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 Chapter 1  
 
    She knew she was back in the cell before she opened her eyes. She touched her fingers to her face. She was certain her jaw was broken. 
 
    The cell door opened, and someone trudged inside. “You killed my brother, infidel pig,” the man growled in English. He hit her hard with his fist, shattering her cheekbone. Unconsciousness was a blessing.  
 
    Much later, she awoke in a puddle of blood. Her face was killing her. She tried to move her mouth and cried out in agony. At least my teeth are intact.  
 
    She closed her eyes as the door swung open.  
 
    “Is she dead?” A new, more educated-sounding voice asked. 
 
    “No, but she should be. She killed my brother.” 
 
    “Walid, this little thing killed your brother?” the man scoffed. “Where are her daughters?” 
 
    “She has hidden them. We can’t find them.” 
 
    “When she comes to, interrogate her until she tells you or dies,” the man commanded.  
 
    “Perhaps we will try waterboarding her.” The men laughed as if they had made a hilarious joke. “Stupid Americans.” 
 
    She had no idea how long she had lain on the cold, hard floor. Her face was swollen, and she was in excruciating pain. She’d made her peace with God. She knew she would die soon. 
 
    “She’s dead,” the leader growled as he jabbed the cattle prod into her stomach. “She doesn’t even respond to this.” He kicked her hard, the cracking of her ribs echoing in the cell. 
 
    “What do you want me to do with her body?” 
 
    “Throw her into the river. She will float downstream. No one will trace her back to us.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mariam Reynolds laughed and talked with her daughters over dinner. They planned to attend the Independence Day celebration on the National Mall. 
 
    “I love the parade.” Kimi, the youngest, hugged herself in excitement. 
 
    “My favorite is the folk festival,” ten-year-old Mary said. 
 
    “I love the Army Rock Band,” Lindsey said, laughing. “They are so cute.” 
 
    Mariam smiled at her twelve-year-old, who was just beginning to notice boys. She watched her daughters as they laughed and teased one another.  
 
    She longed to raise them in Texas. She wanted to teach them to ride horses and give them the responsibility of raising animals. She wanted them to connect with the land and God. She and Tom often argued over where the children should be raised. Their most heated argument had taken place that morning. She had threatened to take the girls and go to Texas. 
 
    She hadn’t realized until after Kimi was born that Tom’s driving goal in life was to be president of the United States. Her only goal was her children’s happiness. She knew she was almost paranoid about their safety. 
 
    Although the FBI handled them, she knew there were threats against Tom and her family. She wasn’t as aware of the threats since she retired from the House of Representatives to raise their girls.  
 
    “No, he ran like this.” Kimi moved her hands, accidentally hitting her sister’s fork and knocking the food on it all over Lindsey’s blouse. 
 
    “Kimi, look what you’ve done,” Lindsey squealed. “Mom, my blouse is ruined.” 
 
    “You can clean it,” Kimi scoffed. 
 
    “Mom, I’m going to the ladies’ room to clean up this mess Kimi made.”  
 
    Mariam suppressed a smile. Lindsey could be overly dramatic sometimes. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Mary said.  
 
    “Me too.” Kimi slid from her chair. 
 
    “We’ll all go.” Mariam folded her napkin. She didn’t want her daughters out of her sight. 
 
    “Mo-o-o-m,” all three of them chorused. 
 
    “We’re not babies,” Lindsey huffed. “We can go to the bathroom by ourselves. There is safety in numbers, and there are three of us.” 
 
    Mariam hesitated. She had a direct view of the door leading into the ladies’ room. I guess they’ll be safe, she told herself as she acquiesced to their pleas to be treated as grown-ups. 
 
    She smiled as she watched her beautiful daughters disappear into the bathroom. 
 
    Suddenly, a waiter appeared at the table, his massive frame hovering over her. “Are you through dining?” He smiled as he began to pick up the girls’ plates. 
 
    “Not quite,” Mariam said, annoyed that he obstructed her view of the ladies’ room.  
 
    “May I bring you dessert?” he asked. 
 
    “No, just get away from my table.” Mariam stood and hurried to the ladies’ room. 
 
    “Lindsey?” she called out as she entered the room. Cold, gripping silence greeted her. “Mary? Kimi?” Horror constricted her throat as she realized her daughters were not in the bathroom. 
 
    She yanked open the door and was immediately pushed back inside by the same burly waiter who had blocked her view.  
 
    “Get out of my way,” she screamed. 
 
    Moving quickly, he wrapped his arms around her and placed a rag over her face. Mariam knew she was being chloroformed, but she couldn’t break free. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mariam woke to a vicious headache, followed by the realization that she had been abducted. She lay motionless, trying to determine where she was and how many attackers were with her.  
 
    She discovered her hands were tied, but her feet were not. Slowly opening her eyes, she found herself in a dark room with no windows. Her mind went immediately to her daughters. Where were they? Where was she? 
 
    Whispers to her left told her she was not alone. She chanced a whisper. “Lindsey?” 
 
    “Mom?” Lindsey scooted against her. “Mom, are you okay?”  
 
    “Yes,” Mariam whispered. “Are Kimi and Mary here?” 
 
    “Yes, but they haven’t awakened.” Lindsey sobbed quietly.  
 
    Mariam pushed herself into a sitting position. She strained to see, but there was nothing but total darkness. “Are you all tied?” 
 
    “Yes, our hands are. Mom, what’s happening?” 
 
    Mariam tried to control the terror that racked her body. They were someplace cold and damp. Then she heard movement nearby. 
 
    “Mommy!” Kimi’s cries gripped Mariam’s heart. She scooted toward the sound. Mary began to stir. 
 
    “Kimi, Mary . . . Lindsey and I are here.” Mariam huddled the girls around her. Her mind raced in a hundred different directions. Damn Tom and his political ambitions! 
 
    They still wore their clothes, but their watches and all jewelry had been removed. Even their shoes were gone.  
 
    Mariam tensed at the echo of footsteps in the distance. Then a door screeched open, and light suddenly filled the room, blinding the captives. The four of them huddled closer together. 
 
    “Get them to their feet,” a guttural voice commanded in Arabic. 
 
    Rough hands yanked the four captives to their feet. “Beautiful. Very beautiful,” the voice leered. “They will bring a good price.” 
 
    “Blonde,” another voice said. “We will get top price for them. Three virgins!” The men laughed. 
 
    “I may keep their mother for myself,” the first man threatened. “She won’t bring as much as the virgins, but I will enjoy her. Keep them fed well. No one wants a skinny woman.”  
 
    While the men talked, Mariam frantically looked over their prison. There was nothing but four walls and a single commode in the corner. It seemed impenetrable. 
 
    The men laughed as they left the room, locking the door behind them. A little while later, the door opened again, and four plates of food slid across the floor. The door closed and locked.  
 
    When the man returned to pick up the empty plates, he found they were still full. The four females remained huddled in the corner. 
 
    “You must eat,” he said in English. “You must eat!” 
 
    “We can’t see,” Mariam pleaded. “We can’t see to eat. We have no forks or spoons. Our hands are tied. How do you expect us to eat?” 
 
    “Pitiful, soft Americans,” the man hissed as he closed the door. 
 
    Hours later, he returned with a candle and spoons. He produced a knife and cut their bonds. 
 
    “God, Mom, what is this?” Lindsey made a face as she sniffed the mush on her plate. 
 
    “I don’t know, darling,” Mariam said. “But we need to eat it. We need to keep up our strength and be strong when an opportunity to escape presents itself.” 
 
    The girls gagged and coughed as they downed the putrid garbage on their plates. They stacked their plates with a spoon between each one. Mariam hid her spoon in her bra. 
 
    “Please, may we keep the candle?” Mariam pleaded when the guard returned. “We’re freezing.” 
 
    He snorted, picked up the candle and the dishes, and shuffled out. 
 
    Mariam and her daughters huddled close for warmth. They slept fitfully. Mariam wondered how long they had been in the cell. She wondered how long it would be before they would be moved. 
 
    The next meal came hours later. As before, the guard slid the plates, spoons, and a candle into the room. When he came to collect the empty plates, Mariam again begged to keep the candle. This time, he left it. He knew their days were numbered. 
 
    Mariam immediately began to heat the handle of the metal spoon over the candle flame. Heat it, grind it on the rock floor, then start over again. The candle had almost burned down by the time she had honed the spoon handle to a sharp point. 
 
    Mariam huddled the girls close together in the far corner of the cell, so the light wouldn’t fall on them when the door opened. She sat in the corner next to the door, makeshift knife in hand, and waited. 
 
    Mariam had no problem staying awake. The awful knowledge that she was about to take the life of another human sent adrenaline surging through her system. She knew there were two choices: do nothing and be sold into white slavery, or fight for their lives. Either way they might all end up dead. 
 
    Mariam dozed off but sprang into action when she heard the key turning in the lock. Standing, she held her breath as the guard pulled open the heavy door and bent over to place the plates on the floor of the cell. 
 
    Mariam knew she had one chance to kill him, to ram the makeshift knife into his carotid artery. She lunged, putting all her strength into the downswing of her arm. The spurt of blood across the room told her she had hit her mark.  
 
    The guard made a gurgling sound as he fell facedown on the floor. Mariam checked his pockets. She confiscated his Glock, wallet, and keys. She also tore off his wristwatch. 
 
    She motioned for her daughters to follow her. They hurried into the hallway, and she closed and locked the door behind them. She signaled her daughters to wait while she checked the door at the end of the hall. To her surprise, it opened onto a boat dock. Seeing no one around, she whispered, “Come quickly.” 
 
    The girls followed their mother without question. Mariam led them to the end of the dock, and they slipped into the cold, dark water. 
 
    They followed the shoreline for miles, careful to stay in the water so no one could follow their tracks. They took turns carrying Kimi, who had tired quickly. 
 
    Mariam had never been so proud of her daughters. For the first time, she realized they were all survivors. They walked for miles, staying in the shadows and hiding when a car passed.  
 
    As the sun greeted another day, they spotted a Walmart. Mariam had never been so happy to see a discount store in her life. The nice thing about Walmart was that no one paid them any attention.  
 
    Mariam hid the girls in the handicapped stall of the women’s bathroom and quickly purchased jeans, underwear, and sweatshirts for all of them. A backpack, package of ponytail ties, and a brush completed her purchases. She swiped the terrorist’s card and held her breath. Her mind was swirling in a hundred different directions. She didn’t hear what the clerk said. 
 
