to Tom from day one...  infuriated her, but she tried her hardest not to reveal how upset she was at this betrayal. But she damn sure would never trust him again. 
 
    He turned the monitor towards her. ‘I’m engaging the camera on the computer, so Tom will be able to see you.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered when all she saw was a well-worn recliner. Her expression must have alerted Hamilton something was wrong. He turned the monitor around, then turned it back to her. “Tom, please return to your room at once.” He then met her worried eyes. “He spends a great deal of time in the gym.” 
 
    A moment later, she saw Tom rush to the room and come to a complete halt when he saw her on his TV. A happy smile lit up his face, followed quickly by worry. “Angel is something wrong?” 
 
    “It’s about Toby.” 
 
    He sat down on the front of his chair and leaned forward. “What’s happened now?” 
 
    “Mr. Hamilton updated me on the situation.” 
 
    He sighed heavily in relief. “Then Toby’s still alive?” 
 
    She looked at Hamilton and he nodded. “Mr. Hamilton says he is.” She no longer trusted the man enough to make his words hers. 
 
    Tom rubbed his face with his hands. “I still can’t believe he has changed so fundamentally in such a short time.” 
 
    Nor could she. “Tom, I’m struggling with the possibility of Sadie remarrying. It’s against your religion and I remember you telling me…” 
 
    “Her religion was everything to her.” He shook his head. “Thank God I wasn’t actually driving when Toby told me. She is such a hypocrite! First about Tommy, then about getting a divorce.” 
 
    Angel knew exactly what his referral to Tommy was about. Sadie had kicked him out of her house on the presumption that Tommy was fathered by Tom because of his name. Yet, twenty years before, Anna had been fathered by another policeman on the force, but Tom had never once called her on that matter. 
 
    “I agree with you, but that doesn’t explain Toby’s reaction to this marriage. He has always supported Sadie’s refusal to divorce you. He called it a cardinal sin.” 
 
    “He certainly did until Sam came along. To be honest, in this matter I thought Sadie would remain unmarried for the rest of her life. Her religion means a lot to her.” 
 
    Angel wiggled forward, wishing she could reach out and give him a hug, for his slumped shoulders and bowed head told her he desperately needed one. 
 
    “Was she big on confessions?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Every Saturday morning, like clockwork.” 
 
    “And this marriage…how would that go over when confessing her sins?” 
 
    “It’d be a major setback. The act of entering a second marriage without getting the first annulled, is not a forgivable sin, thus she could never receive the Eucharist again.” 
 
    “So, in Toby’s eyes, his mother would be living in mortal sin now?” 
 
    “The old Toby, yes…” He then frowned. “Damn it all! My son was trying to tell me something was wrong, and I just wasn’t hearing him.” 
 
    Hamilton rose and pulled up a chair beside Angel. “Tom, why do you think that?” 
 
    “One, because Angel’s right. Toby would never support a marriage that would send his mother to hell. Secondly, because his behavior during the first half of the day was entirely different than the second half. He was abnormally quiet on the drive down to Norfolk, but when he hugged me before we got into the SUV at Princeton, his hug seemed more heartfelt than usual. Not less.” 
 
    Tom’s head fell back as he stared at the ceiling. “It all changed when he received a phone call. God! How stupid could I be? My son’s aberrational behavior was an act, so I’d investigate Sam Anderson.” 
 
    “Tom, this week your son told his new roommate that he preferred his step-father to you.” 
 
    Tom stared at Angel. “That’s what clued you in, isn’t it?” 
 
    Angel nodded. “Toby adores you. A love that strong can’t just disappear overnight.” 
 
    Her words seemed to calm him a bit, but damn it, the poor man really needed a hug. She wished Hamilton would let him out of quarantine. He looked perfectly healthy to her. 
 
    “Then why would he say it?” Hamilton challenged. 
 
    “This roommate. Was he by chance new?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Yes. We had a former roommate removed and an agent put in his place.” 
 
    “Then he more than likely fears this is a spy for his new father. It’s better odds for him to play the matter this way. I will always forgive him, but he’s probably walking a thin line with this Anderson guy.” 
 
    Anna nodded in agreement. “Tom, do you think Sadie is still going to confessions?” 
 
    “If he’s allowing her to. Yes. And she’ll tell the priest everything. One of the reasons she can’t get an annulment over my indiscretion is because she confessed hers long ago.” 
 
    “Which priest does she prefer?” a voice behind Angel asked. 
 
    Angel jumped several inches up. Unfortunately, she had been sitting on the edge of her chair, thus landed hard on the floor. 
 
    Braddock helped her up and resettled her in her chair. “Didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    He then turned to Tom and waited for an answer. 
 
    “Father Donavan at St. Michael’s.” 
 
    Braddock wrote the name down. “This could be helpful, thanks.” 
 
    He started to leave, but Hamilton stopped him. 
 
    “Hold on, even I know a priest won’t tell you what’s said in the confessional.” 
 
    Braddock snorted. “There are simple ways around that. But don’t ask me what I intend to do.” 
 
    Angel knew exactly what he planned, and if it helped save Toby from whatever hell he was currently in, she supported bugging the confessionals. 
 
    Once Braddock left again, Hamilton spoke to Tom. “So, let me understand. You do not believe your boy was trying to get you to send him forty-thousand dollars?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I would really like to hear that conversation again, then I could evaluate the nuances with my new perspective. However, I understand why I’ve been removed from the case. I’m too emotionally involved…not to mention in quarantine.” 
 
    “Well that was the reason I was keeping you out of the loop, but Angel pointed out she was also emotionally involved, yet still managed to be helpful.” 
 
    Tom smiled at Angel. His appreciation and love came through on the monitor. Of all the men she had ever loved, Tom was the only one who really grasped what she needed. However, he’d already told her he’d never be able to marry her because of Toby’s insistence in God’s eyes he remained married to Sadie. 
 
    That’s why she knew something was off. Toby had been taught since a small child it was an unforgivable sin which would cast the sinner into hell. Tom must have been stressed and unable to think when Toby declared his step-father was a great guy, or he would have seen this at once. 
 
    That night as she slept with Davenport, whom she suspected had specifically asked for time off to soothe her, she still struggled to understand why Sam Anderson had latched onto Sadie and Toby. What could he possibly want from them? Even if he wanted to take down the electrical grid and nuclear waste safety precautions, how could marrying Sadie move that objective along? It made no sense. 
 
    Some major part of his plan was still unknown, and that frightened her. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The next day when she returned to digging about Sam’s life, she found a hidden file. When she opened it, she was shocked by the warning within. 
 
    Angel. We finally meet. Unless you hit on the hyperlink below in fifteen seconds, Toby Culp is dead.   SA 
 
    She jumped to the phone. “Mr. Hamilton I just received a message from Sam Anderson. I have to respond in eight seconds or he’ll kill Toby.  
 
    “Do not respond.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “That is an order. Stay where you are!” 
 
    Tears streamed down her face. Still holding the phone, she stepped closer to the monitor. 
 
    His voice came over the speakers. “Leon, under no condition allow Angel to get near her computer.” 
 
    Leon moved between her and her station. His face looked pained, but determined, his lips in a thin line of regret. 
 
    The others stared at her in confusion. 
 
    Sinclair rolled his chair closer and read her monitor. “Who’s Toby?” 
 
    In heavy sobs, she answered. “Tom’s son.” 
 
    “Shit,” Sinclair muttered and rolled his chair back to his station. 
 
    Davenport and Braddock burst into the room one after the other. 
 
    “Why weren’t you here, watching her?” Braddock snapped at Davenport. 
 
    “Because you paged me,” he replied. 
 
    “The hell I did!” Braddock stated and gripped her firmly by her arm. “Situation is under control!” he spoke loudly, presumably to the director. 
 
    He then glared at Davenport. “Show me my alleged page.” 
 
    Davenport pulled out his phone, poked a few buttons and held it out. 
 
    “Any of you guys know about phone systems?” Braddock barked. 
 
    After dead silence and shaking heads, Sinclair spoke. “Tyler did, but you got rid of him.” 
 
    “Shit!” Braddock stormed out into the hall. 
 
    Leon sighed. “I’m thinking not.” 
 
    Angel didn’t care about Tyler. All she cared about was Toby. She’d just gotten the boy killed. 
 
    Tom would never forgive her for being the cause of his first son’s death. God, how could he even look at her after this? He would no doubt demand a transfer, if such a thing was allowed. Then her boys would miss having a loving, gentle father. Tears flowed down her cheeks as she remembered Toby when he was an adorable eight-year-old being so brave after his mother accidently poisoned him. 
 
    Braddock returned just as Hamilton’s voice came over the phone. “Angel, I need you to calm down. We have confirmation that Toby is alive and well at school.” 
 
    She threw herself onto Davenports’ stiff chest. When he set her back, she realized he was trying to save his job and needed to look like the ultimate professional right now. So, she turned to Leon and hugged him before he realized what she intended. 
 
    His hand patted her back, but seriously the man knew nothing about hugs. The person she needed was Tom. 
 
    “Leon, please watch over Angel’s workstation and ensure no one touches it. 
 
    “Can I just shut it down?” Leon asked. 
 
    “Not until we’ve assessed our options.” 
 
    Angel forced herself to be rational. Toby’s life depended upon it. 
 
    “It would be better to shut it down, sir. As long as there is a connection, we have some risk of contamination.” 
 
    “Leon, do you agree?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why—" 
 
    “Shut it down!” 
 
    Leon closed the program and shut down the computer. “Done, sir.” 
 
    “Davenport bring Leon and Angel to my office.” 
 
    The anger in his voice made Angel want to go anywhere but there. 
 
    When they entered his office five minutes later, the tension hovered like an angry cloud over Braddock and Hamilton. 
 
    “Sit, both of you,” he snapped at Angel and Leon. Hamilton breathed in and released his air loudly, as if both frustrated and outraged. 
 
    “It appears Sam Anderson had a spy on the inside, so he knows with certainty that Angel is here. What Tyler couldn’t or wouldn’t tell us is what that link was supposed to do.” 
 
    Angel spoke up. “I’m worried about Toby. And we need to let Tom know—” 
 
    “Who is the director here?” His tone was all outrage now. 
 
    “You are, but Tom is his—” 
 
    “I know what Tom is. And he will hear nothing of this until the situation is resolved. Neither he nor you can be expected to act rationally in this matter.” 
 
    His words angered her, but Davenport’s intensified grip on her shoulder kept her mute. Fighting openly with this man would only make matters worse.  
 
    “I will admit I am more vested in Toby’s safety than you, but I still believe I might be able to offer a rational perspective. For example, Sam had to expect that his first attempt at contact would be detected by others and I would be prevented from clicking that link. In which case, the ball would be in my court to contact and try to make amends, so he doesn’t kill Toby.” 
 
    Leon was the only one who nodded. The director was on him at once. “You just told me that contact with this bastard could contaminate the system, so why the hell are you shaking your head in agreement?” 
 
    “In Angel’s perspective, it would be the rational thing to do and we could safely do so by having her contact him outside of Black Hole.” 
 
    Angel frowned. “But then I wouldn’t be able to assess that file.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to assess that file even through Black Hole. According to protocol, that location point should now be shut down permanently.” He glanced at the director. “If Tyler is working with this guy, then he’ll know that. Thus, if she does contact him via that site in the future, he’ll know it’s a trap.” 
 
    Hamilton frowned and glanced at Braddock. “Interesting observation. Has the site been locked off?” 
 
    “No.” Braddock replied. “I was holding off to leave our options open. I’ll give the order now if you wish?” 
 
    Hamilton nodded and refocused on Angel as Braddock called someone on his phone. “So, with the site shut down, how would you contact him?” 
 
    Angel shrugged. “I guess I’d go through the home computer.” 
 
    “And what would you say?” 
 
    “I would explain I was prevented from clicking on the link, then tell him I’ll do anything he wants if he doesn’t harm Toby.” 
 
    Hamilton’s brow furrowed into a thousand creases. “Is that what you’d really do?” 
 
    “It’s what my heart would want me to do, but if you’re asking would I put the whole country at risk for Tom’s son…” She closed her eyes. “I wouldn’t. But I will beg you to save that precious boy while I try my hardest to determine what this bastard wants.” 
 
    Davenport’s thumbs gently rubbed small soothing circles on the back of her shoulders. That was his way of letting her know her response had been good. 
 
    The tension in the room eased and both sources of the negative energy leaned back in their chairs. 
 
    “I do want to know what that bastard wants, so let’s play this out.” He glanced at Leon. “So how can we do this without placing Black Hole or this facility at risk?” 
 
    Angel held up her hand, causing all eyes to turn to her. “I’d like to emphasize the latter worry. Assuming you’ve closed the backdoors to Black Hole, then it should be well-protected. Thus, getting into the facility system and possibly bringing down vital components like door locks or ventilation would be a more likely target.” She looked at Braddock. “Especially if you purchased commercially available software. Then Sam could already know any backdoors the programmers left in their software.” 
 
    Leon frowned. 
 
    Hamilton noticed at once and leaned forward. “You don’t agree?” 
 
    Leon met his eyes. “I do. It just scares the hell out of me. They could kill us all, just by shutting down the ventilation.” 
 
    “They couldn’t do that. My men have hazmat suits with their own oxygen supply.” 
 
    Hamilton glared at him. “That’s supposed to make me feel better exactly how?” 
 
    “There is nothing in this scenario that should make you feel better. I was just stating a fact. If Anderson’s intention was to kill everyone, then walk in and take Black Hole, he’d fail at his objective. My men would remain alive and kill anyone who attempted to enter. 
 
    Hamilton sighed. “Actually, I find that a little comforting, but only a little.” He rubbed his face with the palms of his hands. “So how do we turn this to our advantage?” 
 
    “We make sure Angel contacts him from a confined system that has no access either to Black Hole or the internal systems.” 
 
    Angel nodded but added her worry. “But we need to know if he’s after Black Hole or the infrastructure. If it’s Black Hole, he will have to tell me that straight out. If it’s the infrastructure, he will probably attempt entry while he negotiates Toby’s life with me. If he can’t get into the infrastructure from my point of contact, then he may realize we’re on to his real purpose and kill Toby in retaliation before he disappears.” 
 
    Braddock growled, “He’s not disappearing.” 
 
    Angel met the angry soldier’s eyes. “Good. But if you want to know what he plans, you should either pick him up now and torture him until he tells the truth, or we need to trick him in telling us his plans.” 
 
    Braddock leaned forward. “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “That I make contact with him.” She looked at Hamilton. “May I presume the computers the children use for their lessons are in no way connected to the rest of the facility?” 
 
    “That is accurate,” Braddock replied. “Those computers have their own fiber line out.” 
 
    “Then allow me to contact him through the children’s classroom computer.” 
 
    “And what will that tell us?” Braddock challenged. 
 
    “He will tell me to contact him through a different computer or he will tell me what he wants.” 
 
    Hamilton leaned forward. “And if he wants you to move to a different computer?” 
 
    “Then we need to have ready a second system that to all appearances appears to be running Black Hole.” 
 
    “And how the hell are we going to create that?” Hamilton snapped. 
 
    Now realizing that Hamilton was clueless to his systems, she looked at Braddock. “You perform backups on your entire system, right?” 
 
    “Twice a day.” 
 
    She smiled at Braddock’s diligence. “Then we can cull a backup and use the operational data of that day to feed into a second fake system so for anyone tapping into the system, it will look like the real thing.” 
 
    Leon sighed with relief and smiled. “I knew where you were going, but I was stuck on the nightmare of creating fake data, so the programs seem functional. Your idea is brilliant. Not only will it look real, but we can isolate any changes made to operations by comparing the data from the original version to the data from the after-contact version.” 
 
    “How quickly can this be done?” Hamilton asked. 
 
    Leon shrugged. “Depends on the number of systems and how much testing you want done to ensure we haven’t created any glitches.” 
 
    “How soon?” Hamilton snapped and glared at Angel. 
 
    “Leon’s right. It could take two days or two weeks.” 
 
    “Two weeks!” Hamilton yelled and looked at Leon for a better answer. 
 
    “I would have said two months.” 
 
    “But you said this was a better idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, the more obvious way to solve this would have taken six months to a year.” 
 
    Braddock stared at Leon. “Which one will Anderson anticipate?” 
 
    “If he even thinks about this possibility, then he should assume the six months to a year, which means he’d give Angel a much shorter time frame to work within. If he’s as clever as Angel, then he’ll give her a really short window to operate within.” 
 