    “Lady, you want any cash back?” 
 
    “Cash back?” Mariam almost broke into hysterical laughing. “Yes! Yes!” 
 
    “Then push the amount you want,” the clerk huffed. 
 
    Mariam was amazed. She could get as much as $100. She pushed the cash-back button. 
 
    “Put in your four-digit code,” the clerk scowled. “Jesus, lady, is this your first time to use a debit card?” 
 
    “No, I—” 
 
    “Here,” the clerk said, pushing a button. “I’ll just run it as a credit card. You’re backing up my line.” 
 
    Mariam gathered the clothes and took the cash from the clerk. “Thank you,” she mumbled as she walked away from the register. 
 
    The four looked presentable, dressed in clean clothes, their hair brushed and in ponytails. They spotted a restaurant and ate breakfast. 
 
    “Mommy, I’m scared,” Kimi whispered as they left the diner. 
 
    “It’ll be okay, baby.” Mariam sounded much more confident than she felt. “We just need to contact Daddy. He will come for us.” 
 
    They took a cab across town, stopping at another Walmart along the way. Mariam purchased bread, sandwich meat, a pair of scissors, and picked up another $100. 
 
    She paid the taxi driver in cash and checked into a nondescript, three-story Holiday Inn Express. They turned on the TV. Mariam was amazed that there was no mention of their disappearance.  
 
    Didn’t Tom notify the authorities? she thought. Isn’t someone looking for us? 
 
    “Girls we need to change our appearance,” Mariam said. “I’m going to give us short haircuts.” 
 
    Mariam was proud of her daughters. They did whatever she asked without arguing. She cut her own hair first, cropping it close so the blonde highlights disappeared, leaving only her short, brown hair. 
 
    She called Stacy Crawford, her former college roommate in Texas, and told her what was going on. 
 
    “I’ll be on the next flight out,” Stacy said. “You sit tight. Don’t leave the motel. Don’t let anyone see you.” 
 
    “Okay.” Mariam took a deep breath and relaxed for the first time in days. “Stacy, what day is it?” 
 
    “July tenth,” Stacy said. “Mariam, why didn’t you call Tom?” 
 
    “I don’t know who to trust,” Mariam whispered into the phone. “Stacy, promise me you’ll get my girls to safety if something happens to me.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Stacy Crawford arrived on the nine p.m. flight from Dallas. She rented a car and drove to the address Mariam had given her. She thought of the slender blonde as she surveyed the hotel in search of anything unusual. Mariam was her closest friend. They had experimented with each other during college but decided their friendship was more important than a bed partner. Mariam had gone into politics, and Stacy had decided to manage the family ranch, but they kept in touch. 
 
    As Stacy waited for the elevator, the Arab desk clerk was whispering to two other men. For the first time in her life, she felt true fear grip her. 
 
    She wedged her shoe in the elevator door to keep it from closing and ran to the room Mariam had given her. She knocked frantically on the door. 
 
    “Stacy!” Mariam beamed as she opened the door. 
 
    “They’re in the lobby,” Stacy whispered. “We need to get out of here. I wedged my shoe in the elevator to slow them down.” 
 
    “Girls, follow Stacy down the stairs,” Mariam commanded. “I’ll remove the shoe and follow you.” 
 
    As the girls ran past her toward the stairs, Mariam shoved the Glock into Stacy’s hand and whispered, “Don’t wait for me. Just go! I’ll meet you in Texas. Keep my babies safe. Don’t tell anyone where they are. Trust no one.”  
 
    Mariam pushed Stacy after her daughters and raced to the elevator. She stepped inside, unblocked the door, and pushed the button that would take her to the lobby and the waiting arms of her kidnappers. 
 
    The two men stepped back as the elevator door opened and the woman they were after stepped out. Mariam fought them like a cornered grizzly. The longer she could fight, the farther away Stacy could get with her children. 
 
    She bit, scratched, and kicked all over the lobby until a solid blow from a massive fist rendered her unconscious. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Stacy Crawford surveyed the three children for whom she was now responsible. They had driven all night. The girls had slept most of the way. 
 
    In West Virginia, Stacy pulled into a used car lot and looked over the selection. A two-year-old Toyota Camry seemed in good shape. She asked the price and told the salesman she would be back in an hour to pick it up. She drove to the local branch of her bank and withdrew cash from her savings account. 
 
    She gave the salesman a phony name for the car title and drove around the block to where the girls were waiting in the rental car. She called the car rental company and told them the rental car had been stolen. She would deal with the problem when she was safe in Texas. 
 
    Over lunch, the girls related their harrowing experience. They were still awed by their mother’s strength and bravery. So was Stacy. 
 
    “Where is Mommy?” Kimi asked softly. 
 
    “She’s fine,” Stacy said. “She’ll come for you when it’s safe.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Lindsey asked. 
 
    “Texas.” Stacy smiled. “Your mom is from Texas.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. She has taken us to visit Grandad Daniel. He lives in Texas.” 
 
     Trust no one! Mariam’s words echoed in Stacy’s head. 
 
    “What do you do for a living?” Lindsey asked. 
 
    “I’m a rancher,” Stacy replied. “I raise cattle and horses, a few goats, and chickens.” She didn’t add that the oil and gas on her land were what made her very wealthy. 
 
    Kimi clapped her hands. “Do you have any baby goats?” 
 
    Stacy grinned. “I do. They’re just like puppies. You can pet them.” 
 
    They spent the night in Chattanooga, Tennessee. Stacy picked up I-20 in Birmingham the next morning. Roll Tide, she thought as she cruised through Alabama. I-20 took her all the way to Benbrook, Texas, and her ranch that wrapped around Benbrook Lake.  
 
    Stacy’s Lazy S Ranch was two thousand acres of coastal grass and oak trees. It was situated between the lake and the vast acreage owned by the Devon estate. 
 
    “We’re lucky. School’s out,” Mary said. “We can spend the summer with you.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Stacy said. She wondered what she would do with three little girls all summer. She had a sinking feeling Mariam Reynolds wasn’t coming for them any time soon, if at all. 
 
    ## 
 
    Walid Farouk ground out his cigarette on the floor of the coffee shop and glared at the counter girl, daring her to reprimand him. “Coffee. Black,” he growled. 
 
    Steam floated up from the hot beverage as he poured sugar and cream into it. He wanted to kill something or someone. His mind raged over the loss of his youngest brother. How had he let it happen? How did a woman who weighed less than a hundred pounds overpower him and take his life? 
 
    Although he had personally dragged her lifeless body to the river and tossed it in, guaranteeing her death, he was certain that the body bay patrol had dragged from the river was Mariam Reynolds. He would not let her live. He would make her pay for his brother’s death. 
 
    He had been hesitant to participate in the fanatic scheme to kidnap Tom Reynolds’ wife and daughters. The idea was to frame Reynolds for the death of his family, ruining his chances of being elected president. It was imperative that Reynolds lose his bid for the presidency in order for the Islamic State to survive. Reynolds had made it clear his first item of action would be to destroy the ISIS caliphate. 
 
     Walid feared Reynolds’s retaliation. He knew if Reynolds were elected president, he would hunt down the members of Walid’s terrorist cell and imprison them for the death of his family. 
 
    Walid considered killing Darwin Davis, the US Representative who had deemed Walid’s cell the People’s Socialist Party to attract America’s uninformed snowflake generation. Davis had cooked up the insane idea of kidnapping the wife and daughters of a US Senator who was running for president. Walid knew better than to trust the stupid infidels whose only concern was maintaining their power base and hiding their own illegal activities that would come to light if Reynolds became president. 
 
     They had planned the abductions to coincide with Congress’s Independence Day period of adjournment, knowing Reynolds always worked late at night. The stunt had briefly cast a bad light on Reynolds, but his ironclad alibi had sealed the fate of their failed plan to discredit the man. If anything, their plan could result in Reynolds garnering the pity vote of softhearted Americans. 
 
    Like the surviving mad dog from a ravaged pack of hounds, Walid licked his wounds and made up his mind to go deep underground and regroup. He now had a better grasp of the shadow personnel protecting the president. General Abigail Carson would be his first target when his cell resurfaced. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Dr. Mecca Storm took the familiar white envelope from her patient, a handsome, muscular man in his midforties. 
 
    She removed the card from the envelope and glanced at it. She knew, without looking, what the card said. “Please take care of this gentleman for me” was neatly printed in black ink on the stark-white card.  
 
    “I truly appreciate you seeing me after hours,” the man said.  
 
    “Who recommended me to you?” she asked. 
 
    “A friend of a friend.” The man flashed a smile and lowered himself into the chair across the desk from her. “I was told you’re the best in the business.” His easy manner and relaxed demeanor told her he was a man confident of his place in the world. A place she knew he might not occupy for long. 
 
    “Mr. Reynolds, how may I help you?” 
 
    “Please, call me Tom.” He flashed his easy smile again.  
 
    A heavy silence weighed on the room as she waited for him to begin talking. 
 
    “Tom, how may I help you?” She prodded again. 
 
    “If you read the papers, you already know who I am and why I’m here.” For the first time, he seemed uneasy. 
 
    “You’re a United States Senator and a person of interest in the disappearance of your wife and three children.” Mecca spoke softly, watching his face for any emotions her words might elicit. “You’re the ranking member of the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee. You’re a very powerful man and are considered the top contender in the next election for president.” 
 
    “I see you’ve done your homework.” The easy smile was back. 
 
    “Did you kill your wife and children?” 
 
    His head snapped back as if she’d hit him with a hard uppercut. The smile disappeared from his face. “No! God, no.” 
 
    “Well, now that we have that out of the way, what can I do for you, Senator?” 
 
    After Tom Reynolds left, Mecca looked at the white card with its perfect lettering. She called patients bearing the card her “special patients,” and she had received more special patients than usual this year. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca was still replaying her visit with Tom Reynolds in her mind when the cab stopped in front of her Upper West Side apartment. She paid the driver as the doorman opened the cab door and greeted her warmly. “You’re home late tonight, Ms. Storm.”  
 
    She smiled. “It has been a long and interesting day, Paul.”  
 
    Alone in her apartment, she ordered Chinese food, poured a glass of wine, and walked out onto the terrace. She never tired of her view of the Hudson River. She collapsed onto the lounge, leaned her head back, and reveled in the unseasonably cool breeze. 
 