    Angel nodded in agreement. “Assume the latter.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we’ll only get one chance at this. We have to win the first time around.” 
 
    The corners of Braddock’s mouth turned up. “I agree with Angel. Who among your team can assist in building this second system?” 
 
    “We all can help, but some will be better at it than others,” Leon replied. 
 
    Braddock looked at Hamilton. He breathed in and out heavily. “Get to it. Angel isn’t contacting this guy until we’ve got the trap set.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Angel stared at her team. Should she tell them a young boy with a bright future depended on their speed and accuracy? Would that make them work harder or just put undue pressure upon them. 
 
    Leon evidently grew tired of waiting for her to speak and took up the reins. “Angel has thought of a clever way to determine what this guy plans to do. However, it requires us to create a second system that appears to run Black Hole and the facilities infrastructure, and we need to do this in two days.” 
 
    “That’s not even possible,” Scott objected. 
 
    Angel told them about her idea to use real data as their inputs that run the fake system. 
 
    Sinclair chuckled. “I can write a program that will feed the data. Which means all you guys need to do is become experts of every piece of software we have so you’ll know how to interface my program to the software.” 
 
    “How many software programs?” 
 
    Angel grimaced. “Eighty-four. So, let’s go through them and determine who’s most qualified to do each.” 
 
    Two hours later, the team had determined that someone in the eight members knew eighty-two of the programs and all programming languages were covered but one. 
 
    Angel volunteered to take the one that required her to learn a new programming language. 
 
    “I’d like to learn it as well. Two idiots working in unison may not be quite so stupid,” Leon offered. 
 
    Angel chuckled and nodded in agreement. “Okay, then let’s give Bob the medx program so that you, Sinclair, and I have sixteen programs, and the rest of you have seventeen.” She then studied her group. She had parsed out the work as fairly as she could, giving them a mix of small and large programs, and wherever possible, programs they already knew. “Anyone think they’ve been unfairly burdened?” 
 
    Thankfully, they all shook their head. 
 
    “Then let’s all start with programs we’re not familiar with and learn those while Sinclair writes our data feed program.” 
 
    Leon frowned. “Sinclair, can you take a moment and tell us, generally, how you are going to write the program? Speaking for myself, it will help me know exactly what I need to know when learning these new programs.” 
 
    Everyone, including Angel, nodded in agreement. 
 
    Sinclair walked to the whiteboard and discussed his plan of attack. 
 
    Angel smiled at the man’s brilliance. When he finished, she spoke. “In my opinion, that is a work of art.” 
 
    Sinclair smiled at her. 
 
    Scott wasn’t as in love with it. He rose and pointed to a point on the drawing. “Why have this firewall?” 
 
    Angel spoke. “Because it prevents an intruder from following the data back and determining a program is generating it rather than real machines or people.” 
 
    Scott stared at her. “You’re giving this guy a lot of credit. If we don’t use the firewall, we can have this thing done by tomorrow.” 
 
    “My gut says we need it.” Should she tell them Toby’s life depended upon this programming seeming authentic, no matter how hard the intruder pushes it? 
 
    Braddock entered the room and Angel feared upon hearing Scott’s suggestion, they had decided to go with the sloppy solution, and Toby be damned. 
 
    “We want this done in two days.” 
 
    The team groaned, and several heads shook. Scott raised his hand. Angel knew he intended to reiterate his suggestion. 
 
    Braddock stared straight at him. “But it has to be done right. No short cuts. Get it done right, and there’s a hundred-thousand-dollar bonus for each of you.” 
 
    Their mouths collectively fell open. 
 
    “We’ll need our hours extended and the rule against food and liquids in the lab removed,” Bob stated. 
 
    Braddock frowned.  
 
    Angel feared he was going to deny their reasonable request. “We’ll be very careful, but food and caffeine will be needed.” 
 
    Braddock sighed. “The bunks will be here by eight tonight. The director will need to clear the food and drink request.” 
 
    Hamilton’s voice spoke over the speaker. “Request granted for this project only. Anyone who spills their drink and ruins a machine will have the cost of equipment deducted from their bonus.” 
 
    Scott rolled his eyes. 
 
    Braddock stepped forward. “Explain your reaction now.” 
 
    “It’s just a keyboard. Shouldn’t cost more than a hundred dollars, and we’ve got plenty of spares. I just don’t understand what the fuss is about.” 
 
    Angel grimaced. This needless confrontation was not helping. She needed her team excited and enthused, not bickering with Braddock over the cost of a keyboard. 
 
    To her surprise, he backed down. “Thank you for explaining. Just so you know, these keyboards cost over ten thousand a piece.” 
 
    “Why?” Scott challenged. 
 
    Braddock shook his head. Angel wasn’t sure if that meant he hadn’t a clue or he wasn’t telling. She suspected it was the latter, because Braddock had thus far been very knowledgeable about his facility. 
 
    Angel and Leon focused on their new programming code. She was glad Leon had offered to learn it as well, because it gave her someone to share her understandings and mis-understandings with. 
 
    At eight, she stunned her team when she declared she needed to leave. “I have to put my kids to bed. If I don’t, they’ll worry all night, and become utter terrors.” 
 
    Davenport’s cell phone chirped, and he read his text message. “You have been given clearance to settle your boys down and put them to bed.” 
 
    “Settle down? Are they rioting?” 
 
    Davenport sighed and nodded. 
 
    She groaned but wasn’t really surprised. Every day they were getting harder to manage. Their teacher had requested that Tommy return to his own age studies, thinking that the change was the cause of their current behavior. 
 
    “They need Tom back.” 
 
    Davenport looked at her with his hard-cold soldier eyes. His message was loud and clear. Nothing she could do about Tom, so work it out on her own. 
 
    When she entered her home, she stared in shock at the destruction before her. It looked as if the place had been raided by terrorists. The couch pillows were tossed about the floor, the coffee table turned on its side. Their lap top for their studies laying face down by the fake fireplace. In each corner a sullen boy stood, while Derrick looked ready to kill the next person to move. 
 
    Her youngest was screaming his head off from Mrs. Adams’ room. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked Derrick. 
 
    Stevie turned to answer, but Derrick barked, “Face to the corner!” 
 
    Stevie faced the corner and yelled. “We hate Derrick. We want Tom back!” 
 
    Both Tommy and Dare yelled their agreement. Angel’s heart went out to Derrick. It had to hurt for his own son to agree with Stevie’s rude demand. 
 
    “Well, Tom is away doing something that will keep us safe from further danger. But given your rudeness to Derrick, I wouldn’t blame him if Derrick were to ask for a different job than watching over you boys. Look at this place! What has gotten into you?” 
 
    “It was Tommy’s fault,” Stevie declared. 
 
    His words caused Tommy to leave his corner and fly at his brother with his tiny hands fisted and looking for trouble. 
 
    Derrick snared him with one hand, swatted him hard on his butt and shoved him back in his corner. “Ten extra minutes for all of you.” 
 
    “What’d I do?” Dare demanded in outrage. 
 
    “Figure it out since you know everything,” Derrick snapped at his son. 
 
    “Everybody, calm down.” She walked to Derrick and gave him a hug. “I’m sorry the boys have driven you to the brink. Go to the gym and give the punching bag hell.” 
 
    His tense muscles relaxed a bit. “I’ll take you up on that.” 
 
    Davenport snagged him at the door and whispered something which caused Derrick to curse then yell, “You’ve got to get Tom back here. I can’t deal with these boys anymore.” 
 
    Once he left, Angel called her three boys to her. She picked up the center cushion from the floor and placed it on the couch, then sat down. 
 
    Stevie glared at her. “Where are we supposed to sit?” 
 
    “I’m hoping you’ll pick up a cushion and join me.” 
 
    Tommy ignored her hopes and tried to climb in her lap. That resulted in Stevie slamming them both with the couch cushion he had picked up. 
 
    “Stop it, right now!” Angel yelled. “Sit down and talk to me. I can barely recognize you three. Where are my sweet boys?” 
 
    “They’ve run off to find Tom,” Stevie grumbled as he shoved the cushions on the couch, then threw himself on the cushions, kicking Tommy in the process. 
 
    She grabbed Tommy’s feet to prevent a retaliation. “What is wrong with you boys?” 
 
    Not one of her boys would look her in the eye. “Something has happened.” 
 
    “We want Tom back,” Dare grumbled. “My dad sucks!” 
 
    “Your dad is a wonderful man,” she scolded. “And I hope you didn’t say such cruel words to him.” 
 
    By the boys’ squirms, she feared he had. Deciding to stay focused on the main issue, she tilted Stevie’s glum face toward her, so he had no choice but to look her in the eye. “You missed Tom this morning, but you weren’t misbehaving like this. What happened?” 
 
    “You missed our lesson,” he grumbled. 
 
    “I apologize for that, but we are working on a really important project and I couldn’t leave.” 
 
    “More important than us?” Tommy asked. 
 
    She kissed the boy’s forehead, then kissed Stevie and Dare. “Nothing is more important than my five children.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you come home?” Stevie challenged. 
 
    “Because that wasn’t the choice that I had to make tonight. My choice was to stay and help a project that is very important to Tom or to let it fail. Since Tom will be broken hearted if this project fails, I chose to stay and work on the project.” 
 
    “Is the project done now?” Tommy asked. 
 
    “No, even working day and night it will still take us several days to complete.” 
 
    “You’re leaving us again?” 
 
    “Would you rather Tom’s project fail?” 
 
    Dare’s eyes narrowed. “Would that make him come home faster?” 
 
    “No, but it would really hurt him.” 
 
    Tommy sighed and cuddled against her chest. She looked at Stevie and then Dare. 
 
    Stevie pressed against her side. “We’ll be good.” 
 
    “You don’t speak for me,” Tommy growled. 
 
    “I meant Dare and I,” Stevie replied to Angel. “Tommy is invisible to us.” 
 
    She held Tommy’s feet, so he couldn’t prove how un-invisible he was. 
 
    “I’m not going to be able to concentrate on my job if I’m worried that my three big boys are trying to kill each other. What’s caused this problem?” 
 
    “Tommy got us demoted to stupid kids.” 
 
    “Did not!” Tommy screamed. 
 
    “No need to yell,” she chided. “Now would someone like to explain this better so I can understand what has happened?” 
 
    Tommy huffed. “Instead of teaching me math, the teacher’s making Stevie and Dare color boxes.” 
 
    “It’s horrible!” Stevie added. “And all Tommy’s fault.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dare agreed. 
 
    “Why is it Tommy’s fault?” Angel challenged. 
 
    “Because he made our boring class even worse.” 
 
    “You should have told me or Derrick. Then we could have fixed this matter.” 
 
    “We did, but Dad told us to suck it up,” Dare said. 
 
    “Well, he must of have been out of sorts when you mentioned it.” 
 
    “We wanted him to turn on our lesson, but he wouldn’t do it,” Stevie muttered. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ve never showed Derrick how to start the program, because I like to play it with you.” 
 
    Tommy smiled up at her. “We like that too!” 
 
    “But you didn’t come home,” grumbled Dare. 
 
    “And why was that? Who remembers?” 
 
    Tommy raised his hand and leaned back so he could stare up at her. “You were doing something for Tom, so he can finish his project and come home happy instead of sad.” 
 
    She rewarded Tommy with a kiss. “That’s right. Now tell me more about your teacher. He was supposed to be teaching you all interesting things such as math. Did he stop doing that, or did he never start?” 
 
    All three boys sighed in unison. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “The day Tommy joined our class, he came in and declared us little geniuses,” Stevie explained. 
 
    “Only he didn’t mean it,” Dare added. 
 
    “He then gave us a page of numbers and told us to ‘do them’, only we didn’t know what he meant. “So, he starts writing stuff on the board and Tommy couldn’t even read the numbers right.” 
 
    “You couldn’t either,” Tommy challenged. 
 
    “I could say the smaller stuff but Dare and I couldn’t understand some of the squiggles in between them, and there were a bunch of letters in the mix.” 
 
    “And tiny numbers which evidently made the number mean something else,” Dare added. 
 
    She pulled all three boys close to her. “I’ll talk to the director about getting you a new teacher, but I need you to be on your best behavior, especially at school, these next few days, because he’ll no doubt check on your class to make sure the problem is the teacher and not you boys.” 
 
    All three smiled up at her as if she was the best mom in the world. 
 
    Davenport cleared his throat and pointed to his watch. 
 
    “It’s bed time.” 
 
    “But you just got home!” Tommy cried. 
 
    “It doesn’t change your bed time. I have to go back to work now. So, let me have the pleasure of tucking each of my sweet angels into their beds. That way I’ll be happy when I go back to work and help Tom with his project.” 
 
    With less grumbling than normal, she got all three boys into bed. She stopped by Kelly’s room and verified she was happy with her teacher. 
 
    “Mr. G’s fabulous, but my brothers are horrible cretins. Did Stevie tell you he hit Johnny on the head with the laptop just because Dad didn’t know how to open and play our lesson?” 
 
    “Johnny got hit?” Angel stated in shock and left the girl to find Mrs. Adams. 
 
    When she entered the woman’s room, the old woman silenced her with a finger to her mouth. She then led Angel to the main room. “The boy is fine. He has a bump on his head, but nothing serious. Only he has cried for hours and I’ve finally got him to sleep—” 
 
    “Did you call Dr. Hanson?” 
 
    The woman stared at her in confusion. “Didn’t need a doctor. Nor would I know how to leave this place to take the boy to one anyway.” 
 
    “Dr. Hanson is here. All you had to do is pick up the phone and ask the operator to patch you into Dr. Hanson. He would have either come here or had someone bring you to him. And while I know all too well that little boys get plenty of bumps, it doesn’t mean that serious bumps shouldn’t be checked on by a doctor.” She then opened Mrs. Adam’s door and went in to see her baby boy. 
 
    While her child was sleeping, it didn’t seem to be a peaceful sleep. His breathing seemed wrong, his hands and feet quivered in tiny shaking motions. 
 
    She ran from the room and grabbed the phone. “Dr. Hanson please.” 
 
    “Dr. Hanson is off hours.” 
 
    “I know, but this is an emergency. I think there’s something wrong with my youngest boy. Please patch me into him.” 
 
    “You’re making a fuss over nothing. The boy’s fine,” Mrs. Adam chided. 
 
    Dr. Hanson’s voice on the phone kept her from yelling at Derrick’s mother. “Angel, what is it?” 
 
    “Sometime tonight, Johnny got hit on the head with a laptop. He has a lump the size of a half dollar on his forehead. Mrs. Adams says he cried for several hours before falling to sleep, only when I just checked on him, he seemed flushed, and his arms and legs were shaking. I know it’s your time off—” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She hung up the phone and realized Davenport was standing right beside her. She turned to him and fell against his chest. “I know it’s time for me to go back, but I can’t until Dr. Hanson comes.” 
 
    “She’s making a fuss over nothing,” Mrs. Adams insisted. 
 
    Davenport curled his arms around Angel. “It’s going to be all right. Dr. Hanson is very experienced in head injuries.” 
 
    Not only did Davenport not try to force her back to work, but he held her until the doctor arrived. 
 
    She followed Dr. Hanson into Mrs. Adam’s room and assisted him in his gentle examination of her boy, who continued his restless sleep through the exam, only waking up when blood was drawn. 
 
    His burst of terror caused Angel to pick him up and comfort him. 
 
    “Now look what you’ve done! He’ll be crying all night,” Mrs. Adams scolded them both. 
 
    Angel carried her baby into the living room. What the hell was wrong with Derrick and his mother? 
 
    Both had let her and the children down tonight. 
 
    Once away from the woman, Dr. Hanson spoke. “The head wound does not appear serious. However, you were right to call me. Do you know if he’s recently had a cold?” 
 
    Angel shook her head. “He’s been fine.” 
 
    Dr. Hanson sighed. “Then he wouldn’t have been given cough medicine tonight?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    Dr. Hanson stood up. “Mind if I talk to Mrs. Adams in private.” 
 
    Angel did but shook her head. This was her child. If Mrs. Adams gave him something, she had a right to know. 
 
    Once the door closed, she hugged her child and pressed her ear to Mrs. Adams’ door so she could hear what they said. 
 
    The doctor spoke low enough she couldn’t make out his words, but Mrs. Adam’s angry response was loud and clear. 
 