    Tom Reynolds. The man’s face flashed before her as she recalled the distress in his eyes as he discussed the disappearance of his family. She wasn’t sure whether the distress was caused by their disappearance or the investigation of him as a suspect.  
 
    Reynolds’s wife and three daughters had disappeared during a shopping trip in New York. They just vanished. Their driver had dropped them at Macy’s Herald Square before noon. When they failed to call him at the appointed time, he began calling Mrs. Reynolds’s cell phone. After several calls, Mrs. Reynolds answered and told him they had taken a cab back to the hotel. She would call him tomorrow. On closer questioning, he couldn’t swear it had been Mrs. Reynolds’s voice. 
 
    Authorities traced the family’s movements through credit card purchases, which stopped at the restaurant where they had dinner. No one recalled seeing them after that. A check of the cab companies showed no pickup of four females from Macy’s. It was as if they had eaten, paid the bill, and vanished. 
 
    Reynolds had been in his office in Washington. Although most of his colleagues had deserted the “Hill” early for their Independence Day period of adjournment—politician-speak for vacation—he had stayed late to finish work on several matters he needed his office staff to handle while he was gone. His chief of staff had reported that he had left her office a little after nine. Both of his administrative assistants had reported that he had not left his office, as they could hear him recording information using the voice-activated software that made notes and then transcribed them into a Word document. A check of his computer showed the data had been entered during that period. 
 
    The doorman rang to inform Mecca that the deliveryman was on his way up. As she sat down to dinner, she turned on her laptop. A quick check of her Swiss bank account verified that the usual quarter-million dollars had transferred into it. It was time to go to work on Tom Reynolds. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Jericho Parker pulled Mecca Storm’s file from the double-locked drawer in the heavy metal desk. Jericho had been protecting Mecca for over five years. An honor student, graduating at the top of her class, Mecca had received numerous scholarships from medical schools that recognized her genius and wanted to add her name to their list of distinguished alumni. 
 
    Her work in the field of therapeutic hypnosis had received rave reviews from the psychiatric community. She had finished her bachelor’s degree in two years and a medical degree at Harvard in four years. She was editor of the Harvard Law Review. Graduating Summa Cum Laude, the top psychiatric hospitals had vied for her to do her residency in their facilities. After her residency, she devoted seven more years to research, honing her knowledge and absorbing everything she could from those considered the elite in her field. Wherever Mecca went, lucrative government grants followed to fund her research. The psychiatric community was surprised and disappointed when she suddenly left research and opened a private practice.  
 
    Fluent in five languages, Mecca worked with wealthy, influential patients from all over the US and other countries. Her client load was heavy, and she often worked fifteen to eighteen hours a day. 
 
    Jericho flipped through the photos of Mecca Storm. At 5’8”, she was an imposing figure, tall and slender. A true natural beauty with long, dark hair, she looked more like a movie star than a doctor. 
 
    Both of Mecca’s parents were doctors with a successful practice in Albany, New York. Mecca and her older sister, Teagan, were highly regarded in their chosen medical fields. She adored her parents and her sister and visited them as often as possible. She commented that the Hudson River tied them together. 
 
    Jericho’s job was to keep her safe and make certain no one interfered with her work. Her file gave no indication why she was so important to the United States government. Although Jericho knew all there was to know about her routine, they had never met. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca never took anything for granted. When patients told her their stories, she listened attentively, watching for the telltale signs of half-truths or outright lies. After one session, she could tell if a patient was being open and honest with her or guarded and secretive. She was never wrong. As her second session with Tom Reynolds began, she knew he was hiding something. 
 
    “Tom, I feel you’re holding back information I need to know in order to help you,” Mecca said, speaking softly but firmly, carefully articulating each word as if he were a child who might not understand what she was saying. “I can’t make a recommendation to the authorities unless you’re completely honest with me. We are all working hard to get your name removed from the suspect list, so you can get on with your life.” 
 
    “Dr. Storm, I believe I’m being framed, and I don’t even know how to stop it. Mariam and I have certainly had arguments over living in Washington. She wants to raise the girls in Texas, but she would never leave me without an explanation. She’s not that kind of woman. She would confront me and tell me she was leaving. 
 
    “Someone has gone to a lot of trouble to make it look like Mariam took the girls and left me—or worse.” Tom cocked his head and glared at Mecca. “Supposedly she cleaned out our savings account and the girls’ college fund, almost a million dollars. Why would she do that?” 
 
    “Did you give this information to the police?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “Of course! They interviewed the bank officer who handled the transactions. Mariam withdrew the cash over a three-month period. The bank official called me a couple of times to alert me to the withdrawals, but I was too busy to be bothered with our personal household issues. I was sure it wasn’t important. I never returned her calls. 
 
    “I looked at the security tapes of Mariam’s transactions, and honestly, the woman on the tapes is not my wife. She resembles Mariam, and everyone keeps insisting it is, but it isn’t.” 
 
    Mecca made a note to obtain a copy of the police report and the tapes. She didn’t like being fed bits and pieces of information whenever Reynolds deemed it necessary for her to know something. 
 
    “What do you think is happening, Tom?” 
 
    “Dr. Storm, my wife is an heiress. She didn’t need the piddling amount of money in our savings account, but I do. I barely have enough money to retain a lawyer. Most people think I married her for the money, but that’s not true. I love my wife, and I love my daughters. I would never hurt them. I’m worried sick about them.  
 
    “You’ve seen what a media circus this has become. It has eclipsed the presidential election, and I believe that is the intent of whoever is behind this. I think my family has been murdered, and I’m being framed for it in order to give the other party an excuse to drag my name through the mud and cost us the election. These people are ruthless, and nothing will stop them. They wouldn’t think twice about killing my family. Yes, I’m hiding something—sheer terror!” 
 
    Mecca closed her eyes. “Your family has been missing almost a month. Has there been a ransom demand?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Who inherits your wife’s estate in the event of her death?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “It is to be divided evenly among the girls,” Reynolds said. “If all of them preceded me in death, I would inherit everything, billions. A great motive for murder, right? 
 
    “As long as Mariam’s father Daniel Devon is alive, he will be the sole administrator of the estate,” Tom added. 
 
    The intercom on her desk buzzed, reminding her of her next appointment. “Same time next week,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Tom Reynolds left by the private entrance to her office, an entrance used only by clients who presented the white referral card. She usually handled two such patients a year. Their names never appeared on her calendar or in her accounting. As far as the records of Dr. Mecca Storm showed, such patients never existed. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho loved it when Mecca went to Broadway plays or musicals. She wasn’t so fond of the opera, but it was beginning to grow on her. She was even beginning to recognize songs from the various operas they had attended over the years. Of course, only Jericho knew they were a couple. Mecca was completely oblivious to her existence. If Mecca ordered tickets, Jericho automatically received a ticket for the seat directly behind her. For the more popular theaters, she had standing box seats, and so did Jericho. Her apartment was right below Mecca’s, so she was aware of those times the doctor paced the floor. On occasion, Jericho silently removed threats to her: a friendly drunk, a not-so-friendly mugger, and a stalker who had become obsessed with her. The drunk and mugger had simply faded into the crowd when Jericho shoved the Ruger into their back, but she had been forced to kill the stalker. 
 
    Mecca was in great demand, both professionally and socially. She attended many benefits and political black-tie events, moving easily among senators, governors, and visiting royalty. She had many suitors who escorted her around town, but she never took any of them home with her. For that, Jericho was thankful. Dr. Mecca Storm was the epitome of what a proper, chaste woman should be. 
 
    Five years ago, when Jericho was assigned the job as Mecca Storm’s invisible bodyguard, she was upset. Life as she knew it ceased. Mecca’s life became Jericho’s life. Where she went, Jericho went. Where she dined, Jericho dined. Jericho was thankful Mecca disliked sushi. Although Jericho hated to admit it, she knew she now looked forward to every moment she spent watching Mecca. Sometimes during a play or musical, she had to suppress the urge to reach out and touch her hair. She couldn’t imagine life without Mecca Storm, and the doctor didn’t even know Jericho existed. 
 
    A former member of the Navy’s Special Operations Team, Jericho had escaped the war with only a small metal plate in her head. She was tall, beautiful, and deadly. Extremely intelligent, fluent in seven languages, and an expert in all forms of combat, she had never failed a mission. Her transition from special ops to Secret Service agent had been an easy one. She was considered one of the nation’s top agents when it came to protecting government assets. She did whatever it took to keep her charge safe. Although she preferred intimidation, killing came easily to her when all else failed. 
 
    Jericho had no idea why Mecca was so important. She did know not to ask questions. It was a sweet assignment for her. She was so important that the government wanted to keep Jericho as happy as possible in her assignment. The government paid all of her expenses. Everything she did charged to a limitless credit card, and she had received a clear deed to her five-million-dollar apartment. Of course, she knew the only reason her apartment was so grand was that she had to be below Mecca’s. Funds were automatically deposited into accounts for her homeowner’s association, utilities, etc. Every two years a new black vehicle appeared in her parking place with the title and insurance card in the console. The vehicle title and insurance were always in her name. She banked her annual income of $200,000 in a savings account. In exchange for being a kept woman, she gave up all semblance of a personal life. Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, she belonged to Mecca Storm.  
 
    ##  
 
    Mecca dialed the phone number she had always called when she needed information on her special clients. The same voice she had heard for the past five years answered. “I need a copy of the police files on Tom Reynolds,” she said. 
 
    “You will have it tomorrow,” the voice replied.  
 
    “Please, don’t hang up,” Mecca pleaded, but Jericho knew the dangers of engaging in conversation with her. The line went dead. 
 
    Mecca watched a sailboat on the Hudson and slowly lowered the phone from her ear. She had made every search imaginable to find the owner of the number she called when she needed information. As far as the phone company knew, the number did not exist. More than anything, she wished whoever it was would talk to her. She needed someone to talk to when she was sent these patients. She recorded every brief conversation she had with her unknown contact. She couldn’t tell if the whispered voice was male or female, but she knew that if she ever heard that voice—even in a crowd—she would recognize it. It had a definite cadence, a rhythm all its own. 
 
    The information on Tom Reynolds arrived at her office before noon. The courier had strict instructions to release the manila envelope containing a flash drive to Dr. Storm and no one else. 
 