    “How dare you accuse me of such a thing. I look after that child day and night. I’m more a mother to him than that woman is. And when he cries, who gets up in the middle of the night and gets him back to sleep? It sure ain’t her. She don’t want the boy in her room because she’s got men coming and going. No, it’s me who is mother to this boy, not her.” 
 
    Angel stepped back, not wanting to hear anymore. She carried Johnny to her bedroom and lay down in the bed with him. Once the doctor left Mrs. Adam’s room, she would retrieve his crib and bring it into her room as well. She’d never wanted her child sleeping with Mrs. Adams, but Davenport had insisted it was the woman’s job. If not for Angel’s new job, she would have still refused, but she needed to be her brightest for her work. So, she’d gone along, against her better judgment. But no more. She needed to put her children first. 
 
    Davenport opened her bedroom door. “Angel, Dr. Hanson wants to speak to you in private.” 
 
    She sat up and glanced past Davenport to the doctor. “Come on in, doctor.” 
 
    Dr. Hanson stepped in. “May I suggest you keep Johnny with you tonight.” 
 
    “I intend to.” 
 
    He glanced at Davenport, who had invited himself into the room. “She’ll need the crib.” 
 
    The moment Davenport left, he closed the door and spoke. “I believe your child was drugged, but we’ll know for sure once I get the blood test back.” 
 
    “Drugged?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time an older caretaker has drugged a baby to make it peaceful. Normally, they don’t realize there is anything wrong with doing that, however, Mrs. Adams’ adamant denial would imply she does know drugging a baby is wrong, so if my suspicions are correct, then you need a new caretaker for your child.” His statement left her overwhelmed.  
 
    “Should I put up a flier in the cafeteria?” How the hell would she get another caretaker? She didn’t want a new caretaker. She wanted to raise her baby herself, but that wasn’t a realistic option. Hamilton would never allow it. 
 
    Nor could she ask Tom to leave here to find her a new nanny. She was certain she would never see him again, if he tried to leave a second time. 
 
    Dr. Hanson blotted her boy’s shiny head. His action confused her, until she realized her tears were falling upon her baby’s head. 
 
    “How do women do it?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Work all the time and be a good mother too.” 
 
    He sat on the bed beside her and wrapped his arm about her shoulder. “They make the time they have for their kids matter. They listen and get behind the surface issues when their kids act up. They err on the side of caution rather than taking a wait and see attitude.” 
 
    She smiled, realizing he was describing her night she’d just had as proof she was a good mother. “I feel like I’ve let them down.” 
 
    “No. You just need help.” 
 
    “I need Tom.” She leaned her head against his shoulder. 
 
    *** 
 
    Davenport returned with the crib and a pretty Spanish young woman. “This is Maria. She’s the eldest of five and is very familiar with the care of babies.” 
 
    The young woman seemed terrified until her eyes fell on Johnny. Her face lit up with joy and she stepped forward, kneeling so she was face to face with him. Seeing his bump, her face turned concerned. “You should take him to a doctor. They don’t cost anything here.” 
 
    Angel liked her advice. “This is Dr. Hanson.” 
 
    Maria stared at him in awe. He stood. “Well, I need to get that blood test started. I will let you know the results tomorrow.” 
 
    Maria had returned her focus to Johnny. “May I hold him?” 
 
    Angel wanted to tell her no, but her presence meant Hamilton wanted her back to work tonight. Never mind her family was falling apart. But refusing was not possible. Not just because she was officially dead and now the property of the U.S. government, but because Toby would die if she didn’t successfully trick Anderson into revealing his purpose. For as long as they didn’t know what Anderson planned, they would leave Toby at risk. 
 
    With reluctance, she relinquished her baby to the pretty young woman who cooed and adored her child. Her son continued to sleep peacefully against his new cushion. 
 
    Davenport nodded for her to leave her child and follow him. She kissed Johnny one last time and left her room. She heard the door lock a moment later. She looked up at Davenport. 
 
    “I told her to lock the door. I don’t trust Mrs. Adams to act rationally right now. It is possible she will be asked to leave the facility.” 
 
    “Can they risk that?” 
 
    Davenport’s hand fell to the center of her back as he led her out of her home and back to the computer room. His refusal to answer told her the answer to her question. They wouldn’t risk releasing an angry old woman to weave stories the press might actually print. 
 
    “Tom has this way of diffusing stress, and without him everyone is getting a bit wacky.” 
 
    “Not you…” 
 
    “That’s not true. I’m trying to hold it together. But without Tom, I’m losing the battle.” 
 
    Davenport sighed with misery but made no verbal reply. 
 
    Dear God, he didn’t think Tom was ever coming back. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Angel struggled to concentrate on learning a new language when her family was falling apart. She was re-reading the same section for the third time when Leon took her manual away. “You’re just watering the book. Maybe you should go home and resolve whatever’s wrong.” 
 
    If only she could. 
 
    But that wasn’t where the problem resided. Her boys needed Tom even more than she did. 
 
    A possible solution came to her mind. She turned to Davenport’s worried and tired face. 
 
    “I need to speak to the director.” 
 
    “It’s two a.m., Angel. He’s probably sleeping.” 
 
    His response sent a surge of anger through her. They were staying up all night trying to do the impossible. Why didn’t the director stay up with them as well? 
 
    She covered her face with her hands as she realized how ridiculous her anger was. It was better if the director had a good night’s sleep. Then he might be more receptive to her request. “When he returns to his office, will you let him know I need to see him immediately.” 
 
    “Is this about Anderson?” Davenport asked.  
 
    Angel realized that he was probably weighing if he needed to wake the director up now. 
 
    “Not directly. Although if I can’t solve this problem, I won’t be much use against Anderson.” 
 
    Davenport pulled her out in the hall. “Is this about Tom?” 
 
    She nodded. “And my boys.” 
 
    His eyes filled with misery. “You need to let this go.” 
 
    “I’m trying. When it was just my heart hurting, and only temporary, I was managing. But my boys are falling apart, and that’s all I can think of now.” 
 
    Davenport pulled her into his arms. “I’ll see if I can get time off to spend with them.” 
 
    Angel shook her head. “That’s not happening. Braddock needs you now more than ever.” 
 
    He didn’t argue with her point. Instead, he gave her a warning. “Angel you cannot make demands of the director. You’ll only worsen matters.” 
 
    “I have to try. For my boys, I have to.” 
 
    Davenport sighed and stared up at the ceiling. His phone buzzed. He glanced down at the text message and softly cursed. 
 
    “Colonel Braddock wants to see you.” 
 
    She grimaced. He was evidently awake and snooping on her and Davenport. He’d want to know what she planned to ask the director. She really didn’t want to tell him because if he went against her, then he’d have hours to think of reasons why Hamilton shouldn’t do it. But she didn’t have the nerve to refuse to answer him, so she’d just have to do her best to persuade him to her side. 
 
    Davenport led her to a section of the facility she’d never been in before. After passing several armed guards, he knocked on a door. The door opened, and Braddock reached out and gripped her arm. “I’ll text you when we’re done.” 
 
    Davenport saluted and left her.  
 
    Now a new fear entered her head. She hoped to God Braddock wasn’t planning to have sex with her, because she was not even close to being in the mood. 
 
    He pulled her inside and locked his door with a key. 
 
    Great! No one could come to her rescue. 
 
    Her heart doubled its beat. She felt a bit like a rabbit staring at the biggest wolf in the pack. 
 
    He pointed to his black leather couch. “Sit.” 
 
    She obeyed, but resented being ordered about like a dog. 
 
    He walked over to his kitchen and retrieved two mugs from the counter. His home was almost identical to hers, except for the furniture, which was like the man, all dark with hard edges. Her home had light flowery couches with soft edges. 
 
    He returned, handing her a cup. “Green Tea with lemon grass.” 
 
    She stared at the cup.  Why would Braddock know her beverage of choice? 
 
    “We had a rough beginning, which I would like to apologize for on my part.” 
 
    His words confused her. She had thought him a man who never apologized, never looked back. 
 
    He seemed to be waiting for her to say something. 
 
    “It’s okay. My arm doesn’t hurt anymore, and Davenport got the duct tape off without any permanent damage.” 
 
    Instead of looking pleased, his jaw muscles rippled, and his eyes narrowed. What the hell did he want her to say? She replayed his first words. ‘We had a rough beginning’ then he apologized for ‘his part’. Of course, he wanted her to apologize for her part, only she couldn’t recall anything she had done to justify an apology. 
 
    His stern glare told her she better come up with something. She replayed those first moments that resulted in her being duct taped. “I’m sorry I thought you were the enemy. Had I realized how it would end, I would have tried harder not to resist being taken away from my frightened children.” She would have failed, but he didn’t need to know that. 
 
    “You weren’t certain your rescue was legitimate?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why did you willingly go?” 
 
    She frowned. “They said they had my children. I intended to verify that was true before I entered the truck, but that little man was far stronger than he appeared. He tossed me in and slammed the door shut before I could check. The only reason I didn’t panic was because my kids attached to me even before I could sit up.” 
 
    “So, it was my removing you from your children that set you off?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He nodded and leaned back on the couch, facing her. 
 
    “I could have handled that matter better. I would have, had I known what a rational woman you were. Unfortunately, the report on you was grossly inaccurate.” 
 
    She nodded and recalled Hamilton’s comment that the profiler had clearly been working for Max, who had wanted to leave her devastated so Hamilton would fail, and Max could take over. 
 
    Max…one of the many men who had sworn his love only to betray her. 
 
    “What were you thinking of just then?” Braddock asked. 
 
    “I was thinking of my husband, Max.” 
 
    He relaxed and nodded. “You’ve taken his betrayal remarkably well.” 
 
    She wondered if he was implying something in his observation. Did he think she and Tom were plotting to have Max reinstated? Is that why they wouldn’t let Tom return? 
 
    “Max wasn’t the first husband who betrayed me. My first husband was even worse.” 
 
    “Really? I don’t recall him trying to kill you?” 
 
    “He tried to steal my son, Stevie. That’s far worse.” 
 
    Braddock leaned forward. “How?” 
 
    She stared at him in confusion. How could he even ask that? “Having a child taken away is the worst thing a mother can incur. It would have left a hole in my soul that would never heal.” 
 
    “But you had more later on.” 
 
    She covered her face, wondering how to make this soldier understand something so alien to him. “Wouldn’t you rather die in combat than to be court-martialed and made a civilian?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “But you would be alive, and you could get another job. So how could that be worse?” 
 
    He stared at her as if she were mad and then smiled. “I get it. Your child is like my profession.” 
 
    She nodded, pleased he finally understood. She decided to continue this path of logic. “And if you were asked to do something that wasn’t what you really wanted, but what was best for the country, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    He nodded and smiled. 
 
    “The same goes for me when it comes to my kids.” 
 
    His head tilted. “If you are planning to stop working until Tom Culp is returned, I can tell you now, it’s a bad scenario that will fail to achieve your objective and only make matters worse for you.” 
 
    “That was not my plan. But I’m in trouble. I tried to put my boys’ problems behind me tonight, but I couldn’t. I have to save them. The truth is, they need Tom more than me. Thus, I plan to ask the director if he’d allow Stevie, Dare, and Tommy to live with Tom through the remainder of his confinement.” 
 
    Braddock leaned forward. “You wish to send your sons to a man who could carry within him a lethal virus?” 
 
    Angel met Braddock’s eyes. “Max wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    Braddock rolled his eyes. 
 
    “He wouldn’t. If Tom comes down with a lethal virus, that leads directly back to Max. He could even be tried for murder. Max would never purposely incriminate himself. However, after putting a mole on me, he had to know Hamilton would go in that direction, so he didn’t need to do anything other than meet him to get Tom kicked out of the program.” 
 
    “And what does that achieve?” Braddock asked. 
 
    “Tom has lived with us for two years. Max knows how vital he is not only to my happiness, but to my boys. He no doubt predicted how my family would fall apart without Tom.” 
 
    “And your solution is to give up your boys to Tom?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Didn’t you just say the worst thing that could happen to a mother is to give up her son?” 
 
    “No. To have a son taken. I’m putting my sons into Tom’s care, so he can soothe, heal, and discipline them into proper young boys.” 
 
    “What about their education?” 
 
    “Their mental health is more important to me. And honestly, I don’t trust Derrick with their education anymore.” She paused. “Do I need to tell you why, or were you by chance monitoring me earlier tonight?” 
 
    “I was, and you don’t. I even reviewed their recent classes to see if the boys were feeding you a line of bull.” 
 
    “They weren’t,” she stated with certainty. 
 
    “True, but children do lie?” 
 
    “I can tell when my sons lie.” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “So, when you say you don’t trust Derrick, exactly what do you mean?” 
 
    She chewed her bottom lip. If she told them what she truly felt, then Derrick and his mother might be killed. 
 
    “Derrick nor his mother seem to like their jobs anymore. I think they need a new place to live and new jobs.” 
 
    “That would just leave you one lover, and I’m not really giving him much time off.” 
 
    She gave him a faint smile. “I’ve noticed. And if you want to change that, I’d appreciate it, but if you can’t, it makes no difference to my recommendation on Derrick and his mother. Derrick and I were mostly just friends when we were outside and being my lover has never been easy for him. He actually prefers men.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “His wife was a responding fireman to 9/11. Afterwards, she could only find peace during sex. Sadly, her promiscuity destroyed their family and left Derrick with multimillion-dollar debts.” 
 
    “I am aware of his past, and he certainly has just cause to never touch a woman again, but you two had to have a serious relationship for you to build him a house on your property.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I was about to toss him out of my house, when Jeff explained all his troubles. I offered to build him a house, so he could bring his kids and mother up from Florida before social services took his children away.” 
 
    He stared at her for a long moment. “So, you two weren’t lovers?” 
 
    “Not then. He asked one day a week later when we were picking out his daughter’s furniture, but it was more like a bonding of our friendship…possibly gratitude on his part.” She stopped talking. Truth was, she had never questioned Derrick’s motivations until now. 
 
    Was it possible he never loved her, but merely pretended so he could have a home? 
 
    She jumped when she felt a strong arm surround her. Braddock had moved to her couch and it was his heavy arm now wrapped around her shoulder. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m too emotional tonight to make sense of things.” 
 
    “Tell me what you fear?” His voice, so soft yet strong, offered her shelter from her fears she didn’t even want to contemplate. 
 
    “I may just be paranoid.” 
 
    “Or you may be right. You have a very good track record.” 
 
    “Derrick worked for Max for years.” 
 
    “Until he fired him.” 
 
    “Derrick was never fired. His job was to protect the boys.” 
 
    “And what else? Protect you?” 
 
    She paused. Derrick hadn’t even tried to protect her the day of the terrorist attack. He had gotten her kids and mother to safety, which is exactly what she’d wanted him to do. “No…that wasn’t his job.” 
 
    “Then what was?” 
 
    She turned her face toward Braddock. He was close enough she could feel his soft breath against her lips. “I don’t know what Max’s orders were, but he didn’t try to save me.” 
 
    His large calloused fingers caressed her cheek. “Thankfully, my men did save you.” 
 
    His words surprised her, but not nearly as much as the kiss that followed. He was gentle, until she opened her mouth to his. Then like a warrior, he plundered and conquered her mouth until she fell completely to his will. When he pressed her back against the couch, she tried to protest, but her body had other ideas. It had been over a week since she’d been pleasured, and her needs overrode her good sense. 
 
    Like a soldier, he was direct to the point, entirely in control, and amazingly efficient with his bullets. He located her G-spot right off and sent her into an earth-shattering orgasm in less than five minutes. 
 
    One minute after ejaculation, he was off, redressed—not that he had ever truly undressed—and went to the kitchen to make them more tea. 
 
    She rose and made her way to his bathroom, remaining there, frightened by what had just happened. 
 
    She brushed her hair away from her face. “Tom, I really need you.” Tears streamed down her face. She expected nothing good would come of this evening. 
 
    She wished to hell it hadn’t gone sexual, but when it did, she had no choice but to go along. Her body had clearly wanted his attention. Had she objected, he would have become her enemy for life, and she couldn’t afford Braddock as her enemy. 
 
    A faint knock sounded on the door and then it opened. Braddock leaned on the frame and studied her. “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded and focused on her hands in her lap. 
 
    “I’ve called Davenport to take you back to work.” 
 
    A hysterical laugh almost burst from her lips. Did he really think she’d be able to work now? 
 
    “I’ll give you a moment to pull yourself together. Then meet me at the kitchen table so we can discuss our next steps.” 
 
    She almost groaned at his last words. Would this become a regular thing now? 
 