    Mecca instructed her secretary to hold her calls for an hour and spent her lunchtime reading the Reynolds file and viewing the bank’s videos. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mariam Devon Reynolds was a beautiful woman. Her daughters were equally as stunning. They looked like money—the right clothes, the right haircuts, the same bright, wide smiles and long blonde hair. Mariam Devon was the sole heir of one of the wealthiest oil families in Texas. Like so many who grow up with great wealth, she had no idea what it meant to earn a living but was certain she could help run America. Armed with a law degree and Daddy’s money, she had easily won the race for US Representative in her state. She spoke Arabic, Spanish, and French. Her second year in Washington she’d met and married Senator Tom Reynolds, a rising star in the political world. With Mariam’s money behind him, the party soon began grooming the charismatic senator for the presidency. 
 
    Mariam had given up her political aspirations to raise a family. She and Tom had three daughters, ages eight, ten, and twelve. When Tom wasn’t working, he was with his family. He doted on his wife and daughters. It was no secret that Mariam desperately wanted to get her family out of Washington politics and return to Texas. “Washington is no place to raise children,” she often said. 
 
    It was also no secret that Tom Reynolds wanted to be president. 
 
    While a massive manhunt was underway, the police were scrutinizing Tom and his whereabouts when his family disappeared. His alibi was solid, and the police had no leads at all on Mariam and her daughters. 
 
    Everyone connected with the case wanted to know why Tom had waited so long to report his family missing. He insisted he thought Mariam and the girls were sleeping in their home. He had gone to his home office to finish reading the briefing documents his aides had provided him on a complicated piece of legislation and fell asleep at his desk. When he awoke late the next morning, he discovered his wife and daughters had never made it home the night before. 
 
    He called the chauffeur and learned his family had spent the night in the city. He called the hotel where Mariam always stayed. After a check of her room and a thorough search of the hotel, the manager reported that Mrs. Reynolds and her daughters had not returned the night before.  
 
    Tom then called the police and reported them missing. He told the police that he and his wife had been arguing for months over living in Washington, but it was nothing they couldn’t work out. He hoped Mariam had simply packed up the girls and gone to Texas, but calls to Mariam’s family there turned up no trace of her or the girls. Still, there was no evidence of foul play. 
 
    Daniel Devon, the administrator of Mariam’s family trust, had arrived in Washington within six hours of learning of his daughter’s disappearance. He had immediately demanded the arrest of Reynolds. According to Devon, a divorce was imminent. Mariam had told Reynolds she was leaving him and taking the children. The shopping trip had been to purchase items for the trip to Texas. Devon had drafted the prenuptial agreement himself, so Reynolds would never get a cent of the family fortune if Mariam divorced him. 
 
    Prior to his family’s disappearance, Tom Reynolds had been the top contender for president. Wildly popular with most Americans, the charismatic senator had won his own senate reelection by a landslide. He consistently polled as the most popular member of Congress.  
 
    Reynolds had swept the primary, winning 1,580 delegates. The National Convention was just fanfare to solidify national support for the candidate.  
 
    Party Committee Chairman Mark Thornton had scheduled a press conference following the national convention to celebrate the party’s nomination of Reynolds. 
 
     Mecca closed the file. She wondered why Reynolds had been sent to her. Certainly he had a motive, but there was no evidence of foul play. Reynolds had agreed to take a polygraph. By the time of their next appointment, she would know the results of the test. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
  
 
    Mecca stayed an hour after her secretary left. She meticulously filed her cases of the day and cleared the top of her desk. She jumped when her phone rang. A quick glance at the caller ID told her it was Teagan. “I was about to give up on you,” she said, smiling as she looked at her sister’s beautiful iPhone photo. 
 
    Teagan sighed. “What a day. I can’t wait to sit down and have some handsome young waiter pour me a glass of wine. Can we go to that Italian restaurant? You know, the one that opens the sliding glass doors, so it feels as if we’re sitting right on the sidewalk.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mecca said. “I can be there in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Great. We can people-watch while we catch up,” Teagan said. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho took an obscure table next to the wall so she could observe the sisters. They whispered and giggled like two schoolgirls. No one would ever think them two of the best medical minds in the country. Teagan was a top neurosurgeon and Mecca a groundbreaking psychiatrist. Both were graduates of Harvard Medical School. Mecca had been awarded the DuPont-Warren Fellowship for advanced study and research in psychiatry and had proven her theories that had been previously shunned by the psychiatric community. Both chose Johns Hopkins in Baltimore, Maryland, for their residency because the hospital was ranked number one in the country in both their fields. Teagan had settled at New York’s Presbyterian Hospital, and Mecca opted for research and then private practice.  
 
    “I need your help with a patient,” Teagan said, finally moving their conversation toward work. “She was brought into the hospital last week with TBI and is in a coma. Poor thing was suffering from malnutrition and dehydration. No telling how long she’d been in that condition. She was literally starving to death. She’s coming around but still has serious trauma.” 
 
    “Traumatic brain injury?” Mecca shook her head. “That’s really more your specialty, Sis.” 
 
    “The injury part is going to be okay,” Teagan said. “But she was badly beaten, and I had to remove some bone fragments from her skull. Dr. Davis had to work on her cheekbones and nose, so she could breathe comfortably. She is regaining consciousness but doesn’t know her name or where she is. Her trauma is now more mental.” 
 
    “Oh, one of your famous penniless patients,” Mecca said with a chuckle, trying to lift the somber mood that had fallen over them. 
 
    Teagan laughed. “No, her perfect teeth and manicured everything tells me she isn’t destitute. The hospital reported her to the police, but she doesn’t match any missing persons’ reports. I’m just hoping we can get her to remember something—anything.” 
 
    “You know I’ll be happy to help in any way I can.” Mecca patted her sister’s hand. 
 
    “Nikki said she’s going to require more facial surgery. Someone really did a number on her, but that must wait until she heals more. In the meantime, I need your magic.” Teagan tipped her wine glass as if toasting Mecca. 
 
    Dr. Nikki Davis was one of the best facial reconstruction surgeons Mecca had ever encountered. She was excited about working with two doctors she highly respected. “Just tell me where and what time. I’ll clear my calendar and be there,” Mecca reassured her sister. 
 
    ## 
 
    Back in her apartment, Mecca called the number. The phone was picked up, but no one spoke. “I need the results of the polygraph Reynolds takes tomorrow,” she said. 
 
    “You’ll have them tomorrow evening.” The dial tone signaled the end to the conservation. 
 
    Mecca pushed the remote to turn on the TV. Tom Reynolds’s handsome face flashed across the screen as the CNN News commentator rehashed the situation regarding his missing family. The liberal news media had opened its airwaves to Daniel Devon, who was all too happy to try Reynolds on public television. He blamed his son-in-law for Mariam’s disappearance. 
 
    Mecca wondered what would happen to Mariam’s fortune if she and her daughters were dead and Tom was found guilty of their murder. Who else stood to benefit from the deaths of the Reynolds heirs? 
 
    Mecca’s thoughts turned to her sister. As teenagers, Teagan had teased her about her fascination with hypnosis. Their mother had taken them to a medical conference when Mecca was fourteen. One of the seminars had been devoted to psychiatry and hypnosis. Teagan and Mecca had convinced their mother to let them go to the presentation while she attended her seminar on internal medicine. 
 
    When the girls arrived in the seminar, they’d been surprised to find forty mats with pillows, neatly arranged ten to a row. The speaker had discussed various forms of hypnosis, ending with mass hypnosis. Mecca and Teagan had scoffed at the idea. The speaker had asked everyone to ascertain the time and then turn off all cell phones. He’d explained the dangers of a hypnotized subject hearing a loud noise or ringing. He’d asked everyone to lie down on the mats. “You don’t have to close your eyes,” he’d said, “just relax and get comfortable. If you do happen to fall asleep, you will awaken when I clap my hands.” 
 
    He had continued in an even, comforting tone. “When I arrived here today, I was delighted to find so many signed up for the seminar. It is always nice when one’s subject is received favorably. I hope you have found my research interesting and relaxing. If your eyes are feeling heavy, it’s okay to close them. Just relax and . . . .” 
 
    Mecca and Teagan had wakened at the same time. Looking around them, they had discovered that everyone in the room was just awakening from a deep, restful sleep.  
 
    The speaker had told them to look at their watch to verify that they had been asleep for forty-five minutes. “What you have just experienced is mass hypnosis on a small scale,” he’d said, smiling. 
 
    Mecca’s passion was born. 
 
    As her fascination with hypnosis grew, so did her determination to become a psychiatrist. She devoured every book ever written about hypnosis. She found that she could hypnotize a subject quickly, with or without their cooperation. 
 
    The American Medical Association had allowed doctors to use hypnosis since the early 1950s. Mecca studied mass hypnosis and was fascinated by the thought of controlling hundreds of people with the technique. 
 
    She became convinced that the 1978 mass suicide of 909 members of the Peoples Temple in Jonestown, Guyana, had been the result of mass hypnosis perpetrated on his followers by Jim Jones. 
 
    An avowed Communist, Jones had been a leader in the Democratic Party in California, where he was appointed Chairman of the San Francisco Housing Authority Commission as a reward for the important role he played in the mayoral election victory of George Moscone.  
 
     First Lady Rosalynn Carter personally had met with Jones on multiple occasions and corresponded with him about Cuba. She’d spoken with him at the grand opening of the San Francisco Democratic Party Headquarters, where Jones received louder applause than she did. 
 
    Jones had enjoyed the protection of his Democratic Party friends in high places until the IRS began looking into his Peoples Temple. To get away from the media scrutiny and the IRS investigation, he’d moved his followers to Guyana and established Jonestown. 
 
    His drug addiction and indulgence in sex with young girls in his congregation had caused the unraveling of his self-proclaimed deity. 
 
    In November 1978, US Congressman Leo Ryan had butted heads with the local Democratic establishment and the Carter administration’s State Department in order to investigate allegations of human rights abuses of US citizens in Jonestown. Ryan’s delegation had included relatives of Temple members, an NBC news crew, and reporters for various newspapers.  
 
    Ryan’s visit to Jonestown had been cut short when a Temple member attacked Ryan with a knife. Congressman Ryan and his people quickly left, taking fifteen Peoples Temple members, who had asked to leave, with them. Jones did not attempt to prevent their departure. 
 