    Did he really think her need for Tom could be so easily replaced? 
 
    I have to get along. For my kids, I have to. 
 
    She pushed herself off the toilet and located a brush to straighten her hair. She touched the redness about her lips. Nothing she could do about the whisker burn. Still it upset her that Davenport would see it and know exactly what happened. This would become a bone of contention between him and his boss, and she had no doubt it would eventually result in Davenport’s redeployment. 
 
    She couldn’t let that happen. She left the false protection of the bathroom and went to face her problem. He sat at the kitchen sipping his coffee. Her tea waited for her at the far end of the table. What did that mean? 
 
    She sat down and sipped her steaming tea. Even a sip burned her lips. She eyed him warily, trying to understand his new mood: distant and business like. 
 
    “I’ll prep Hamilton on your planned request to give Tom your kids. I think he’ll do it, and I think it’s a nonaggressive way to ensure you eventually get Tom back. Hamilton has hopes that your kids will someday willingly work for him. If Tom proves he’s the magical ingredient to raise well balanced kids, his value quota increases greatly, and in my opinion, overrides his inherent risk.” 
 
    “That he might still be working for Max?” 
 
    Braddock nodded. 
 
    “I am absolutely positive Tom does not work for Max. I have known him longer than any other man in my life, and I can read him better than anyone. He’s here for me and the boys. Nor does Tom want Max in charge of this place.” 
 
    Braddock took another sip of coffee. “About what happened…I didn’t intend that, and it won’t happen again.” 
 
    Relief flooded her mind, and she nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I’d suggest neither of us ever speak of this to anyone else, only you’ve a rash around your mouth.” 
 
    Her fingers touched the raw skin. 
 
    “Davenport’s going to notice that.” 
 
    She nodded in regret. 
 
    “That tea is really hot. It would scald the skin…” 
 
    She didn’t need further hints. She tipped the cup against her face. 
 
    The pain caused her to jump up as her cup crashed to the floor, splashing her leg as well. 
 
    Braddock rushed her to the bathroom and turned on the cold facet while he pulled out his cell phone. “Get to my room and bring whatever you need for second degree burns.” 
 
    Once he hung up, he stroked her head. “Damn, you really commit to your actions. Dr. Hanson will be here in a minute. Just keep splashing cold water on your lips. I’ll tend to your leg. 
 
    Davenport was the first to arrive. Braddock turned over the treatment of her leg to him. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I made her tea like I make my coffee.” 
 
    Davenport’s brow furrowed and for a moment Angel worried he wasn’t buying any of this. 
 
    “Have you called Dr. Hanson?” 
 
    A knock sounded on the door. “That should be him,” Braddock replied and hurried off. 
 
    Davenport looked at her as she continued to splash water onto her face. “Never, ever consume a drink Braddock makes until it has cooled for fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Now you tell me,” she said between splashes. 
 
    When Dr. Hanson arrived, he led her into the kitchen and examined her face under an intense light, then he applied a salve that eased the pain. He spoke as he gently stroked her hair. “You are having a rough and very long night.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Between the immediate application of cold water and my speedy arrival, I don’t believe you’ll have any permanent scarring. However, you will need to be careful while this skin heals. Which means, no speaking, unless absolutely necessary. And you’ll need to keep up your health. So, I am prescribing you to get some sleep.” 
 
    He glanced at Braddock. 
 
    Angel expected him to object and send her back to work. His orders to Davenport surprised her. 
 
    “Return Angel to her home, stay with her, and ensure she sleeps until 0600, at which time take her to the director. She has a proposal she wants to make.” 
 
    “She shouldn’t be speaking,” Dr. Hanson reminded him. 
 
    “A proposal I will present for her, so she can remain quiet unless the director asks something I can’t answer.” 
 
    He then approached Angel. “Sorry about the tea, but I think your proposal has merit, and I hope the director agrees.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As Davenport walked her back to their home, he spoke softly. “Any chance you can write what this proposal is?” 
 
    She shook her head. She knew he’d be dead set against it. He’d seen the way she broke down in Max’s facility without her son. 
 
    However, this was different. She was sending the kids to Tom, not leaving them with people whom she didn’t trust. But to convince him of the difference, she’d be talking through the night, breaking all of Dr. Hanson’s rules, and possibly scarring herself for life. 
 
    She didn’t want to be scarred. She just wanted to protect Davenport from the truth. 
 
    He sighed at her negative response but didn’t challenge her. 
 
    When she tried to enter her bedroom door, she’d expected it to be locked with Maria on the other side. However, the door opened and neither Maria nor her child was inside. 
 
    Davenport spoke before she could panic. 
 
    “They are sleeping in Mrs. Adams room. I had Derrick and his mother moved to new quarters.” 
 
    She found a pad and asked how they took that. 
 
    Davenport shrugged. “Mrs. Adams didn’t take it too well, but Derrick seemed almost relieved.” 
 
    She asked if Derrick had wanted his children to go with him. 
 
    “No. In fact, he said he and his mother were no longer up to the task of raising kids and they should stay with you.” 
 
    She was stunned by that response. What type of father would just give up his kids like that? 
 
    The irony of her question struck her hard. Was she not doing the same? 
 
    But it wasn’t the same. Derrick’s job was to watch the kids while her job was to find money. If she were allowed to drop the job and focus on her kids, she could do it. If she and Tom shared the job, they could do it and work too. But those options weren’t available, so sending the boys to Tom while keeping Kelly and the baby seemed the best solution. Tom could focus entirely on the boy’s behaviors and straighten out their education. 
 
    With this assuring thought, she undressed and fell asleep with Davenport snoring softly beside her. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, Davenport led her to Director Hamilton’s office. Braddock was there as well, looking calm, which she hoped meant that he’d successfully convinced Hamilton to go along with her plan. 
 
    “Davenport, stay,” the director ordered. He came around his desk and studied the skin around Angel’s mouth. He sighed softly. “Dr. Hanson says the skin will heal better if you don’t talk, so only move your head to answer yes and no. According to Braddock, you wish your boys to go live with Tom until he can return.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Sir, this has been tried before, and it doesn’t work,” Davenport stated. 
 
    “What do you mean it’s been tried before?” Hamilton challenged. 
 
    “When she was in the other facility. She broke down within a month without her son.” 
 
    Angel shook her head and mimed for pen and paper. 
 
    Hamilton located the required items and watched her write a rather long-winded response. Upon reading it, he handed the tablet to Davenport. “Do you agree with the facts she states.” 
 
    “Yes, I just don’t think this situation is that different.” 
 
    She grabbed the pad and wrote: Huge Difference!!! 
 
    “Well, something’s got to change.” He focused on Angel. “Your team gave up last night soon after you left. Without you, they weren’t making any progress. So, I allowed them to return to their rooms for a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    She wrote: Help me save my boys so I can focus on our problem. 
 
    “We’ll move them over now.” 
 
    “What about the contamination risk?” Davenport challenged. 
 
    Braddock spoke. “Angel gave a sound argument against that possibility. She doesn’t believe Tom was ever contaminated with anything.” 
 
    Davenport stared at Angel. “Are you willing to bet your sons’ lives on it?” 
 
    She nodded. She hadn’t expected Davenport to argue like this before his boss and the director. This wasn’t like him. 
 
    Hamilton frowned at Davenport but then focused on Angel. “There’s only one bit of concern. You told your boys you were doing a project to bring Tom home faster. So, he’s probably going to want to know what you meant. I do not want Tom to know his son’s life is in danger.” 
 
    She wrote on her tablet: I agree. 
 
    “Then if I allow you to visit Tom and the kids via a video link from my office each evening, with me observing, I have your word you won’t mention Toby and his current situation?” 
 
    His question caused her to smile, which hurt like hell. She sobered and nodded as she retrieved her salve and placed it on the places that hurt. 
 
    “Sorry, I hadn’t considered the consequences of giving you good news. Well, since you cannot talk right now, the visits won’t begin until you can. Does that sober you up?” 
 
    With a heavy sigh she nodded. That definitely took the wind out of her happiness. 
 
    She then wrote: Can Tom determine if their teacher is a problem? 
 
    “Yes. He will have to remain out of the camera view, but his assessment will be considered, along with yours, when assessing our options. Trust me, Angel. I want your boys to grow up happy and sound. We are completely on the same side in this matter.” 
 
    Since she didn’t believe that for a minute, she was able to refrain from smiling and just wrote: Thank you!!! 
 
    She then nodded at Braddock to let him know she appreciated his support. 
 
    When Davenport led her to the lab, no one was there. She heard him curse beneath his breath. He called someone and ordered them to get the team to work. 
 
    To set a good example, Angel picked up her manual and continued learning the new code. Knowing her boys would soon be with Tom, while Derrick and his mom were gone from her house, and her new nanny appeared to adore her son, she could finally focus on her work. 
 
    By the time the rest of the team arrived a half hour later, she was nearly through the manual. She set it down upon their arrival and hugged each one as Davenport explained her mishap with tea. 
 
    “Damn, girl, you have the worst luck.” 
 
    She shook her head and wrote on her tablet: I’m feeling lucky today. We are going to kick ass. 
 
    She then focused on Sinclair. Do you have the program ready? 
 
    He laughed. “No, I’m having trouble with the code instructing the program to assess all tables and determine the exact time the entries were made.” 
 
    Leon stepped forward. “I can help you if you want.” 
 
    Angel smiled as she and Leon joined Sinclair at his computer. Pain reminded her not to smile and she applied more salve. 
 
    *** 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, they had the problem solved and needed someone to test their program. Fortunately, Angel had anticipated the need and had exposed the tables of a program she was intimately familiar with. Any problems incurred here would be the data patch. 
 
    She hit a problem right away and wrote about the issue on her pad. Then she walked them through how to fix the issues. When they tried a second time, it went through a hundred tables before it snagged. 
 
    By noon all the problems appeared to be fixed. The team assessed the new data to the old. When it all came back clean, they celebrated with high fives. 
 
    With high anticipation they quickly ate lunch, then returned to the computer room where each worked on their programs. Angel had to help a few expose their tables to the program, but otherwise everything ran like clockwork. 
 
    By eight o’clock that night, they had completed all the familiar programs. They all felt they’d do better if they began fresh tomorrow. To her shock, Hamilton agreed and let everyone go home. 
 
    Well, almost everyone. Angel was returned to Hamilton’s office. “Evidently, I have failed to gain the trust of your sons, or Tom for that matter.” 
 
    She tilted her head in confusion, then wrote on her tablet. Do they want proof of life? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He pointed her to the chair and turned on the monitor. She saw Tom with three boys in his lap. They were quietly listening to whatever he was saying. 
 
    Hamilton flipped a switch and interrupted their favorite bedtime story. 
 
    “Now as I told you, Angel is fine. Only she’s burnt her mouth on a cup of tea and the doctor has warned her that smiling or talking will cause permanent scarring. So, don’t expect this to be a very satisfactory meeting.” 
 
    There was no way in hell she couldn’t smile at her happy boys screaming out her name, and that they’d found Tom for her. 
 
    “No speaking,” Hamilton chided her. 
 
    The boys moved way too close to the camera. “Why is your face so red?” Tommy asked. 
 
    Mr. Hamilton explained about her tea accident again. The boys had all had their own ‘hot liquid’ trials, so they accepted his explanation, but Tom’s furrowed brow implied he didn’t. 
 
    “Angel, you okay?” 
 
    She nodded quickly and tried to look as happy as she dared without actually smiling. 
 
    “Thank you for sending the boys. You’ve no idea what it means to me.” He pressed his lips on Tommy’s head. 
 
    She nodded. She knew exactly what it meant to him. He then kissed the heads of Stevie and Dare. 
 
    “However, there is one issue I need you to resolve. Stevie thinks you might have sent them to me because you were mad at them.” 
 
    She swung her head back and forth emphatically and the pressed her fist to her heart, held up three fingers, and then pointed at the camera. 
 
    Tom smiled. “She just said that wasn’t why she sent you guys to me. And that she loves all three of you with all her heart.” 
 
    “Then why did you send us away?” Stevie asked. 
 
    Tom answered for her. “She knew how much I missed you and since she is going to be working hard on my project, she knew I’d have more time to spend with you.” 
 
    “But if it’s your project, why aren’t you working on it?” Dare asked. 
 
    Tom considered that a moment. “Have you ever gotten a tick on your backside?” 
 
    They all nodded, and Angel could attest to their veracity. Still, she had no idea where Tom was going with the story. 
 
    “Could you get it off by yourself?” 
 
    “No, Mommy had to do it.” 
 
    “Well, my project is just like that.” 
 
    Tommy smiled. “Don’t worry, Mommy’s good about removing ticks.” 
 
    Tom agreed. “She’ll fix this as well. Then we can all go home.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Hamilton stated. “Sorry to cut this short, but Angel needs to go. 
 
    Her boys all yelled they loved her and threw her kisses. She was overwhelmed with appreciation and before she could reconsider her actions, she hugged Hamilton. 
 
    Hugging the director was like hugging a block of lumber. To say the man was tense was an understatement. Realizing she was making him uncomfortable, she let him go and shook his hand instead. 
 
    “You’re most welcome.” He glanced at Davenport and a second later, she was pulled from the room and led home where she spent an hour playing with her baby and applying salve for smiling too much. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Angel had expected Davenport to scold her about sending her kids to Tom without telling him, but oddly he said no more on the topic, and once again, he remained with her for the rest of the night. 
 
    Dr. Hanson arrived early the next morning to check on her burns. While he completed his examination, he told her of the blood results on her baby. 
 
    “Mrs. Adams evidently used cough syrup to put your child to sleep.” 
 
    Angel’s eyes rounded in outrage. She had clearly told the woman the baby could not have cough syrup until he was two. The woman not only ignored her but gave her child the medicine just to make him sleep. 
 
    Her hands clenched into fists. 
 
    “Stay calm. While it was a serious error, I checked out Johnny before coming in here. He is alert and fine. I also gave Maria a long list of dos and don’ts, written in Spanish, so we won’t have problems in the future. 
 
    She grabbed a pencil and wrote on her pad. Mrs. Adams knew not to give him cough syrup. I told her, myself! 
 
    He sighed and stroked her hair. “Let it go. Mrs. Adams is one of those women who believe they know better than anyone on how to raise children. Had Davenport not moved her out, I would have insisted upon it.” 
 
    She started to smile but stopped herself and hugged him instead. Instead of turning into a rock, he pulled her closed and gently rubbed her back. 
 
    His hug reminded her a bit of Tom’s. She remained in his arms for a long time before he gently set her back. “Are you okay? Not having second thoughts about sending your boys out, are you?” 
 
    She shook her head, then grabbed her pad and asked him his first name. 
 
    “Steve.” 
 
    That was the name of her first and only true love. Her heart ached at the thought of him. If only he hadn’t died. She’d fallen in love twice after Steve, but both those loves had failed to grow stronger with time. 
 
    She studied the doctor’s handsome face. He looked a bit like her Steve, except for the eyes. Steve’s sparkled with mischief and love of life…or seduction, depending on what he was up to. 
 
    This Steve’s eyes were full of concern. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Had Davenport convinced him she’d be going off the deep end soon? Or was it just concern for her injury. Was the chance of scarring greater than he let on? 
 
    Davenport entered before she could write Doctor Steve twenty questions to find the answer. 
 
    She touched her heart then pressed her hand over his heart. 
 
    Davenport frowned at her action. “Ready?” 
 
    She nodded and followed him out. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hamilton turned off the monitor and glanced at Braddock. “I’m concerned about your man.” 
 
    “Because he tried talking you out of sending the boys to Tom?” 
 
    “That began my worry. However, I didn’t care for his look upon discovering Angel is showing interest in the doctor.” 
 
    Braddock stood. “I don’t believe there’s a problem here. To me, both actions fall within his responsibility as her handler.” 
 
    “Well, the issue of the boys might, but right now he just looked like he doesn’t want anyone who isn’t ‘Max’s’ pick near Angel.” 
 
    Braddock frowned. “I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    “No. You’ll just make him hide his true feelings. Let’s see how this plays out. While people may know their actions might be monitored, for some reason they all have moments where they forget.” He then stared at Braddock, eyebrows raised. 
 
    Braddock sighed and shook his head. “I’m far less upset you saw my lapse in judgment than the fact I had it.” 
 
    Hamilton softly laughed. “She is enticing…or was before you asked her to disfigure herself.” 
 