    As Ryan’s delegation had boarded planes to depart, they’d been gunned down by Temple members 
 
     The next morning, the Guyanese army had cut through the jungle to Jonestown. They’d discovered 909 inhabitants dead from ingesting poisoned Kool-Aid. The individuals had died in what was declared a “mass suicide/murder ritual.” 
 
    ## 
 
    At Harvard, Mecca had set the psychiatric world on fire and made history when she gave the last speech of the commencement ceremony. She’d hypnotized everyone in the room: graduates, faculty, staff, parents, relatives—all 3,000 of them.  
 
    In an experiment prearranged through the research department, small cups of grape Kool-Aid had been passed out to everyone in the hall. At Mecca’s suggestion, everyone had downed the Kool-Aid. Mecca had then told her audience that when she blew a whistle, they would be fully awake, and the graduates were to leave the auditorium as practiced and then others could follow. She’d suggested that no one involved with her experiment would ever sue anyone associated with it. “Remember to put the cups in the trash cans on your way out, and tell your friends what an awesome speaker I am,” she’d said, unable to resist adding the last statement just for the fun of it. 
 
    She’d blown the whistle, and the procession had moved out as practiced, with proud parents following to find their graduates. 
 
    Every single cup had been placed in the trash receptacles, and there had never been a single complaint from anyone about being hypnotized. Mecca was still plagued with phone calls from every imaginable source wanting her to give speeches. 
 
    Mecca had gotten the attention of every psychiatric research facility in the world and the unwanted attention of the United States government. Mecca had made them drink the Kool-Aid. 
 
    The phone ringing yanked Mecca back to the present. It was Teagan. 
 
    “How does your calendar look for Friday?” Teagan asked. 
 
    “Great,” Mecca replied. “I have one patient, but I can reschedule her.” 
 
    “Good, bring your appetite. I’ll cook, and the three of us can discuss our patient. Nikki has already pulled x-rays, so you can get some idea of the physical trauma the woman has experienced.” Teagan added, “I want you to evaluate her, and then you can give us some idea of the mental trauma we’re battling.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca walked her last patient out of the office. “Someone is holding for you,” Julie said, nodding toward the phone.  
 
    Julie had been her secretary from day one, and Mecca knew she was largely responsible for the smooth way her office ran. 
 
    “Were you able to reschedule Mrs. Lewis?” Mecca asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “Monday at three,” Julie answered as Mecca closed the door. 
 
    “Dr. Storm,” she said when she picked up the receiver. 
 
    “The information you requested is in your apartment,” the familiar voice said. 
 
    “Why don’t we go over it together?” Mecca tried to engage her informant. “I suspect you know more about the situation than I.” 
 
    “No, I am really puzzled over this one,” the voice replied. “But your clients are your business.” 
 
    “Please talk to me a moment.” Mecca wanted a commitment to stay on the phone. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Who are you?” she whispered. 
 
    To her surprise, she received an answer. “A flunky in the police department. I’m just an information source for you. Good night, Dr. Storm.” 
 
    The voice mystified Mecca. She didn’t know if she was speaking with a man or a woman. One thing she did know was that the voice always stressed the “t” in words like little or kitten. The “t” was heavily enunciated.  
 
    Mecca got home late from the office to find the results of the polygraph had been slipped under her door as promised. She locked the door behind her, set her briefcase and purse on the entry hall table, and bent down to pick up the envelope. The hallway light cast a shadow under her door, and she paused for a second. The shadow hesitated, and then it was gone. 
 
    Mecca laid the envelope on her bed as she slipped into something more comfortable. Her sheepskin slippers felt good after wearing heels all day. She carried the envelope to the kitchen and let it sit unopened as she made a chicken salad sandwich. She curled up on her sofa, eyeing the envelope as she ate her dinner. 
 
    She looked around her apartment. It was spartan compared to her sister’s apartment. She considered it a place to sleep and eat. She hadn’t put forth much effort to decorate it. 
 
    She knew she was putting off opening the envelope because she was afraid of what she might find. She wanted Tom Reynolds to be innocent, but she knew that might not be the case. 
 
    She studied the polygraph results. It appeared Tom was telling the truth. He had no knowledge of what had happened to his family. If Tom didn’t know, then where were they? 
 
    Before going to bed, Mecca located her Presbyterian Hospital nametag and packed her white Johns Hopkins-issued coat. 
 
    ## 
 
    “The Storm sisters,” Kadence Pride said, grabbing her chest as if feigning a heart attack. “It would make me the happiest woman in the world if one of you would marry me.” She laughed. 
 
    Mecca greeted her friend with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “How is the world’s most gorgeous surgeon?”  
 
    “Better, now that you’re here. To what do we owe the honor?” 
 
    “Collaborating,” Teagan answered. “Remember the Jane Doe that came in last week? Mecca is helping me with her.” 
 
    “Good luck.” Kadence shook her head. “She really took a beating, poor thing. Dr. Marcus had to remove her spleen, and she had multiple cracked ribs. He had to stop the internal hemorrhaging before he could turn her over to your gifted sister. Honestly, Teagan, I didn’t think she would live through the brain surgery.”  
 
    “She’s coming out of her coma,” Teagan said, “but she is completely uncommunicative. I’m hoping Mecca can help her.” 
 
    “You know where I am if you need me,” Kadence said, grinning mischievously, “for anything at all.” 
 
    Kadence had been their self-appointed protector in college. Although the truth was, they had carried her home from many parties and put her to bed. Fortunately, she had outgrown her wild ways. She was an outstanding plastic surgeon. She jokingly referred to herself as the doctor to the stars and royalty. 
 
    The elevator stopped on the trauma floor, and the two sisters picked up Jane Doe’s chart. She’d had a quiet night, with no change in her condition. 
 
    Mecca watched as Teagan checked her patient. Jane Doe was bandaged from the top of her head to her hips. Both arms were incased in casts. 
 
    A few minutes later, Dr. Nikki Davis joined them. 
 
    “Not a very pretty sight,” Dr. Davis said as she side-hugged Mecca and gently touched Teagan’s arm. “She’ll be okay. There is nothing the two of you can’t fix.” 
 
    “Who would do such a thing to another human being?” Teagan closed her eyes to block out the bloody mess Jane Doe had been in the emergency room. 
 
    Nikki caught Teagan’s hand and held it as if willing her strength. “A year from now Jane Doe will be completely healed, and we will be discussing her case over dinner for years to come.” 
 
    “Any luck with missing persons matching a name with our patient?” Mecca watched the motionless body for any sign of movement. 
 
    “Not yet,” Nikki said. “We got the news stations to run a description of her from what we have. Brunette, close-cropped hair, 5’3”, and 125 pounds. A pretty general description.” 
 
    Nikki let go of Teagan’s hand. “How about a cup of coffee before we make our rounds?” 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho watched the three head for the doctor’s lounge and decided Mecca was safe in the hospital. She stepped inside Jane Doe’s room. The woman was sleeping peacefully. She also wondered how someone could beat a woman that badly. She was certain that whoever did it was sure she was dead. 
 
    She stepped back into the hall and saw a man at the nurses’ station. The bulge beneath his jacket caught her eye immediately. Jericho walked away from the room, listening to the footsteps of the man behind her. When she was certain he had entered Jane Doe’s room, she turned around and quickly stepped inside too. 
 
    The man had placed a pillow over the helpless woman’s face. He was aware of Jericho’s presence for only a few seconds before his neck was snapped. 
 
    Jericho called her contact at the police department, and within minutes, two uniformed police officers appeared to carry away the body of the assassin. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca and Teagan were surprised by the flurry of excitement around Jane Doe’s room and the two police officers standing guard at her door. 
 
    “Someone tried to kill Jane Doe,” the head nurse said as she rushed to Teagan. “The police took him away.” 
 
    “If he tried to kill her, he must know who she is,” Teagan said to one of the officers. “Where is he? I must speak with him.” 
 
    “His neck was broken when he was apprehended,” the officer replied. 
 
    “I need to speak to the officer in charge,” Mecca said. “Who is handling the case?” 
 
    “Mecca, we are in the middle of something very dangerous,” Teagan cautioned her sister. “Apparently our news coverage last night caught the attention of Jane Doe’s assailant, who came back to finish the job.” 
 
    “Thank goodness he was prevented from doing that,” Nikki said as she strode toward them and put a protective arm around Teagan “Are you okay? I came as soon as I heard the news.” 
 
    “I’m going to get some water,” Mecca said. She had a feeling the body of the assailant was probably in the hospital morgue, and she wanted to see his face. 
 
    ## 
 
    “I need to see the man who was just bought in.” Mecca flashed her identification as she spoke to the morgue attendant.  
 
     “Go through those double doors. He’s against the far back wall on the green gurney, waiting for the ME’s office to pick him up,” the intern said, pointing to the back of the long room.  
 
    Mecca stared at the killer’s face for a long time. She etched every detail of it into her memory, and then she took a picture with her cell phone. 
 
    Suddenly, a hand went over her mouth, and a strong arm encircled her, holding her so tight that she couldn’t move or make a sound. A hard body pressed against her back as she was dragged behind a row of file cabinets. She struggled in vain. 
 
    “Please, be still,” Jericho whispered. 
 
    She knew the cadence of that voice. She knew she was safe. She let herself collapse against her captor and moaned softly. The person was tall and muscular but smelled faintly of expensive feminine perfume.  
 
    Mecca gasped. “You’re a woman!”  
 
    Mecca breathed in the scent of her, the feel of her. She finally had a person to go with the voice. She tried to turn to face her but was held tightly from behind. 
 
    The double doors leading to the loading area flew open, and three armed men rushed to the hit man’s body. One hulking brute threw the corpse over his shoulder, and in less than sixty seconds they disappeared through the same doors they’d entered. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Jericho said. “Jane Doe is a danger to you. Hide her. Don’t let anyone know you’re involved with her. 
 
    “Tell your sister to have her moved to the most secure room in the hospital. Don’t give anyone information on her. Don’t let any information get out that connects your sister or you to her. Guards will be posted at her door 24-7.” 
 
    The woman’s lips were so close to Mecca’s ear that she could feel her warm breath, but her words seemed far away. She struggled to comprehend what the woman was saying, but her mind was caught up in the sheer strength of her. Mecca tried again to turn to see her, but Jericho gave her a shove forward and was gone. 
 
    “Did you find what you needed?” the intern said, walking toward her. 
 