    He ran his hand through his cropped hair. “I tested that water on my arm before she came out. It barely reddened my skin.” 
 
    “I know. You acted in good faith.” He returned to his desk. “Still, I was impressed how quickly she acted for the good of this facility.” 
 
    “So was I. I’ve decided if I just take whatever that profiler said about her and flip it one-eighty I’ll have a decent profile on her.” 
 
    “I can’t wait until we can crush Max Straun once and for all.” 
 
    Braddock nodded. “It’s hard enough to protect this place from terrorists, but I spend a great deal of my time fighting a disturbing clever man who is supposed to be on the same side as us.” 
 
    “Max has most everyone fooled, but in truth, he’s only out for himself.” 
 
    “When are you going to pull that trigger?” 
 
    “After we resolve this Anderson issue. I’m still not a hundred percent certain Max isn’t behind this as well.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Angel found it hard not to smile as she and Leon worked together on the final program. The rest of the team gathered behind them watching. 
 
    “You know, Leon, you could pitch hit for our silent Angel and tell us what the hell this code is doing?” Scott complained. 
 
    Leon tossed him the manual. “Knock yourself out. Truth is, I just focused on the stuff I’d need to know to connect the Sim’s patch.” 
 
    Angel nodded in agreement. She had done the exact same thing. 
 
    Scott opened the manual and started to read. “What does this program do that makes it necessary to write a new programming code? I mean, who are they gonna call if it breaks?” 
 
    Angel thought that an excellent and worrisome question. What does this program do? 
 
    Once they confirmed the data matched the original, Angel hugged all her teammates, then headed off with Davenport to Hamilton’s office where she listened to her happy boys tell her of their day. 
 
    It was impossible not to smile, but thankfully it didn’t hurt as much today when she did. 
 
    Once she mimed her ‘I love you all’ and the monitor shut down, she gave Hamilton a written update on their efforts. We finished the last program today, so tomorrow, we can test the entire system, and if all is good, then we are ready to contact Anderson. 
 
    Hamilton stroked her hair. “Excellent.” 
 
    She then wrote: Do you know what the MSOP.Exe program does? 
 
    “No. I’ll ask Braddock if you like.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Is there a problem with the program?” 
 
    Only that we don’t know what it does, and it’s written in a program language none of us knows, which is very odd. None of us had even heard of this program.  
 
    “Hold on, I’ll call Braddock in now.” 
 
    Five minutes later, Braddock studied the manual she’d brought with her. 
 
    “This is a proprietary army code,” Braddock replied. “But I wasn’t aware we had any army programs in our facility programs. And I’ve never heard of MSOP.exe.” 
 
    “No doubt it’s an acronym for something,” Hamilton muttered. 
 
    “I’ll make some calls and see if anyone has heard of it.” He turned to leave with the manual. 
 
    Angel clapped to get his attention and ran to him, tugging at the manual. When he wouldn’t release it, she grabbed her pad and explained she wanted to learn the core code, so she could try and understand what the program was doing. 
 
    “Sorry, but I’ll need it to reference while trying to get intel on this.” 
 
    Angel was not happy about having her manual stolen. She made Davenport take her back to the lab, where she planned to take the other manual, only it was gone. 
 
    Sighing in frustration, she went home where she, Kelly, and Maria played with Johnny until it was bedtime. Instead of his normal moodiness, he was amazingly happy with so much attention. 
 
    As she climbed into bed, a horrible thought crossed her mind. What if Johnny had been a gloomy, stern baby because Mrs. Adams had been constantly drugging him? She hoped Steve intended to visit her in the morning, because she needed to know what the long-term effects of constant cough syrup drugging might be. 
 
    Angel struggled to sleep that night. She was too angry to relax enough to fall asleep. Angry at Mrs. Adams, but even angrier with herself. Why had she shunted Johnny off to Derrick’s mother to begin with? Yes, raising four little boys was overwhelming, but she could have made the time. Only Max had insisted it was too much for her.  
 
    She recalled when Mrs. Adams suggested they move Johnny’s primary crib to “her house”. Angel had refused to allow it, but Max had overridden her decision, declaring it a reasonable solution. 
 
    He had been the one who first suggested letting Mrs. Adams care for their newborn. He said Angel was already overwhelmed with watching over the mobile mob, she couldn’t possibly deal with his baby as well. 
 
    So, Angel had given in, allowed her baby to daily be taken to Derrick’s house where, despite being on her property, Max didn’t like her visiting. 
 
    “You are safer in this house,” he’d remind her and then return to his library where he would ignore everyone for the rest of the day. 
 
    While she could do nothing about the past, finding Max ultimately at fault at least enabled her to relax and go to sleep. 
 
    When Steve arrived in the morning, Davenport was quick to report she’d had a rough night, not falling to sleep until two in the morning. 
 
    She normally would have apologized for keeping him awake, but her pen wouldn’t write the words, worried he was using her trouble sleeping as proof the boys should be returned. 
 
    To head off that misinterpretation of the facts, she explained to Steve in a long, barely legible scrawl the guilt that had kept her awake. 
 
    When he finished reading it, he stroked her back. “If she constantly drugged the baby, that could account for a less than cheery disposition. I noticed during my examination this morning, Johnny appeared in far lighter spirits than I’ve seen him before. However, you cannot blame yourself. I’m a doctor, and while I was aware the child had been given cough syrup the day he arrived, I thought it was done to keep him quiet while being brought to the facility. While I would not have approved of doing that had anyone asked, I didn’t realize Mrs. Adams was using it regularly just to make her life easier.” 
 
    She stared at him in shock. He had known Mrs. Adams was drugging her baby? 
 
    “Frowning isn’t good for your face either. I realize my admission has probably angered you. Knowing you better now, I suspect had I told you, you would have pushed until you got answers on who exactly had drugged your child and why. However, on the day you arrived, all I had to go by was an incredibly inaccurate profile on you, which claimed you were prone to hysterics and jumping to rash conclusions. Thus, believing it had been a onetime situation, I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    He looked straight into her eyes. “For that, I’m very sorry.” 
 
    She gripped his hand to let him know she was not angry at him. His conclusion was very rational. That was an extraordinary day, where silence had been a top priority, and their lives hung in balance. And he was very quick to suspect drugging the second time he was called. Without him, she still wouldn’t know what Mrs. Adams was doing to her baby. 
 
    She wrote on her pad. The fault lies with me, Mrs. Adams, and Max. Not you. You are, in fact, my baby’s hero. 
 
    He smiled and stoked her hair. “I’m not letting myself off the hook so easily, but I do appreciate your forgiving and generous nature.” 
 
    In response, she hugged him, and just like before, he pulled her into his arms, and for a brief moment, she felt loved. 
 
    The doctor couldn’t possibly love her. He barely knew her. Her emotions were being confused because he hugged her like Tom does. That’s all. 
 
    She corrected her thought: She felt liked…very, very, liked. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    When Davenport brought her to the computer room, her team was already there and had begun the testing of the data. They were now observing the data movement in the major programs. She wrote Scott a note, asking him if he had the other manual to that strange program. 
 
    “I tried to follow it, but this is the worst manual I’ve ever encountered. I gave up and went to bed.” 
 
    She nodded in sympathy and returned to her station. She logged up two programs to watch. The accounting program and this weird program. She wrote Leon a quick note, asking if he could write her a program that would alert her to activity in the weird program. 
 
    He gave it some thought. “I was about to say I wouldn’t have a clue how to do that, but actually I do.” He called Sinclair over and together they worked out how to do what she wanted. 
 
    Having nothing else to do, she returned to the manual for the military program. Her intuition told her this program was their Achilles heel. The speed in which Braddock confiscated her other manual led her believe it was military as he believed, but the fact he didn’t know, or even thought he knew what it did worried her a great deal. 
 
    An hour later, their test running smoothly, Leon and Sinclair gave her their attempt at her requested program. 
 
    “No promises it will work. It’s supposed to create a ding whenever it pulls data from the tables.” 
 
    She inserted it into her computer and waited. Nothing happened. But that didn’t concern her, because to all appearances nothing was happening with the software. 
 
    God, this was going to be like watching rocks degrade. She hoped to God they weren’t running this test real time. They didn’t have 24 hours to test it, but they really needed to run it through to the end. 
 
    She quickly wrote on her pad, asking Leon what time factor they were running this. 
 
    Her worried face must have conveyed the reason for her question. “Relax. We were going to do it times five, only Scott pointed out we’d lose our bonus by a half hour, so we upped it to times ten, just to ensure we have time to fix any problems we encounter.” 
 
    She pressed her head against his arm and breathed out a sigh of relief. For them this was just about the challenge and the bonus, but for her it was about saving Toby. While they had to do it right, they also had to do it today. 
 
    Convincing the computer that time was moving ten times its normal speed, they finished their test 2.4 hours later. She hugged them all when the test concluded with no problems. Leon’s program evidently didn’t work, because her computer never dinged, but she would have to let it be. Saving Toby was far more important. 
 
    Leon called and reported their successful test. “Shall we port this to the educational system now?” 
 
    Hamilton answered through the speaker. “I want you all to hear this. I’m very impressed with your hard work. If you can successfully move this over to the educational system within two hours, you will get the hundred thousand bonus I offered.” 
 
    Angel expected someone to point out they had already earned the hundred thousand bonus. Instead, they just gathered and discussed the best way to move it over. The problem being there was no connection between the two systems. 
 
    “We could run a fiber line…” Scott offered. 
 
    “No. We’d put this system at risk if we did,” Leon countered. 
 
    Angel nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Then how the hell are we going to move this much data in our lifetime?” Scott slammed his fist on the table. “Damn it! We were so close to getting that bonus.” 
 
    Angel wrote down a suggestion which caused Sinclair to kiss her forehead. 
 
    He ran to the phone as the others read her suggestion and hugged her, as well. 
 
    “Mr. Hamilton. In order to safely port the data, we need to port it to a brand new, never used data storage unit. I believe we have several in storage. Can you arrange for one to be delivered to us ASAP?” 
 
    His face lit up with happiness upon the reply. “Yes, sir! Thank you, sir!” 
 
    He returned and kissed Angel’s forehead again. “I love working with you!” 
 
    The others nodded in agreement. 
 
    Try as she might, she couldn’t prevent herself from smiling. It felt so great to be loved for her brain. 
 
    During her years married to Max, she’d lost that feeling. She’d never seemed to meet his expectations outside the facility. And Max could only love ‘special’ people. Perhaps that’s why he ‘opened’ their marriage after six months, because pretending to love a person no longer special was too much for him. 
 
    “Okay, let’s layout how we are going to do this,” Leon ordered. “I want that bonus!” 
 
    It bothered her that her team valued the money over Tom’s son. True, they’d never met him. But they knew Tom. That should be enough. No matter. Whatever their motivation, they were helping her save Toby. 
 
    Davenport’s phone rang. Everyone turned. He answered it and listened, then said “Yes, sir.” Upon hanging up, he spoke to the group. “The data storage unit is on its way. Angel come with me.” 
 
    “What if we need her?” Sinclair objected. 
 
    Davenport frowned at him and led her out. “Isn’t this supposed to be their expertise, not yours?” 
 
    She shook her head. Actually, they didn’t have any hardware technicians in their group, but she suspected Leon had experience in that too. It’s one of the advantages of older programmers. When they began, they had to do everything. 
 
    They entered Hamilton’s office where both Braddock and Hamilton sat, looking stern and worried. 
 
    “Sit,” Hamilton ordered. “We need to review exactly what you are going to say to Anderson.” 
 
    She turned her pad to a clean page and looked at him to dictate whatever he wanted. 
 
    Realizing she was waiting for him to tell her what he wanted her to say, he looked at Braddock. 
 
    Braddock frowned and stared at Angel. “We need him to believe you, so write what you would normally say and let’s start from that.” 
 
    She nodded, thinking that best, and put herself in the situation Anderson believed her to be in. She had been stopped from responding to the link and was terrified he had already killed Toby. 
 
    Thank God, she knew that wasn’t true! 
 
    She had convinced Davenport to let her observe her boys’ class because they were having problems. Once Davenport was called away, she could access a computer and contact Anderson. 
 
    She frowned and wrote her concern to Hamilton. 
 
    What if Anderson knows the education computers are not attached to anything and tells me I have to contact him from the computer room? 
 
    Braddock leaned over her. “You are giving the man too much credit. There is no way in hell, he could know that.” 
 
    She looked at Hamilton. 
 
    He pushed the button on his desk. “Leon, give me an update.” 
 
    “We’ll have the data uploaded into storage within a half hour.” 
 
    “Can you disconnect Angel’s computer from our live system and attach it to the portal?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And there is no way they could get into our live systems?” 
 
    “Not if I physically disconnect the computer, which I would do.” 
 
    “Then our plans have changed. Connect her computer to the data storage unit when it’s ready.” 
 
    He turned back to Angel. “You’ll contact him on the educational system as planned. But I expect him to tell you to return to the computer room and contact him there.” 
 
    She nodded in relief. If Max was behind this, and she feared he was, then that was exactly what would happen. This also gave her a reason why she needed to be in the kid’s classroom to discover they weren’t getting along with the teacher. 
 
    Only, she’d sent her boys off to Tom. What if Anderson knew that? 
 
    Are my boys attending classes from Tom’s side? Angel asked Braddock. 
 
    “They are today. Tom’s going to give his evaluation of the teacher. Why do you ask?” 
 
    She explained her worry. 
 
    “You’re making this too complex,” Braddock warned. 
 
    Hamilton leaned back in his chair. “Not if Max has his hand in this.” He sighed. “If he is involved, then he knows her boys are with Tom.” He glanced at Davenport and frowned. “Davenport, you may return to the team. Do not leave the room or contact any person. Hand over your phone as well.” 
 
    If Hamilton’s lack of trust upset Davenport, she couldn’t see it. He calmly passed over his phone and looked at Braddock. “Perhaps you should escort me to the lab. I don’t want there to be any uncertainty about my movements within the facility.” 
 
    Braddock nodded and led him out. Hamilton pulled up the monitors and followed them the entire way to the lab all the same. “One can never be too careful when battling with Max.” 
 
    Her brain was stuck on the possibility that Max had the educator treat her boys like idiots to ensure she’d show up to observe their class. 
 
    Once Davenport was escorted to the computer lab, Hamilton returned his attention to her. “You will go to the classroom and monitor the teacher’s behavior. He won’t be able to see you, because that’s been redirected to Tom’s space. Still, you will be able to see and hear your kids and the teacher. Thus, your reason to be there is valid.” 
 
    Angel nodded, appreciating his willingness to go the extra length to make this authentic. 
 
    “The classroom will be a great test for how much this Anderson guy knows. Let him object to your contact point. Just stay focused on trying to save Toby.” 
 
    He left his desk and sat in the chair beside her. “Let us say he asks you to click on some link. Negotiate Toby’s safety before you do it.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “If upon clicking the link nothing happens, then we will at least know that Max isn’t involved.” 
 
    She nodded again. But given Derrick’s and the teacher’s odd behaviors, she feared the worst. 
 
    “If instead he gives you a link to contact from the computer room—” 
 
    Angel struck the side of her head. Damn it, this change of plan wasn’t going to work. She wrote her concern. My computer won’t be connected to an outside line if it’s only connected to the data storage unit. 
 
    He contacted Leon. “Any way you can connect Angel’s computer to an outside connection used by the education system?” 
 
    Leon thumped his own head. “Yeah, but we’ll need 300 yards of fiber cable.” 
 
    Hamilton made a call, and then returned to Leon. “Cable is on the way.” He then smiled at Angel. “I truly like your detail-oriented brain.” 
 
    She covered her mouth with her hand to prevent a smile. 
 
    “So, where were we? He’ll tell you to return to the lab. So, go to your station—” 
 
    She held up her hand to stop him and then wrote: He might send me to another station. 
 
    “How would he know?” 
 
    IP Address? Also, he might ask me to activate the monitor? 
 
    Braddock returned just then. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “Not yet. I seem to recall IP addresses don’t exist on our computers. Do you know if that’s true?” 
 
    “From the outside? They only show up as coming from AT&T.” 
 
    Hamilton smiled until she pointed to her second possibility. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Braddock stated and stepped closer to read her pad. 
 
    “You don’t want to know. This is over-kill planning for you. It’s overkill for even me.” 
 
    She wrote furiously on her pad suggesting a way around the issue with zero risk. 
 
    Hamilton sighed. “All right, but you are dangerously close to making the boys lose their bonus.” 
 