    “No, no,” she stammered, “there’s no body here.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The three doctors were silent during the cab ride to Teagan’s apartment. Each of them went over the events of the day in their mind, trying to make some sense of what had happened. 
 
    Inside the apartment, they all began to talk at once. Nikki poured wine and sat out hors d’oeuvres while Teagan preheated the oven.  
 
    The table had been set that morning before Nikki and Teagan left for the hospital. All they needed was thirty minutes for the casserole to heat. 
 
    Mecca sat down in an overstuffed armchair and kicked off her shoes. “I don’t know what to make of this,” she said softly. “I looked at the assassin. His neck was broken. He didn’t appear to put up a struggle. He was an Arab. Who broke his neck?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Teagan frowned. “It all happened so fast. Thank heavens someone was there and realized he was trying to kill her. I had Jane Doe moved to the room in front of the nurses’ station on the ninth floor, and, of course, the police guard is there.” 
 
    Mecca wondered if her faceless friend had been the one to save Jane Doe. Hopefully she would have the opportunity to ask her. 
 
    “Someone knows who our Jane Doe is,” Teagan said. She lowered herself slowly onto the sofa and leaned comfortably against Nikki, whose arm encircled her shoulders protectively and pulled her close. 
 
    Teagan and Nikki had been together since college and had leaned on each other through the grueling years of med school and residency. Nikki was obviously as much in love with Teagan as ever, and the feeling was mutual. Sometimes Mecca wished she had someone like Nikki to lean on. 
 
    After dinner, they scrutinized Jane Doe’s x-rays. With the information as a base, Nikki used a computer program to reconstruct Jane Doe’s face.  
 
    “Unfortunately, there’s so much damage to her cheekbones and facial structure that it’s difficult to determine exactly how she may have looked,” Nikki said. “I’ve run several options to provide the police.” 
 
    “But you can make her beautiful,” Teagan said. 
 
    Nikki smiled. “Yes, but it will be a long, hard road requiring several surgeries. I have enlisted Kadence’s help. She’s the finest plastic surgeon in the world, bar none.” 
 
    “For now, let’s keep everything to ourselves,” Mecca said. “There are people out there who want Jane Doe dead. 
 
    I wonder if she’ll ever know how lucky she is that you two were on duty when she came into the hospital.” Mecca poured herself another glass of wine. 
 
    “And that she has the world’s foremost psychiatrist to take care of her psyche,” Teagan said, grinning. “I’m glad you decided to spend the night. You know, safety in numbers and all that.” 
 
    ## 
 
    After midnight, Jericho reclined her seat, trying to get comfortable. She hated it when Mecca spent the night somewhere. It always meant a sleepless night in the car for her. No matter how she tried to arrange her six-foot frame, she was cramped. 
 
    As the first rays of daylight hit her windshield, a taxi pulled in front of Teagan’s apartment building, and the three doctors got in. Jericho started her vehicle and followed the cab to the hospital. 
 
    ## 
 
    The first stop for all three doctors was Jane Doe’s room. Nikki visited with the head nurse. There had been no change in Jane. Just like the day before, she had regained consciousness several times, only to slip back into a deep sleep. 
 
    Since it was Saturday, the two surgeons decided to make rounds and check on their patients before heading home. They invited Mecca to spend the day with them, but she asked for a raincheck. She could tell by the way Teagan kept flirting with Nikki that the two wanted some time alone. 
 
    After examining Jane Doe, Mecca knew she would not be able to reach the woman in her present state, so she opted to head home too.  
 
    ## 
 
    After Jericho watched Mecca safely enter her building, she parked and went up to her apartment. She was glad Mecca had gone home. She was exhausted. As she unlocked the door to her apartment, her cell phone vibrated. She looked at the caller ID. It was Mecca. Jericho knew she was safely in the apartment above her. She decided not to answer her phone. She didn’t trust herself at that moment. 
 
    Jericho’s sleep was fitful at first, as the scent of Mecca and the feeling of her back pulled tightly against her kept flitting in and out of her dreams. In her dreams, she turned Mecca to face her and kissed her slowly and gently, feeling the softness of her.  
 
    Jericho awoke to the sound of the shower above her room. Great idea. She would shower with her.  
 
    As she toweled off and slipped her favorite Henley shirt over her head, Jericho could hear Mecca blow-drying her hair. She decided to watch TV in her panties, so she wouldn’t have to decide on slacks or jeans, just comfort. 
 
    Jericho was putting cream in her coffee when she heard Mecca’s door close and the bell of the elevator. 
 
    Doesn’t that woman ever rest? She frantically pulled on a pair of slacks and stepped into her loafers. She slipped into the holster harness and pulled on a sweater to cover it as she ran for the elevator. 
 
    Jericho rushed out the building’s front door, but there was no sign of Mecca. Paul pointed to the local pub down the street. She walked the block slowly, regaining her composure and waiting for a group of tourists to enter. She blended in with them and made her way to an inconspicuous table in the dimly lit far corner. She had learned early in her career not to enter a room alone. Her physical appearance drew eyes to her when she walked through a door alone. Tall, slender, and stunning, she had to work hard to be obscure. 
 
    Jericho quickly located Mecca sitting in a booth with Dr. Kadence Pride. She was surprised to find that she was upset to see her with Pride.  
 
    ## 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re free for lunch on a Saturday,” Kadence said as she signaled a waitress and ordered drinks. 
 
    Mecca smiled. “I often am.”  
 
    “Then please give me an opportunity to remedy that,” Kadence said, smiling back.  
 
    “It’s by choice,” Mecca said, determined to cool Kadence down. “I’m afraid I’m a workaholic and often bring my work home with me.” 
 
    “Believe me, I understand. So, how’s Teagan’s patient?” 
 
    “She’ll recover, but it will be a long ordeal,” Mecca replied. 
 
    Kadence raised her glass, and the two toasted. “Here’s to long ordeals and even longer friendships.” 
 
    ##  
 
    Jericho watched as the two friends reminisced for the next three hours. Her growling stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten in thirty-six hours, so she ordered the pub’s signature meal. Two young women at the bar sent over a free drink, but she politely declined it. She never drank on duty, which meant she rarely had a chance to have a drink. 
 
    Jericho finished her steak and paid her check as Kadence and Mecca strolled from the restaurant. 
 
    She watched from across the street as Kadence walked her home. They stood for a long time in front of Mecca’s building. Jericho held her breath. “Please don’t invite her up,” she whispered. Kadence bent down and kissed Mecca on the cheek, and the doorman ushered Mecca into the building. Kadence walked back and forth in front of the building for a minute, as if trying to decide if she would be welcomed inside. She must have decided against ringing Mecca, because she hailed a taxi and slid inside. 
 
    Jericho entered her apartment quietly, listening for sounds of Mecca above. When Mecca stepped onto her terrace, Jericho did the same, and, unknown to the woman above her, they shared a beautiful view of the Hudson River.  
 
    Jericho’s phone vibrated in her pocket, making her jump. She moved into her apartment. She didn’t want to take the chance that her voice might reach Mecca from her terrace. 
 
    She pushed the button that connected her to Mecca and held her breath. She had as many questions for her charge as Mecca had for her. Knowing too much could be dangerous for both. 
 
    “I tried to call you earlier today,” Mecca said softly. “I wanted to thank you for saving Jane Doe’s life.” She closed her eyes and relived the feel of the woman who had saved her in the morgue. She could still smell her perfume. 
 
    “I just notified the authorities,” Jericho said, the lie sliding easily off her tongue. 
 
    “Who broke the assassin’s neck?”  
 
    “I didn’t know his neck was broken,” Jericho said. 
 
    “Will you give me any information you can find out about him?” Mecca continued. “Do you have any way to find out who Jane Doe is?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Jericho replied. 
 
    “Don’t go all woman-of-few-words on me now,” Mecca chided her. “I think we may be in over our heads, and I’m concerned about my sister and Nikki. 
 
    “How did you happen to be in the hospital just in time to save Jane Doe?” she continued. “And why didn’t you let me see your face? Why all the cloak-and-dagger action?” 
 
    ## 
 
    The line went dead. Mecca looked at her phone as if it had betrayed her. She hated when the woman hung up on her. She dialed her number again, but she knew she wouldn’t answer. 
 
    ## 
 
    During the weeks that followed, Mecca kept busy with her patients. The press seemed to tire of Tom Reynolds and his missing family, and the politicians had moved on to discrediting the next potential presidential candidate. Although Tom had not withdrawn from the race, pundits were certain of his campaign’s demise. The movers and shakers in his party were quickly distancing themselves from Tom. The police still considered him a person of interest.  
 
    Jane Doe was still drifting in and out of consciousness. It was almost as if she couldn’t face waking up.  
 
    ## 
 
    “So, the big affair at the United Nations is tonight,” Julie said, handing Mecca the invitation she had received the week before. “Are you going with Dr. Pride?” 
 
    “Yes, Kadence wants to rub shoulders with potential donors for the hospital. I swear she is a one-woman fundraising committee. She has single-handedly raised more than one third of the research foundation’s funding this year.” 
 
    “The fact that she’s eye candy doesn’t hurt either,” Julie said with a wink. “You know she’s crazy about you.” 
 
    “We’ve been friends for too many years to be anything else.” Mecca shrugged. “I have to admit it’s nice to have someone like Kadence on my arm when necessary. Of course, I do the same thing for her.” 
 
    Julie feigned shock. “Oh great, you’re her wingman.” 
 
    “Uh-huh and she’s mine.” Mecca smiled. “Well, home to dress for the festivities.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho had stepped out of the shower and was scowling at her evening gown when she heard Mecca’s hair dryer. Mecca had apparently come home early to get ready for the reception at the UN. Most of the members of the Eurozone were in New York for a financial summit. After President Lockleer’s seven years of destruction in America, the US dollar was at an all-time low. European leaders were depending on the next American president to help stabilize the world financial market. 
 
    Jericho was sure Lockleer would be at the reception, bowing and kissing up to world leaders. She thought of the president with great distain. She hoped America would survive his poor leadership. 
 
    The vibration of her phone interrupted her thoughts. It was Mecca. She answered gruffly. 
 
    “I just wondered if you had found out anything about the assassin.” Mecca’s voice was almost breathless. 
 
    “Nothing yet”—another lie—“but I’ll let you know as soon as I have something. How is Jane Doe?” 
 
    As soon as the question left her lips, she wished she could get it back. She knew she should not engage Mecca in conversation. She also knew the beautiful doctor was in danger, but she wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “She’s better,” Mecca answered tentatively. “I hope to be able to work with her next week.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Jericho said. She knew she should hang up, but couldn’t. She wanted to hear Mecca’s voice just a few minutes longer. “Are you home for the night?” 
 
    “I wish.” Mecca laughed. “I’m afraid I have to spend the evening in the most boring way imaginable, attending a stuffy reception. Want to join me?” 
 
    “No, but thanks for asking,” she said with a chuckle before hanging up. 
 
    Jericho was delighted that she had elicited a laugh from Mecca. She was also pleased that she would be at the UN reception, not as Mecca’s escort, but as her invisible protector. 
 
    Jericho arrived at the reception a little ahead of Mecca and Kadence. She wanted to make certain the German credentials her agency had sent worked smoothly; as always, they did. She felt a twinge of jealousy as Kadence walked into the ballroom with Mecca on her arm. God, she is beautiful, she thought. 
 
    The two made their way around the room, visiting with dignitaries and politicians. 
 
    A new band took the stage, and salsa music filled the ballroom. The younger partygoers stepped onto the floor, and the older dealmakers moved aside.  
 
    Jericho watched as Kadence nodded to a man who led Mecca to the center of the dance floor. A beautiful Spanish woman grabbed Jericho’s hand and dragged her onto the dance floor. Suddenly, her back collided with another dancer. 
 
    Mecca must have recognized Jericho’s perfume as soon as their bodies touched. Catching hold of her arm, Mecca stepped in front of her. “It’s you!” 
 
    Jericho looked at her blankly and then said in perfect German, “I am sorry. I do not speak English.” That should kill the conversation, she thought smugly. 
 
    Mecca looked embarrassed. The harsh, guttural language was obviously not what she had expected. “I am so sorry,” she replied in flawless German. “I thought you were someone else. I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m afraid I ruined your dance.” Mecca looked around for Jericho’s partner, but she had moved on to another dancer. 
 
    “Where are my manners?” she said with a smile. “I’m Mecca Storm, New Yorker.” 
 
    “I’m Isa Friedman, economic attaché,” Jericho said. “I’m attached to the German embassy.” 
 
    “Friedman; peacemaker.” Mecca cocked her head to one side and studied Isa’s blue eyes and magnificent mane of blonde hair. “Are you a peacemaker, Miss Friedman?” 
 
    Before Jericho could reply, Kadence appeared at their side. “Mecca, there you are. I have to meet with someone for about thirty minutes. Will you be okay?” 
 
    “Of course. Kadence, I’d like you to meet Isa Friedman. She’s with the German embassy.” Mecca was still speaking German. 
 
    Kadence shook Jericho’s hand. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “She doesn’t speak English,” Mecca informed her friend. 
 
    “Would you just keep an eye on my friend?” Kadence said, her German impeccable too. “I have to attend to something quickly. I’ll be right back, Mecca.” 
 
    Kadence disappeared as the band started another dance number. 
 
    “Would you like to dance?” Jericho asked as Mecca looked up at her. For the first time, she realized Mecca had the deepest blue eyes she’d ever seen. They reminded her of blue ice, except for the hint of laughter that made them mesmerizing. 
 
    Jericho took Mecca’s hand and led her onto the dance floor. Thanks to the agency’s insistence that she be able to fit in anywhere, in any situation, Jericho was an accomplished dancer. Although she had complained loudly during her lessons, she did find pleasure in dancing. 
 
    Jericho enjoyed Mecca’s look of surprise as she deftly led her around the dance floor. Fortunately, salsa dancing was not conducive to conversation. The song ended, and Jericho prepared to make her exit, but Mecca caught her hand as the band began playing a slow number. 
 
    Everything in her screamed she should not hold Mecca Storm in her arms, but when has good sense ever overcome desire? More than anything, she wanted to hold her. 
 
    “How long have you been in New York?”  
 
    “No English,” Jericho said with a shake of her head, and Mecca repeated her question in German. 
 
    “Six weeks. I’ll be going home at the end of the month.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca stopped talking and enjoyed the pleasure of following a strong dancer. Jericho held her tight, her hand at the small of Mecca’s back forcing her to follow every move her body made. Most of Mecca’s partners tended to let her lead. She knew no one would ever lead Isa Friedman. 
 
    “Perhaps I can show you around our fair city,” Mecca offered as they made their way to one of the tables on the far side of the dance floor. 
 
    “I would very much like that.” Jericho smiled. “May I get you something to drink?” 
 
    Mecca watched her as she walked away. She was the right height and weight. She had imagined her as dark, but she was blonde. Her German had no American accent. That confused her. If she could get her alone, she would know for sure. She had no qualms about using her abilities to find out the truth when needed. 
 
    ## 
 
    When Jericho returned with their drinks, Kadence was sitting at the table, laughing with Mecca. “With the commitment I just received from the chairman of Toyota, I believe we have enough money for the new wing.” Kadence almost giggled. She was as giddy as a little girl who had just received a new puppy. 
 
    Mecca hugged her arm. “Kadence, you are amazing. I don’t know of anyone as dedicated as you.” 
 
    “With Lockleer in the White House it has certainly been difficult to get corporate America to open their checkbooks,” Kadence commented. “It’s hard to get anyone to let go of a dollar. No one knows what will happen next, so everyone is hanging onto their money. 
 
    “The Japanese are still furious with him for the phony recall he made right after his election. Everyone knew it was just to pay off the automobile unions for their campaign support. 
 
    “It only took the administration two years to admit they could find no fault with the automobiles on which they forced the recall.” 
 
    Jericho set the drinks down on the table and took a chair next to Mecca, who stood and excused herself. “I’ll be right back,” she said. “Don’t go away.” 
 
    “Your wife is very beautiful,” Jericho said, trying to gauge the depth of Kadence’s feelings for Mecca. 
 
    “Oh, I wish.” Kadence watched Mecca walk away. “We’ve been friends for many years. College, med school, and residency. I’m afraid I was quite a hell-raiser. Mecca and her sister washed the vomit off me after frat parties too many times to consider me marriage material.” 
 
    Jericho was relieved when Mecca reappeared. She never liked to let the brunette out of her sight, especially at a gathering of politicians. She watched her walk toward them and was surprised to see the president engage her in conversation. He leaned down and spoke into her ear, and it was obvious Mecca didn’t like what he was saying. True hatred flashed across her face and then was gone. Turning to face him, Mecca placed her hand on the president’s forearm. He seemed to freeze midsentence. She spoke several words to him and then removed her hand from his arm. She walked away while he was still trying to talk to her. Jericho had no idea that her influence reached presidents.                
 
    Mecca rejoined them, sitting close to Kadence. She placed her hand on Kadence’s arm, drawing her full attention. It was like watching a snake charmer.  
 
    “Kadence, I’m so proud of you,” Mecca said softly. “I don’t know what our profession would do without dedicated women like you.”  
 
    Jericho watched closely, fascinated by the way Mecca had Kadence under her control. She spoke in English, still unaware that Jericho could understand her. “I know you need to stay and visit with others,” Mecca said. “I’m ready to leave, and Isa has offered to see me home if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Kadence looked at Jericho as if seeing her for the first time. “Miss Friedman, I need to visit with some other people, would it be possible for you to see Mecca home?” 
 
    Jericho shrugged. “No English.” 
 
    Kadence repeated her question in German, and Jericho smiled and nodded. Kadence hugged Mecca. “I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know if I still have the Midas touch.” She headed for the bar. 
 
    “Would you like to go somewhere quiet?” Mecca suggested in German. “There’s a little German pub not far from here. I think you’ll like it.” 
 
    “I would like that very much,” Jericho said. 
 
    As they walked, Mecca looped her arm through Jericho’s and asked her about her home. Fortunately, Jericho had been stationed in Germany for three years and was well versed in the history and culture of the country. 
 
    “I spent two years in Germany working with one of your top research scientists,” Mecca said. 
 
    “You’re a scientist?” Jericho steered the conversation toward her. She had no idea about Germany’s top research scientists. 
 
    Mecca laughed. “Oh, no.”  
 
    Jericho saw German writing heralding the location of “America’s best German pub.” Mecca was right. The pub was quiet and intimate. They slid into a booth and ordered a drink. 
 
    “Have you eaten?” Jericho asked. She knew Mecca hadn’t, and she was starving. They ordered the pub’s specialty and began the process of getting to know one another. It didn’t take her long to realize that Mecca was very private, great at small talk, but not one to share important details.  
 
    “I couldn’t help noticing your encounter with the president,” Jericho said, watching her face for a reaction. “He seemed to be bothering you.” 
 
    “Oh no, he wasn’t bothering me,” Mecca said. “I just don’t like anyone who works to destroy my country. He and I have nothing in common. I certainly didn’t want him touching me. But enough about me. I want to hear about you.” 
 
    Mecca placed her hand on Jericho’s, leaned across the table, and looked into her eyes. Mecca’s eyes held Jericho’s as she spoke in the same even, soothing voice she had used on Kadence. Jericho knew she could get lost in those blue eyes. The light in them was captivating. Mecca was hypnotizing her. Fortunately, Jericho was not susceptible to hypnosis. Whether it was the small metal plate in her head or the mind techniques she had often used to ease the terror in Afghanistan, there was no way anyone would ever hypnotize Jericho Parker. Nevertheless, it would be good to let Mecca think she was under her power. She sat without moving and let her body relax. 
 
    “Do you like America?” Mecca said in English, testing Jericho’s claim to speak only German. 
 
    She didn’t answer, and Mecca repeated the question in German. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you have my phone number?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Were you at the hospital when Jane Doe was attacked?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She removed her hand from Jericho’s arm and said, “It’s late. I should be getting home.” 
 
    Jericho signaled the waitress for the check. “I’ll see you home.” 
 
    “No need. I’ll catch a cab.” Mecca stood. “It was nice to meet you, Isa. I hope you enjoy our city.” She walked out the door before the server returned with Jericho’s credit card. 
 
    Jericho had the driver drop her a couple of blocks from her apartment building. She didn’t want to run the risk of encountering Mecca. As she entered her apartment, her phone began to vibrate. 
 
    “Hello?” She answered in her sleepiest voice, and Mecca hung up. 
 