    She almost wrote that they’ve already earned it twice over, but the bonus wasn’t important, Toby was. 
 
    We’ve only one shot to get this right!!! 
 
    “Can’t argue with that.” He activated the com unit in the lab and gave Leon his final instructions. 
 
    She heard Leon laugh. “Man, this must be one formidable dude.” 
 
    Then Sinclair added, “I’ll do it. In case you forgot, Tom’s son is at risk.” 
 
    Leon’s response was gruff and clearly annoyed. “I didn’t forget. The thought is just a bit overwhelming, that’s all. It’s easier to focus on our bonus…which we are going to get!” 
 
    God, she loved her team! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Angel sat down in the classroom and emailed Toby with a file attached. It contained a hacker tool she pulled off the web which enabled her to steal his email list. Thankfully, Sam Anderson’s home and work emails were on the list. She tried his work email first. 
 
    He replied at once and told her to go to a popular instant messaging program. She had to download the program from a free site, all the while listening to the teacher mock her sons because they didn’t know advanced algebra. They were five and eight-years-old for God’s sake! 
 
    Five minutes later, she was ready to kill the teacher. However, the program was uploaded, so she needed to stay focused on that. 
 
    Where are you? Anderson asked. 
 
    Classroom. It’s the only place where I can send out without setting off alarms. 
 
    Turn on camera and rotate 360. 
 
    She did as she was told. 
 
    Where are the boys? 
 
    I sent them to Tom, so they are taking classes from there. Can we talk about Toby? I want to negotiate his safety. 
 
    In a while. 
 
    She waited…and waited, growing more worried with every minute. Finally, he returned. 
 
    Toby is still alive, but that will change if you do not do exactly as I say. 
 
    Her fingers trembled as she wrote. Whatever you want. 
 
    Return to the lab. Enter Black Hole 
 
    I can’t contact you through Black hole. That’s why I came here. 
 
    Don’t interrupt. Enter Black Hole and open up the file where you previously found me. 
 
    I can’t. It’s been locked down and I’m locked out of the system. They don’t trust me right now. 
 
    It seemed an eternity before he answered. 
 
    Leave this computer open. Return to the lab and go to www.Tobycouldlive.com. Click on the picture of Toby. 
 
    She hurried from the room and ran to the lab. The door was locked, so she banged on it several times before Davenport answered. 
 
    “Where is your escort?” 
 
    She shook her head and ran to her computer. 
 
    “Angel, I asked you a question?” 
 
    She wrote on her pad, I didn’t have one. 
 
    Davenport reached for his phone, then cursed softly upon finding no phone. “In the future, if you don’t have an escort, don’t leave the room you are in.” 
 
    She nodded and booted up her system. She went straight to the website and clicked on his picture. The camera on her pc turned on and her curser lowered to the bottom of the page where she read: Go to fourth computer from end and return to this site. 
 
    She left her computer, hoping to God that Leon had followed through with disconnecting all the stations from the live system. As she passed Sinclair, his pencil rolled to the floor and his foot kicked it deep within the computer banks. He crawled in after it. 
 
    She sat down on the fourth computer and booted it up, returning to the site. By this time, Sinclair had returned to his seat. 
 
    This time a link awaited her. She clicked it without hesitation. A few seconds later, her normal computer began pinging like a fire alarm. 
 
    Everyone went to see what was going on, except for Angel. She remained at her desk and sent Anderson an email. 
 
    Please tell me Toby is safe. 
 
    Anderson’s response was instantaneous. You did well, Angel. I will be in contact soon. 
 
    Then the computer screen went black. She shut it down and hurried over to her other computer. They all stared at the massive activity in the previously dormant program. She wrote on her pad. We definitely need to understand this program. 
 
    Leon nodded in agreement. 
 
    Hamilton spoke over the speaker. “Gentleman, return to your seats. You have work to do assessing what changes have occurred in the programs. Davenport, bring Angel to me at once.” 
 
    Davenport didn’t speak to her the entire way there. Once he led her into the room, he spoke. “Do you wish me to leave or stay, sir?” 
 
    “Return to the lab,” Hamilton stated. 
 
    Once he had left, the director spoke. “What did you do to your computer that caused those alarms?” 
 
    Annoyed at the accusation within his words, she wrote a full explanation about the odd program that she had requested it to ding if it had activity. 
 
    Nothing dinged during our tests, but whatever Anderson activated from his side had that program working over time. The problem is it’s in an unknown software and it may take considerable time to determine what he intended to do unless you can find someone in the military who can decipher its code. 
 
    He picked up his phone. “Braddock get in here.” 
 
    His brow furrowed as he listened to Braddock’s response then replied, “Well, I believe I have the reason why they believed entry was possible.” 
 
    Fear ran through Angel. Anderson would soon know he’d been tricked. She grabbed her pen and wrote frantically on her pad. Sir, you have to retrieve Toby now, or Anderson will kill him! She shoved the pad in front of him and thumped it to get his attention. 
 
    He glared at her for her impertinence but followed through. “Have you secured the boy?” His jaw clenched. “Well, do it now! I want Anderson to fail completely on this.” He paused and rolled his eyes. “Don’t give me that shit. All it takes is a damn phone call, which you could have already made instead of arguing with me that you don’t have the time. Get the boy secured—that’s an order!” 
 
    He hung up his phone and breathed out with such anger that papers on his desk fluttered about. “I’ll talk to Braddock later about that software, but given he took away your copy of the manual yesterday, I’m guessing he knows exactly what the damn software does, and evidently whatever it does gave Anderson’s men the belief they could take over this site with ease.” 
 
    His comment worried her. 
 
    You no longer think Max is behind this? she asked. 
 
    He read her question and snorted. “I am a hundred percent certain Max created and masterminded every inch of this. No one on the outside could possibly know about that hidden software program written in some code that no normal programmer knows about. But Max could. He has strong ties with our military think tanks. And they were strongly against my taking this post. It’s why Braddock was given more authority than I was aware of, until we sent Tom out. They didn’t believe I could keep this facility safe.” A faint smile came to his lips. “And thanks to your obsession with detail, we proved them wrong.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, I don’t believe Anderson will harm Tom’s son.” 
 
    His statement worried and confused her. She grabbed her pad. Because Anderson works for Max? 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    She couldn’t take that risk. This was Toby! 
 
    He came around the desk and sat beside her, taking her hand. “Braddock is bringing the boy in, all the same. I’d offer to do the same for his daughter, but my sources tell me she is better protected than the president.” 
 
    Angel stared at him in shock and tilted her head in a silent question. 
 
    “She’s acquired herself a mentor who is far more powerful than either Max or terrorists wish to fight.” 
 
    Angel closed her eyes in relief. Toby and Anna were safe. Whether Anderson worked for Max or didn’t, both were safe. 
 
    Braddock entered the room, pissed as hell. “The boy has been picked up, but he’s not happy about it. We caused him to miss a test.” 
 
    Braddock continued to pace the room in anger. “I guarantee you this was not an external terrorist group. The person who did this had to know about a military software program that I didn’t even know about. This software was so secret that the programmer who wrote it was ‘removed’ to ensure no one knew what it really did.” 
 
    “But Angel had a manual.” 
 
    “The manual is crap! How her team used it to attach the program to the tables, I haven’t a clue, but it shouldn’t have been possible.” 
 
    “What exactly was its purpose?” Hamilton asked. 
 
    “It’s a doomsday program, only activated under the scenario that the facility had been taken over by an enemy and they have altered all codes and access to the facility. The program would enable us to wipe out Black Hole before they could use or copy it. It also opens every door in this place and prevents relocking, enabling us to reclaim the facility.” 
 
    Hamilton pushed himself up from the chair. “And you knew this?” 
 
    “Not until five minutes ago when I reported to my superior we were under attack at every entry.” He paused. “That in itself is a red flag, because several of those entries are top secret.” 
 
    “When I asked if this could be related to the MSOP program which no one would admit to, he insisted it couldn’t be, because only five people were even aware of its existence.” 
 
    “Was Max one of them?” 
 
    Braddock nodded. 
 
    Hamilton smiled. “Well, thanks to Angel and her team, Max played his hand and lost.” He turned to her. “I will need documentation that Max activated the program. And test the other programs to see if he did anything else.” 
 
    She nodded and stood. 
 
    Braddock stepped forward. “I want to watch as they assess the program. I wish to be intimately involved in the details when I report further up my chain.” 
 
    “And I don’t?” Hamilton challenged. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. If you wish to watch them work from within the lab, come join me.” 
 
    Angel hoped to God he didn’t. Having Braddock looming over them would be bad enough. 
 
    “I’ll watch from here,” Hamilton finally replied. “I will want to see your final report.” 
 
    Braddock nodded and pulled Angel from the room. 
 
    As they hurried to the lab, he spoke. “I owe you a great debt. Had you not insisted on preparing for a ridiculous ‘what if’ scenario, Max would have discovered the trap and never pulled the trigger.” 
 
    She tugged at his grip which was hurting her arm. He released her entirely. “Sorry. It’s been a hellish day. You’ve no idea how shocking it is to see men you’ve trained trying to break into the facility. Fortunately, I was able to patch my supervisor in and get him to order everyone to stand down.” 
 
    Angel shook her head in dismay. What was Max thinking? But she knew what he was thinking. If he proved Hamilton’s ‘soft’ approach made the facility vulnerable, then he could get reinstated and reinsert his sadistic protocols. 
 
    Still, shouldn’t the other four men-in-the-know objected to him using a secret weapon to achieve his goal? Yet, how would anyone know he triggered MSOP? The only reason she knew was because of the alarms that rang on her computer. 
 
    When Braddock and she entered the room, Sinclair and Leon were both seated at her computer. Leon looked at her. “You’re not going to believe this, but despite all that ringing, these tables are showing no data.” 
 
    Sinclair added, “I don’t see how that’s possible, unless these tables are a front of some sort.” 
 
    She touched her nose and pointed at him. She then looked at Braddock. He shook his head slightly. 
 
    “What I need documented from each of you is the program you used to attach to those tables, a simple explanation of what it was meant to do, and the videos proving no dinging during the test verses what happened after Angel hit the link requested.” 
 
    Both men relaxed. His request was not only doable, but remarkably easy to provide. 
 
    He then looked at Scott. “Any changes made to the other data?” 
 
    Scott ran his hands through his hair. “It’s crazy how much he hit. The fake Black Hole indicates three attempts were made to enter through the backdoor you recently closed. Also, the fake backup storage received a complete rewrite order.” 
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    “If this had been done on the real system, Black Hole would no longer exist, unless there’s a copy held somewhere else.” 
 
    Braddock sighed. “Document that.” 
 
    Scott scowled. “We’re documenting everything.” 
 
    Bob looked up. “It altered a code in the facility security system changing ‘door locked’ to ‘door open.’ Then it triggered a total lockdown. The result would have been all doors would open upon lockdown, and even if you tried to override and lock doors manually, you’d just keep opening doors. Damn clever trick: simple and effective.” 
 
    “What if I had ordered doors open?” 
 
    “That command strand wasn’t affected. Your only choices would have been doors open and doors open.” 
 
    Braddock’s forehead furrowed deeper. He was looking a bit like an angry shar pei dog. 
 
    He sat down at the table, now realizing the magnitude of the damage that could have occurred. “What else?” 
 
    Cole reported next. “He activated something in the ventilation system, but I’m not sure what, because on the specs I’m looking at, there shouldn’t have been anything there. You should probably send someone to investigate our duct works.” 
 
    “I will. Can I see what he activated?” 
 
    “It only says “S1.” 
 
    “The code he altered for the South section of the Facility says ‘S3,’” Davis added and pointed to the section, so he could see. 
 
    Braddock’s eyes hardened, and his jaw twitched in anger, then he glanced at Angel. 
 
    She recalled the monitors label for Tom’s room had been S3-146. Dear God. Had Max just tried to kill Tom and her boys? She wanted to tell herself he wouldn’t have known their location, but she was certain Derrick was one of his spies. 
 
    Which meant he intended to kill her boys. Why? To punish her because she continued to help Hamilton? 
 
    Could he actually do that? His biological son was safe in her rooms. Only Steve’s and Tom’s boys…and Derrick’s son would have died with Tom. Would Max really kill the son of a man who spied for him? Maybe her suspicions were wrong. Maybe Derrick had refused to help him. 
 
    Dear God! What type of monster had she married? 
 
    Suddenly Braddock was kneeling beside her. “Angel, you okay?” 
 
    She wasn’t, but how did he know? 
 
    His thumb wiped across her cheek. 
 
    Ah…she’d been crying. 
 
    “Davenport, I’m taking Angel back to her room, stay here.” 
 
    “I’ll take her if you want,” Davenport offered. 
 
    Braddock looked ready to refuse his offer but glanced at the guys. 
 
    Angel wrote on her pad. I’d rather stay here and help. I need my mind focused on facts. 
 
    He stroked her hair. “All right. Then get back to work.” 
 
    She moved to her team, checking what each was working on, so she wouldn’t duplicate their work. She wrote down the program she intended to work on and let them each know. 
 
    Sinclair crossed the program off his list and smiled at her in silent appreciation. 
 
    She loved working with these guys. 
 
    She was running the sanitation program and did not expect any changes. But oddly, two new data points had occurred. She located the manual to understand what had occurred. A sewage gate had been opened and a pump activated. She rolled her chair beside Sinclair‘s chair since he had the infrastructure map. 
 
    She wrote what she was looking for. It turned out to be in the proximity to what Sinclair was studying. 
 
    Braddock moved in behind them. “What’s up?” 
 
    Sinclair pointed to the sewer gate and his air-conditioning valve. “What would be flowing in these?” 
 
    Braddock frowned. “Ammonia in the A/C pipe. I’m not sure what would have been in the sewerage line. I’ll check.” 
 
    He pulled out his phone and called someone. Whatever the answer to his question was, it pissed him off. He grabbed the map and walked further down while speaking to someone on the phone. 
 
    “If all doors were open how far would the kill zone be?” He softly cursed at whatever the answer had been, closed his phone, and returned the map to them. 
 
    “Document this. This A/C contains ammonia and this sanitation line carries bleach for the water purification process.” 
 
    Angel covered her face. Dear God, was there no end to the extent of Max’s revenge. 
 
    Sinclair studied the map. “The two combined would create a deadly gas. How much bleach and ammonia are we talking about?” 
 
    “With all doors open? Enough to kill everyone within this facility. That’s over a thousand people.” 
 
    But that made no sense. Why would Max use a different method to kill Tom and the boys? She wrote her question on her pad. 
 
    “Tom is in a hermetically sealed section. There are no overriding commands to open or close doors there and due to low air pressure within the rooms, a door will never open on its own.” 
 
    Braddock’s anger quickly focused to Davenport. “Given the value of Angel, not even Max would intend to kill her. So, exactly how were you expected to save her, Davenport?” 
 
    Angel stood up in shock and faced Davenport as well. At first, she had intended to come to his defense, but she froze upon sight of his reaction. His stance was military rigid and stoic, but his eyes held pain. 
 
    “I was under orders by General Thomas to ensure Asset Brown wore a gas mask. Thankfully, that situation did not play out as planned.” 
 
    “General Thomas?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I deeply regret my part in this mission. I did not volunteer for this job, sir. I was ordered, and I obey orders of my generals, even bad ones.” 
 
    “And what were your orders?” 
 
    “To remain alert and protect Angel at all cost.” 
 
    “Specifically, what were your orders!” Braddock barked. 
 
    “I was told no details, only to pay close attention to the doors. When all doors remained in open status, this would indicate the facility had been breached. I was to place gas masks both on myself and Angel, then remove her through security hall N46.” 
 
    “And my boys?” Angel asked, trying not to move her mouth more than necessary. 
 
    “I had no instructions on the boys. However, I knew you would never voluntarily leave without them, so I had always planned to take them as well, only you sent them to Tom.” 
 
    She recalled Davenport’s sadness when she talked about Tom returning to her. “You knew Tom would die.” 
 
    With eyes closed and jaw clinched, he seemed to be in an internal battle with his emotions. Finally, he responded. “I am a soldier, Angel. I follow orders.” 
 
    “Who else in here is following the general’s orders?” Braddock demanded. 
 
    “I do not know, sir.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” Braddock called security. “Secure Black Hole.” He then refocused on Davenport. “I would have never selected you, if not for that damn profile on Angel. I thought I needed a specialist to handle her. So, I took you, warts and all.” 
 
    Davenport’s military stance stiffened even further. “I wish you hadn’t, sir. I wanted no part of this.” 
 
    Angel sat down before her legs gave out. She believed every word Davenport said. But she had also believed he and Tom were friends, and that he liked and admired Braddock. 
 
    How was it she could detect a lie in numbers so easily, but continuously be wrong about men? 
 
    Unable to think about her betrayals, she looked on Leon’s list of programs yet to be done, asked for one, and returned to her station to work. 
 
    “We need Tom back,” Sinclair stated, and the other men agreed. “I’m not keen about being watched by soldiers any more. They seem to think I’m expendable.” 
 
    Leon glared at Davenport. “I’m glad you planned to save Angel, but I’m guessing that means you planned to leave us to die. And what really pisses me off is this wasn’t even a real terrorist threat. It was an internal fight between eggheads. And I don’t appreciate dying for a pissing contest.” 
 
    The guys agreed loudly with that. 
 
    Braddock held out his hand. “Settle down. Dissension would suit the side that tried to kill you just fine. The fact is, Angel and you guys proved smarter than they were. You won. This country won, because Angel isn’t even close to being the only valuable asset in this facility.” 
 
    Angel turned and nodded in agreement. She wasn’t even close. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Leon looked up at the sound of the door opening. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned!” 
 
    Angel glanced up and squeaked in happiness as she rushed into Tom’s arms…strong, muscular arms. He felt wonderful! 
 
    “God, I’ve missed you,” he whispered and then spoke to the guys over her shoulder. “I’ve missed you guys as well, just not in the same way.” 
 
    They chuckled and nodded, waiting a moment before greeting Tom with handshakes and man-hugs. 
 
    Braddock tugged Angel from his arms and led her to the corner. “Your boys are back home. Kelly and Maria are watching them, but they really want to see you.” 
 
    She pressed her hand to his chest. He had done this for her. 
 
    “Hamilton and I both agreed it was time to bring Tom back in. The positives outweighed the negatives.” 
 
    She never believed the weights had ever tilted differently, but that was water under the bridge. 
 
    “What about Davenport?’ 
 
    “He’s cooperating. His testimony along with the evidence your team is compiling will hopefully retire one bad general.” 
 
    “And Max?” 
 
    “The bastard should spend the rest of his life in jail, but I doubt he will. Max has too many connections.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. “Did you tell my boys I’d be right in?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I want to stay with my team and see this done. I want to make sure you have every bit of evidence possible to ensure Max is charged with a crime.” 
 
    “You know, you’re not supposed to be talking yet.” 
 
    “I discovered the painless art of semi-ventriloquism.” 
 
    His finger caressed her cheek. “It’s looking better. Dr. Hanson says there shouldn’t be any scarring.” 
 
    She was touched that he’d bothered to ask Dr. Hanson. Maybe he just felt guilty over suggesting the solution of spilling hot tea on her face. That wasn’t his fault. She should have tested the water first. As a mother, she never allowed water to get too hot. Too many little hands looking for trouble. 
 
    Braddock withdrew his hand as Tom approached. 
 
    “Are you giving her a lecture, or is she talking instead of writing, because her pad is on the table.” 
 
    “Talking without moving my face,” she replied. 
 
    Tom kissed her forehead. “Well, unless you have more to discuss, I want you working so we can get out of here before the boy’s bedtime.” 
 
    She pressed her hands over her lips to prevent herself from smiling. Nodding, she returned to her station. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom wasn’t thrilled to see Braddock so chummy with Angel. The colonel didn’t seem like a guy who would share a woman. He’d have to address this matter, but he wasn’t looking forward to the conversation. 
 
    “Where’s Davenport?” 
 
    “He’s been relieved of duty, as has Derrick.” 
 
    Was Braddock getting rid of everyone touched by Max? 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Have you made a decision about whether the boys need a new tutor?” 
 
    “Was that a serious request? Did you listen to the man chiding them for not knowing advanced algebra? I turned the volume off after fifteen minutes and tried to follow what the jerk was showing them how to do. Given they couldn’t hear his questions, they didn’t even try to answer him, which really pissed the asshole off.” Tom chuckled. “I hope it drives him to quit teaching. But there was no doubt in my mind his purpose was to teach those boys to hate anything to do with numbers.” 
 
    “Interesting. I’ll have him picked up,” Braddock replied. 
 
    “If you want someone to water board him, I’ll volunteer.” 
 
    Braddock chuckled. “No, I don’t think that would go over well.” 
 
    Tom sighed. “Seriously, if you get a chance, you might want to check out the lessons. The man clearly had an agenda. My guess…from Max.” His brow furrowed. “The boys said this had been going on for weeks and Derrick would side with the teacher. So, I’m glad you removed Derrick. Are you going to be removing his kids as well?” 
 
    “Do you think I should?” 
 
    “Angel would be broken-hearted to lose them. I just thought legally…” 
 
    “Derrick and his children died the day of the terrorists attack. We can do whatever we think is best for this country. Since Angel considers them her children, they are hers.” 
 
    Oddly, that assurance did not make Tom feel better. If they saw Derrick’s kids as property of the government, that meant they saw Angel’s much the same. 
 
    “How’s her pregnancy coming along?” 
 
    Braddock frowned. “I forgot she was pregnant. Should she be showing at four months?” 
 
    “No. She doesn’t normally show until the fifth month. But given the stress of the last few days, I’d recommend Dr. Hanson check her out all the same.” 
 
    “Now, or after they finish?” 
 
    Tom appreciated him asking. “She appears in fine health. Let’s finish this important task and let her see her boys first.” 
 
    Braddock nodded with satisfaction. “She seems to be taking Max’s betrayal remarkably well. Is that an act?” 
 
    Tom turned and studied Angel. “She can be very brave, but she loves with all her heart, and when someone she loves betrays her, she hurts deeply. I remember when David left her—" 
 
    “First husband, right?” 
 
    “First husband, but she loved a cop named Steve before David and would have married him had he survived his gunshot wounds. But David was the first to seriously betray her and it nearly broke her. She was declining fast until she returned to the facility and could focus on something other than her pain. That’s why I put her back to work today. The best thing for her is to be busy all the time, to keep her doing things that she loves, until the moment she falls asleep.” 
 
    Now, he was going to walk on thin ice. “She also needs more than one man to love. She won’t feel safe with just one. She’s been betrayed too many times.” 
 
    “How many do you recommend?” 
 
    “Three minimally, but she’s normally had seven to ten.” 
 
    Braddock choked. “At the same time?” 
 
    “No. She normally engages one on one.” 
 
    Braddock’s brow furrowed deeply. 
 
    “She’ll know how many she needs. I’m just saying when she chooses to add someone, don’t see it as a negative critique on what you have with her, but simply her way of ensuring when someone betrays her, someone else will still love her.” 
 
    Braddock’s eyes darkened. “Are you under the assumption she and I are lovers?” 
 
    Tom stared at him in surprise. “You aren’t?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And whose choice is that?” 
 
    “Mutual agreement.” 
 
    Tom shook his head and chuckled. “Sorry, that’s not what I read when I approached you two. I thought…” God, could he have made a greater fool of himself? “Forget this entire conversation.” He turned to leave, but Braddock snared his arm. 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “I clearly misread the situation.” 
 
    “What did you think you saw?” 
 
    “Two people who admire and love one another. But my time in confinement has evidently messed up my reading skills. I apologize.” 
 
    This time when Tom tried to leave, Braddock let him. 
 
    *** 
 
    The team finished compiling the evidence by six that evening. Braddock led them to the dining room where Maria and the kids awaited. They had a joint celebration welcoming Tom and the kids back and succeeding with their mission. 
 
    To Angel’s surprise, Braddock remained, although he mostly stood by the door. 
 
    After eyeing him for a half hour, Stevie corralled his posse and the three boys went to investigate. Curious, Angel pulled Tom closer, so they could eavesdrop. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Stevie asked. 
 
    To her surprise, Braddock knelt so he didn’t tower over the boys. “I’m Colonel Braddock.” 
 
    “I’m Stevie, this is Dare and—” 
 
    Tommy pushed his way in front of Stevie and declared, “I’m Tommy.” 
 
    Tom smiled with pride at his boy. “I was worried having older brothers would make him a follower, but that boy is his own little man.” 
 
    Angel nodded and slipped her arms around his neck. “He’s just like his father.” 
 
    Tom frowned. “You know that for certain?” 
 
    “Tom, how can you doubt it?” But he did, she could tell by the pain in his eyes. She opened her mouth to tell him Max had told her Tommy was his, but she stopped. Nothing Max said could be trusted. “We can ask for a DNA test, if you want.” 
 
    “I love them all, unconditionally. But I need to know, for certain, that Tommy is mine. I need to know someone has my genes inside of them.” 
 
    She pressed his hand to her belly. “I am confident this one’s yours too.” 
 
    “But you can’t know, Angel.” 
 
    “We’ll do a DNA test for the baby when it arrives. And Johnny too, since it turns out his morose behavior that we thought came from Max actually came from being constantly drugged by Mrs. Adams.” 
 
    His attention jerked from Tommy to Angel. “What?” 
 
    “She gave him cough syrup because she preferred quiet babies.” 
 
    “My God, Angel. Thank God, you found out!” 
 
    “Dr. Hanson realized what was going on. All I knew was Johnny had been struck on the head during the boys’ riot, and his little arms were shaking. So, I called the doctor at once.” 
 
    She felt him go rigid with anger and pushed back to study him. “It’s all right. Davenport got rid of Derrick and his mother even before the blood test came back.” 
 
    “Got rid of them how?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t ask. She’s not in my home, that’s all I care about.” 
 
    Tom pulled her against his hard chest. Her hands investigated all his new muscles. “I can’t wait to get you naked. You feel deliciously sculptured.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Well, until you sent me the boys, I had nothing to do but workout. Which reminds me, I want to fire that teacher.” 
 
    She looked up at him in shock. “That’s all? I want him water boarded!” 
 
    Tom laughed and tightened his grip on her. “I’m with you there.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Oh, you can come if you want. My mom won’t mind,” Stevie declared. 
 
    Angel turned to her eldest son, wondering what he was lassoing Braddock into. 
 
    Sensing her gaze, the boy turned and waved her over. “Colonel Braddock asked me if we missed our forensic auditing game. I was telling him how fun it was and invited him to come watch us play. That’s okay, isn’t it?” 
 
    Angel knelt beside Braddock and smiled at him. “Colonel Braddock is always welcomed in our home, but he’s very busy. He’s in charge of the security for this whole place.” 
 
    “Cool! Do you carry a gun?” 
 
    “Several.” 
 
    To verify his claim, Tommy patted his legs and was about to reach into his pocket, partially gapped open in his current kneeling position. Braddock snared his tiny hand. “Easy fellow. No frisking a colonel.” 
 
    Tommy’s eyes rounded, and he tried to pull away. When Braddock released his hand, Tommy lost his balance and fell on his butt. 
 
    Braddock frowned and reached out and help the boy up. “Sorry, bud. I didn’t mean to take you down.” 
 
    Tommy slapped at his butt. “That’s okay. I’m tough.” 
 
    Braddock chucked him beneath the chin. “Yes, you are.” 
 
    Stevie rolled his eyes at his younger brother. “So, will you come and watch us?” 
 
    He glanced at Angel, as if expecting her to answer for him, but she had no idea what he wanted that answer to be, so she remained quiet. 
 
    “As your mother noted, I’m a busy man. In fact, I should be getting back to work now. But keep getting better at your game and I’ll try and take an evening off to check you guys out.” 
 
    That had all three boys hopping about like popcorn kernels in a hot skillet. As the boys returned to the table for cookies, and other people to interrogate, she stopped Braddock from leaving by placing her hand on his arm. 
 
    He stepped toward her, his hand resting on her lower back. “You need something?” 
 
    “Actually, I do. The boys are expecting to continue with their game, and I haven’t got anything new written for them. Could you have someone bring my laptop to me, so I can get my team to help me create something on the quick?” 
 
    His hand slipped around further to her side and squeezed gently. “I’ll see to it myself.” 
 
    Once he left, Tom whispered in her ear. “He says there’s nothing between you two, but that’s not what I’m seeing.” 
 
    She sighed and leaned against Tom. “We jumped the gun and screwed things up. Ironically, the person he thought it would offend is gone now.” 
 
    “Davenport or Derrick?” 
 
    Angel chuckled. “Braddock would never care what Derrick thought. Now that I think about it, even the Davenport thing might have been an excuse. It’s possible he’s just not into me.” 
 
    Tom snorted. “Not even possible.” 
 
    “Some of the men here are not physically attracted to me. Take my teammates. I’ve been trying to seduce Leon for a month with absolutely no success.” 
 
    “Do you want me to talk to them?” 
 
    “No. I was using them as evidence that not everyone is attracted to me. To be honest, I want to keep my relationship with them just as it is.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea, given they’re all gay. But do not tell Braddock that. He might feel compelled to enforce the old Don’t Ask Don’t Tell law on the occupants of this facility.” 
 
    Oddly, that bit of knowledge made everything better until her mind returned to her handsome colonel. “Braddock’s not gay, is he?” 
 
    “Oh, he definitely likes you. However, don’t take it personally if he doesn’t follow through. He might think having a relationship with you would compromise his ability to do his job.” 
 
    She tightened her grip on Tom. “Good thing I have you.” 
 
    “I told Braddock you’d need more than one lover.” 
 
    “You did? When?” 
 
    “This afternoon when I made a very wrong assumption you two were already lovers, and that he wasn’t going to respond well to sharing his woman.” 
 
    “That’s probably true, so it’s best nothing happened.” She slipped her hand inside Tom’s shirt and frowned when she discovered a t-shirt underneath. “You have entirely too much clothing on.” 
 
    “Good thing, because we have several hours to go before you and I will have any alone time.” 
 
    She grimaced. “You have no idea how long it’s been!” 
 
    “I do on my side. If I can withstand it, so can you.” 
 
    Braddock returned with her laptop. He then focused on Tom. “You are in charge of seeing Angel and her kids home.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Braddock left without a single word to Angel. 
 
    And it hurt. 
 
    “What are you scowling about? Did he bring the wrong computer?” 
 
    “No. He just acted like I wasn’t even standing here.” She leaned against Tom. “I like him, Tom. Well, when he actually sees me, I like him.” 
 
    Tom kissed her head and sighed. “Well, I might be able to alter that behavior.” 
 
    She stared at him in confusion. “Tom, that sounds impertinent even to me. The colonel isn’t going to appreciate you trying to alter his behavior.” 
 
    Tom chuckled. “That’s the truth. However, as your new primary handler, it’s my job to make you as happy as possible.” 
 
    “Was that a promotion?” 
 
    “Yes, with a substantial pay raise.” 
 
    She was glad something good had come out of this nightmare. “Don’t talk to Braddock about ignoring me. It’s more important I keep you as my handler. I really, really need you right now.” 
 
    “Then let’s get this program written so we can go home.” 
 
    Angel carried the laptop to her teammates and whispered her plea for help. Sinclair took control of the computer. “I’m thinking Superman tonight. 
 
    “I never knew Superman was a forensic auditor,” she teased. 
 
    “Yeah, the reporter job was just a lame cover.” 
 
    An hour later, with program in hand, she called her children together and Tom led them home. 
 
    “When I get bigger, can I come to work here?” Dare asked. 
 
    “If you train hard, I bet you can.” 
 
    “What do we need to train in?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “There are a variety of jobs in this place. You can be a soldier, a manager, a cook, a sanitation specialist, but I think the best job is being…” She paused to see if any of the boys could guess what she was going to say. 
 
    “Foren ic audiotor!” Tommy declared. 
 
    “You said it wrong, stupid,” Stevie retorted. 
 
    “Hey!” Tom gripped Stevie’s shoulder. “None of that. We talked about this, just yesterday. Did you forget?” 
 
    Stevie sighed heavily. “Sorry, Tommy. That was uncalled for. It’s a hard word to remember.” 
 
    Dare nodded in agreement. 
 
    Kelly ruffled Tommy’s hair. “If you forget how to pronounce it, just ask me. I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Tommy smiled up at Kelly like a boy in love. 
 
    The moment they entered their home, the boys ran to the computer table and waited impatiently for Angel to set up the laptop. 
 
    “Hurry Mommy, we haven’t played in weeks!” Stevie whined. 
 
    She pulled up the newly written program hoping it worked properly. It hadn’t been thoroughly tested. 
 
    It began with Superman landing, putting on his glasses, and fighting crime on the computer. And he needed their help. 
 
    Even Kelly, who had become bored with everything that wasn’t directly related to her handsome instructor, became engaged. Angel allowed the boys to stay up ten minutes past their bedtime, so they could finish the level. 
 
    Having received accolades from Superman, they happily marched off to bed and endured their good night kisses. 
 
    Except for Tommy. He loved his good night kisses. 
 
    Finally, alone with Tom, she took great pleasure in undressing him and admiring his new improved body. 
 
    “If I had known how turned on a few muscles would make you, I’d have done this years ago.” 
 
    “No…I’m glad you waited. I needed such a delicious treat tonight.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After three bouts of lovemaking, they curled into a tight spoon. 
 
    “Thank you for sending the boys,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    She knew exactly what he meant. By doing so, she forced Hamilton’s hand. He couldn’t return her boys without returning Tom, and if he didn’t return her boys, her work would start to suffer. 
 
    “I love you with all my heart,” she replied. “You have been with me the longest of anyone.” And more to the point, he’d never betrayed her. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Dr. Hanson was at her kitchen table when Angel woke the next morning. “I just finished examining Johnny. I am declaring him fully recovered.” 
 
    She smiled. “I would call his sunny disposition newly improved. Can I have DNA tests performed on Tommy and Johnny?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Is there someone you wish to have the DNA compared to?” 
 
    “Tom.” 
 
    “I thought you already had proven Tommy was Tom’s. 
 
    “Max said he did, but I no longer trust anything Max told me.” 
 
    His hand reached across the table and covered her hand. “I understand.” He remained quiet, his intense gaze focused on her. “Tom has asked for me to check on your baby to make sure it has come through this month as well as its mother. And while I’m at it, I’ll check your burn too. Although you seem to be talking without pain now.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He smiled when she remained seated. “This exam requires for you to get dressed in whatever you are planning to wear today and come with me to the examination room.” 
 
    “Oh! You mean right now. But I haven’t fed the kids.” 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Tom stated from the bedroom door. 
 
    She hurried to her room, stopping at the door to kiss Tom. “You are wasting Dr. Hanson’s time. The baby is fine.” 
 
    “Scold Braddock, not me. He’s concerned about you.” 
 
    Angel’s heart fluttered at his words. Braddock did like her. She hurried inside and dressed in a new tight-knit pullover dress. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dr. Hanson spoke softly to Tom. “Angel wants me to obtain a bit of your DNA to confirm you are the father of Tommy and possibly Johnny. Later, when her little girl is delivered, we’ll compare it’s DNA to yours as well.” 
 
    “A girl!” Tom grinned. “That’s great news! Thank you for doing this. I love Tommy with all my heart, but I need to know if he is truly mine.” 
 
    “I’ll be able to confirm yes or no by tomorrow,” Dr. Hanson assured him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Angel studied herself in the mirror. Her small baby bump was apparent now. 
 
    When she returned to the living room, both men stared at her like hungry wolves. 
 
    “I gather you both find pregnant women attractive.” 
 
    Tom smiled. “You’d be hard pressed not to find a man who didn’t think you are attractive in that dress. Is it new?” 
 
    “Yes. I ordered some maternity clothes.” 
 
    “That is a maternity dress?” Tom challenged and looked at Dr. Hanson as if wanting his opinion. 
 
    Dr. Hanson shrugged. “Makes sense. In the fourth month most women have heightened sexual needs, which this dress is almost certain to get fulfilled.” 
 
    Angel laughed. “I just thought it made me look pregnant.” 
 
    Tom pulled her into his arms. “It makes you look like one hot fertile mama. Good thing we have a team who won’t be driven into a sexual frenzy, or no work would get done today. And I’m quite certain there will be follow up questions on the information we presented yesterday.” 
 
    “Should I change?” 
 
    “No,” both men replied in unison. 
 
    Dr. Hanson gripped her arm. “You look fine. Let’s go see about your baby.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    Angel smiled at the sonogram. “Are you certain it is a girl?” 
 
    “Trust me, it’s a girl.” 
 
    Finally, she was going to have a little girl. “Kelly will be so happy. She’s tired of boys.” 
 
    Instead of handing her the towel to dry herself off, Dr. Hanson did it himself. “Everything looks fine. Your baby girl appears healthy and a proper size. The reason you’re barely showing is due to the baby’s position in your womb. Later, it will shift downward and you’ll need larger maternity clothes. Now get dressed so I can examine your face.” 
 
    “Will you help me with the dress? It’s hard to put on by myself.” That wasn’t true, but she hoped him assisting in such an intimate act, might sway Steve to see her as a woman rather than a patient. 
 
    She stood up, gave herself one further wipe down on her stomach and held her hands up as if in surrender. 
 
    She thought she heard a groan on Steve’s part. 
 
    “Did you say something?” she asked, loving the desire that caused his body to tense. 
 
    He tugged the dress down and smoothed it out with his curious hands. “That’s why it looked so damn sexy this morning. You are wearing nothing beneath it.” 
 
    She smiled with happiness. “You think I’m sexy?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Now stop smiling so I can run some test on your healed skin.” 
 
    “Will this test hurt?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t. If it does, it means you aren’t quite healed, but I’ll be careful, so it won’t hurt much, if it does at all.” 
 
    She waited for the pain, but none came. Only soft delicate fingers covered in gloves caressed her skin. He leaned in close to study the skin. 
 
    She breathed in. “Your hair smells good, like apple and sandalwood.” 
 
    He smiled and continued his examination. 
 
    “Is that from your cologne or hair shampoo?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You could be smelling both.” 
 
    She ran her hand into his thick dark hair and sniffed. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “You are distracting your doctor.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She dropped her hands to her side, closed her eyes, and sat in rigid attention. 
 
    Her eyes popped open when she felt warm, soft lips cover hers. His tongue tested her lips and she opened to him. 
 
    A happy groan came from her chest as he deepened the kiss. 
 
    He pulled back and met her eyes. “That wasn’t a groan of pain was it?” 
 
    She shook her head and pulled his mouth back to hers. 
 
    Once they finished making love and Angel once again wore her tight spandex outfit, Dr. Hanson gave her further good news. “Tom provided his DNA, which I tested to Tommy and Johnny, and Tom is the father of both boys.” 
 
    “What!” Angel squealed. “I was certain Tommy was his. But Johnny too? That is wonderful news! Have you told him yet?” 
 
    “No. I thought you might like to tell him the good news.” 
 
    “You are very kind, an excellent doctor, and a grand lover as well!” 
 
    “I’m all of that, am I?” he teased. “Now, let me get to work. And you should deliver your good news to Tom.” 
 
    She kissed him again and then smiled. “I’ll do that right away!” She was very glad her skin had healed, because she could not help smiling from ear to ear.  
 
    *** 
 
    As Tom led her to the computer room, he chuckled. “You’re in a fine mood.”  
 
    “I am indeed.” 
 
    “And what has you so happy?”  
 
    “Dr. Hanson has determined that you are the father of both Tommy and Johnny.” 
 
    “Both?” 
 
    Angel nodded happily.  
 
    “That is great news. I would have loved the boys no matter what, but I am thrilled they are mine.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got this feeling that our little girl will be yours as well.” 
 
    “A girl! That would please me beyond words,” Tom admitted.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Hamilton watched Braddock escort a very happy Angel to the lab the next morning. The colonel’s hand caressed the small of her back. A far cry from when he first led her into the facility, gripping her arm so hard her fingers went numb. 
 
    Upon delivering her to Tom, he left. 
 
    Hamilton picked up his phone and made a call. “Braddock, may I see you for a moment?” 
 
    Five minutes later the stern-faced soldier stood before Hamilton. “How is Davenport?” 
 
    “Tired, angry, depressed. He has requested to resign his commission and leave the facility.” 
 
    Hamilton sighed. “Do we dare?” 
 
    “I do not see it as an optimal outcome for either the security of the facility nor to his mental well-being. Davenport is a soldier. That is all he knows. He has given his life to the army, yet his general betrayed him.” 
 
    “Then you don’t believe Davenport knew Max intended to kill everyone but Angel?” 
 
    “I don’t believe it was ever in Davenport’s plan of action. I am aware lie detectors can be tricked, and Max undoubtedly could have taught Davenport how to do so. However, when I asked if he thought the boys would die when they were sent to live with Tom, he said no. When questioned later, Davenport explained that while he expected Max would have killed Tom, Davenport had already ordered small gas masks to save the boys.” 
 
    “Did he have the masks on the day they attempted to enter the building?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. He had two adult masks and three children’s masks.” 
 
    “Well, that will no doubt cheer up Angel when she discovers one of her lovers intended to save her and her children. However, he still intended to kill everyone else in the compound, so he’s not out of my woods by any means.” 
 
    “That is true, but he was following the General’s orders.” 
 
    “Bullshit! Those were Max’s orders.” 
 
    “I believe that is true, but Davenport received his orders from the general who almost certainly got them directly from Max. Unfortunately, we can’t prove that, and the General has taken his life.” 
 
    “When did that happen?” Hamilton demanded. 
 
    “I got word of it just before I entered your office.” 
 
    “So, we got rid of a bad general, but Max is going to go free.” 
 
    “It could have been worse. Had Tom actually died, then the recording he made of Max telling Angel to stop working would be inadmissible evidence. And while it probably won’t be enough to get rid of Max. It might wake up a few congressmen.” 
 
    “That would be nice, but don’t count on it,” Hamilton grumbled. 
 
    “I’ve reviewed the lab tapes, as the extent of Max’s efforts were revealed to Davenport, He appears to be shocked and outraged…in his contained manner.” 
 
    “What do you suggest we do with him?” 
 
    “I believe we should keep him here, ferreting out any further problems.” 
 
    Hamilton choked and stared at the colonel. 
 
    Braddock held his hand out, asking for time to explain himself. “With no leave time. That way, no additional generals can get to him.” 
 
    Hamilton sighed. It would be easier to kill him, but Max would not hesitate to start an investigation if anyone from this debacle disappeared. “I’m not keen on this just yet. Let’s put him in with all the other failed employees.” 
 
    “I apologize, sir, if I was not clear. That is precisely where I want to put him.” 
 
    “Yes, but you wanted to put him in charge of my bad apples.” 
 
    “No, sir, I don’t wish him to be in charge of anything. I want him to ferret out those who are still capable of leaking information, so we can put a stop to it. In addition, I want him to explain to the others that they’d all be dead now had Max’s plan worked. Since we are stuck with these people for an indefinite period of time, I would like to get as many as possible back doing something useful, far away from Angel and Black Hole.” 
 
    Hamilton nodded slowly. “I see where you are going. Give it a try.” 
 
    Braddock started to leave, but Hamilton stopped him. “One other matter. I believe Tom advised you that Angel will require minimally three lovers.” 
 
    Braddock’s brow furrowed, but he nodded. “I believe she has acquired her second one. She smelled of sex when I retrieved her from Dr. Hanson’s office. 
 
    “So, she still needs one more.” Hamilton stared at Braddock, waiting for the man to figure out who that needed to be. 
 
    “I can bring in one of my men from another sector…” 
 
    “Given all the betrayals she’s incurred, I cannot imagine her trusting her heart to a stranger right now. No, she needs a man she already knows and trusts. One who has proven he’s on the right side. One whom she already admires, and if Tom is correct, loves.” 
 
    “Sir, there is nothing going on between Angel and me. That one time was an aberration.” 
 
    Hamilton hated being lied to, but in this case, he suspected Braddock was lying to himself. “So, you have no feelings whatsoever for this woman?” 
 
    “She is a very valuable asset, well worth the trouble you’ve gone to, so that she can be happy.” 
 
    Hamilton stared up at the ceiling. “Is that your way of saying you admire her?” 
 
    “She has many admirable traits, far more than most women.” 
 
    “And physically?” 
 
    “She is disruptively attractive, especially today, which is no doubt why the doctor lost his professionalism.” 
 
    “I told Hanson, not only would I allow a relationship between him and Angel, but I would encourage it.” 
 
    Braddock frowned. 
 
    “And now, I’m saying the same to you. You are currently causing our valuable asset pain when you ignore her.” 
 
    Before Braddock could declare ignorance of any such thing, Hamilton pulled up the monitor and showed him three recent examples. 
 
    Upon watching the last of the three, Hamilton turned to Braddock. “As of now, I want these mixed messages to end. It is obvious to me that you care deeply for the woman, and frankly, if you didn’t, I would have you replaced. So, I’m ordering you to fix this problem. My recommendation is for you to become Angel’s lover, but I cannot order you to do that. I checked. It’s against the rules. However, I can order you to fix the problem you are causing. I want it done soon, and I want it done right. Am I understood?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Braddock left the director’s office speechless. He’d just been given an order to become Angel’s lover. A lower body part was jumping in joy. However, the rest of him was basically terrified. 
 
    How ironic. He’d fought in three wars and faced death a thousand times, but loving one intelligent, reasonable, beautiful, brunette was what terrified him. 
 
    Just follow your orders, soldier! 
 
    He marched to the computer lab. “Angel come with me,” he barked. 
 
    The entire team stared at him in fear…except Angel. She came to him at once, smiling with hopeful eyes. 
 
    His hand slipped to her back as he led her through the halls to his quarters. 
 
    “Am I in trouble for seducing Dr. Hanson?” she asked. 
 
    And this was exactly why he didn’t want to become involved with her. He’d never tried an open relationship before and he had grave doubts he’d like it. 
 
    “It may be this dress,” she suggested as she tugged at the knit pullover that looked painted on her body. 
 
    A faint smile tugged at his lips. She looked all woman in that dress. A woman he wanted right now to a painful degree. 
 
    “Neither you nor Dr. Hanson are in trouble. He’s a good choice for you.” 
 
    He caught her snort of frustration. Damn if she didn’t want him as bad as he wanted her. 
 
    There was no point in resisting. He’d been given an order, and it was nothing his dreams hadn’t been doing since their one time together. 
 
    “The dress, however, I may need to confiscate…once we get to my quarters.” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with delight. “I like this dress, so I might put up a struggle.” 
 
    Her response made him laugh with happiness, something he hadn’t done in years. 
 
    Yes, he would definitely follow this order. If Angel needed multiple lovers to feel safe, then he would provide her a firm anchor. Although to be honest, he doubted any of the three men she had now would ever betray her. 
 
    At least he hoped not. He’d never married or had a serious relationship because of his work. But with Angel, a relationship was not only possible, but seen as desirable by his boss. 
 
    He opened the door to his quarters and pulled her inside. 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with excitement as he gathered her into his arms. “Just to set expectations, there will be no ‘wham, bam, thank you ma’am’ this time. However, I’m going to need serious prompting, because in all honesty, I’ve never had a girlfriend before.” 
 
    Angel frowned. “So, you are gay,” 
 
    “No!” he snapped. “I’m just busy.” Her happy smile won his forgiveness. “Are you supposed to be smiling?” 
 
    She pressed harder against him. “I hope so, because I’m much too happy to do anything else.” 
 
    He pulled her closer while his hands investigated every curve of her body. “What are you so happy about?” 
 
    “You want me.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And you want me to teach you how to make love to me.” 
 
    Her reply surprised him. That was exactly what he wanted, but he just hadn’t figured out how to say it without sounding either like a jerk or a pathetic loser. Truth was, the women he used to ease his needs were all professionals. They didn’t require seduction or even pleasure, for that matter. In fact, the faster they could finish, the more money they could make. 
 
    Angel tugged him to his bedroom and closed the door. “I like role playing, so can we proceed with the confiscation of this dress.” 
 
    She flipped up the knitted material, so he could see she had nothing underneath. 
 
    The intensity of need surging within his body worried him. How the hell was he expected to take it slow? 
 
    Always intuitive, she approached and unbuttoned his shirt. “Don’t worry. This roll play doesn’t call for taking things slow. We’ll do that afterwards.” 
 
    He captured her face within his hands and kissed her with more passion than he even knew he was capable of feeling. Then he turned and pressed her against the wall. 
 
    “Arms up while I check for weapons.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Angel lay on top of Braddock’s massive, muscular chest, playing with his firm nipples. She could not recall ever feeling more satiated and loved than right now. “I think you confiscated more than my dress. 
 
    Braddock sighed happily and tilted her face to his. “Glad to hear it. You are my first and last love. I will not fail you, Angel. You have chosen well this time.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. She had three fabulous men, without secret agendas. This time it would work. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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