    Jericho knew she’d dodged a bullet. She was pleased with how she had handled the situation. She was sure Mecca would not connect Isa Friedman with her. She made a mental note to keep as much distance between herself and Mecca Storm as possible. She could hear Mecca pacing the floor above her. The usually calm and collected doctor was angry. Mecca called Jericho again. 
 
    “Who are you?” she demanded. 
 
    “Listen, lady,” Jericho said using her sleepiest, most annoyed-sounding voice, “it’s after midnight. My job description doesn’t include taking late-night calls from drunk, spoiled rich girls. Sleep it off.” She hung up. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho unlocked her desk and took out Mecca’s file. She had read it from cover to cover but could find no reason the government would spend millions to protect the brilliant doctor. Protect her from what?  
 
    From what she had witnessed, Mecca was quite capable of taking care of herself. Jericho perused Mecca’s photos for the millionth time. None of them had prepared her for those incredible eyes. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca went onto her terrace. She loved New York, the city that never sleeps. How appropriate. She loved the Hudson River, the Statue of Liberty, Times Square, Central Park, and St. Patrick’s Cathedral. She had dedicated her life to preserving the America in which she grew up. She wondered what her unknown friend had dedicated her life to. Law enforcement, perhaps? She had certainly been a wealth of information over the past five years, but she didn’t understand why she hadn’t been allowed to meet her, know her. Why she insisted on keeping her distance from her. 
 
    Mecca was irritated that she had called her a spoiled rich girl. She wondered if that was what she thought of her or if she was just trying to create a rift between them. 
 
    Now that she knew what her informant looked like, maybe she would be able to find her. She was far more attractive than Mecca had expected. She involuntarily shuddered, recalling the woman’s hand on the small of her back. She tried to push the thought of being in her arms from her mind. She was positive Isa Friedman was a phony name. She wondered about the blonde’s real name. 
 
    Foolish woman! She honestly thought I believed I’d hypnotized her. For the first time in her life, Mecca had encountered someone she couldn’t hypnotize, and it made her more curious than ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7  
 
      
 
    The sound of Mecca’s hair dryer woke Jericho at 6:00 a.m. It was Sunday, and she was getting ready for church. A staunch Catholic, Mecca never missed Sunday morning Mass. Of course, she had to go to the nine o’clock service. Jericho wished that she would opt for a later time, but that never happened. 
 
    Jericho showered and dressed quickly. When she was initially assigned to Mecca, she hadn’t considered herself a religious woman and had resented sitting in Saint Patrick’s every Sunday morning. After five years, she found she looked forward to the time spent reflecting on God and truly believed she answered to a higher power. She rationalized the “thou shalt not kill” commandment with the fact that she was protecting her country and religious freedom.  
 
    Jericho allowed plenty of time for Mecca to settle in a pew before sliding into the first seat on the back row. She was always the last to arrive and the first to leave. She quickly surveyed the people around her. Mecca’s sister and the doctors Davis and Pride made a handsome foursome.  
 
    As the music began, she bowed her head.  
 
    She wished the priests heard confessions on Sunday but knew she would have to come back during the week to seek absolution for her thoughts and dreams of Mecca Storm. 
 
    ## 
 
    As every head bowed, the priest blessed the sacraments. Mecca turned to scan the audience. Isa was there, in the first seat on the last row. She whirled back around so Isa wouldn’t know she had spotted her. 
 
    After church, Mecca and her party walked to a nearby restaurant. They had been served before she finally located Isa in the restaurant. She was sitting across the room from them, but she had an unobstructed view of her. Again, Mecca was careful to hide that she was aware of her. 
 
    ## 
 
    Over the next few weeks, Mecca realized that the blonde was always with her, like an invisible shadow. Most of the time she had to work at finding her in the crowd, but she was always there. Sometimes her long blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail and tucked through the back of her cap. Other times it was scrunched and hanging loose in a wild wave of glory. 
 
    Mecca knew the blonde’s help came with Mecca’s agreement to work for the government, and she had always been a reliable information source. But she’d had no idea the woman kept her under constant surveillance. For the first time, Mecca wondered if she had made a pact with the devil. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca’s sessions with Jane Doe had yielded very little information. The woman was withdrawn and afraid of her own shadow. Mecca’s heart went out to her. One part of her wanted to rush Jane’s therapy to find out who she was. The other part of her knew she had to take things slowly and gain the woman’s trust. 
 
    Kadence had been a tremendous help to her. She visited Jane every day and spent most of her free time reading to her or just watching TV with her. They worked hard to create a safe and comfortable environment for their patient. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Kadence, I’m taking off Jane Doe’s dressing this morning,” Nikki said to the plastic surgeon. “You want to check her progress?” 
 
    “Yes, definitely.” Kadence smiled. “I’m anxious to see your handiwork. She was a mess the last time I saw her.” 
 
    Their patient was sitting up and eating lunch when they arrived. “Good afternoon, Jane,” Nikki said to her. “How are you this fine Monday?” 
 
    “Good,” Jane said softly. 
 
    “We’re going to remove your bandages today.” Nikki pulled a chair to Jane’s bedside. “You’ve met Dr. Kadence Pride. She’ll be doing your plastic surgery.” 
 
    A woman entered the room and took Jane’s empty plate and tray. Jane pushed the tray table aside and exhaled sharply. “I’m ready when you are.”  
 
    “Oh, excellent angles,” Dr. Pride said with a smile. “Nikki, you’re a master. And I love these high cheekbones and the beautiful, clean jawlines.”  
 
    Both physicians leaned back in their chairs and studied Jane. “She will be beautiful,” Kadence smiled. “Just beautiful.” 
 
    “The rest of the swelling should be gone completely in a couple of weeks,” Nikki said. “You can do your magic on her then if you think she’s ready.” 
 
    “Umm,” Kadence hummed as she continued to design the woman’s face in her mind. “Yes, love, you will be glorious.” 
 
    “I will leave her in your capable hands,” Nikki said. “I’ll check on you later, Jane.” 
 
    “May I see my face?” Jane asked tentatively. 
 
    Kadence nodded. “You may, but keep in mind it is a mess. There are scars, and your nose is broken. Dr. Davis had to reconstruct your face completely. You will look nothing like you did.” 
 
    Jane shrugged. “I have no idea how I looked, so I won’t be disappointed.” 
 
    She stood and walked to the mirror on the dressing counter in her room. She gasped at the sight that greeted her. “I’m a monster,” she hissed. 
 
    “No.” Kadence placed her hands on Jane’s frail shoulders. “You look like a beautiful, clean canvass to me.” 
 
    Tears ran down Jane’s cheeks and fell onto her ample bosom. Kadence was glad she wouldn’t have to perform any surgery there. Jane’s breasts were perfect. 
 
    For the next two weeks, Kadence spent every spare minute with Jane Doe. She wanted to get to know as much as possible about her personality, what made her laugh, and what upset her. 
 
    As Jane regained her strength, Kadence took her for long walks through the hospital. She showed her the departments that made her proud.  
 
    “Would you like to dine outside the hospital?” Kadence asked Jane just before lunch. 
 
    “I . . . I’m surprised you would want to be seen with such a hideous creature.” Jane ducked her head. 
 
    “I only see the woman you will become.” Kadence laughed. “Please, give me some credit for what I can accomplish.” 
 
    Jane shook her head. “I’ll just stay inside, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    “What if I do mind?” Kadence said. “What if I would like to go to a nice place for lunch and would like you to go with me?” 
 
    Jane wrestled with her question but not for long. “Then I would say that I’ll be delighted to dine with you, Dr. Pride.” A hint of a smile crossed her lips. 
 
    Kadence was glad those lips weren’t damaged. They were lovely. Full and beautifully shaped, they would be the centerpiece around which she would sculpt her masterpiece. 
 
    ## 
 
    Kadence knew exactly where she wanted to take Jane Doe. It was a quiet little restaurant that served excellent food. The ambience was perfect, and the service was exceptional. 
 
    Kadence pulled out Jane’s chair and easily slid it in as the woman took her seat. She could tell by the way Jane gracefully handled the maneuver that she was accustomed to men pulling out chairs for her. Muscle memory, she thought. 
 
    After they ordered, Jane looked around the restaurant. “This is enchanting,” she said. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    “Dr. Pride, why don’t you tell me about yourself?” Jane smiled. “Obviously, I can’t tell you about myself.” 
 
    “You already know all there is to know about me,” Kadence said. “I’m a doctor. I’m single, never been married. I live in an apartment here and love to go boating.” 
 
    “Are you a player?” Jane asked. “You’re extremely attractive. I can’t believe some woman hasn’t snapped you up.” 
 
    Kadence laughed. “No, I’m not a skirt chaser. I outgrew that in med school. I’ve simply never found the right woman. I don’t want to bore you to death with trivial prattle.” 
 
    “I’m enjoying it,” Jane said. 
 
    “How are you doing? Mentally, I mean.” She took Jane’s hands in hers. “It must be maddening.” 
 
    Jane shrugged. “It is, but what can I do?” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Yes, can we give me a name besides Jane Doe?” Her dark eyes sparkled. “Jane sounds like something from a first-grade primer. You know . . . Look, Jane. See Spot run.” 
 
    “You remember first-grade primers?” 
 
    “Like I remember the color blue.” She frowned thoughtfully. “Some things are ingrained in us.” 
 
    “What name would you like?” Kadence said. 
 
    “I’ve given it a lot of thought. I think I like Faith. Jane Doe sounds like a victim, Dr. Pride, and I have faith in you. Yes, Faith is a good name.” 
 
    “Faith it is then.” Kadence smiled. “Are you enjoying being out of the hospital, Faith?” 
 
    “Very much,” she said. 
 
    “Would you like to walk in the park after lunch?” 
 
    “Yes. That would be nice, Dr. Pride.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Kadence made a point to take Faith to lunch for the rest of the week. On Friday, she noticed the woman was a bit apprehensive. 
 
    She waited until the server poured their coffee then placed her hand over Faith’s. “You seem uneasy,” she said. 
 
    “I have my first real session with Dr. Storm this afternoon,” Faith said, looking down at their hands. “I guess I’m a little nervous.” 
 
    “Don’t be. Dr. Storm is good people. You’ll like her.” 
 
    “Do you know her well?” Faith asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve known her since high school and went to college with Dr. Storm and her sister, Teagan.” Kadence tilted her head, trying to imagine Faith with Mecca’s good looks. It would be easy to accomplish. 
 
    “You’re lucky to have her,” she added. “You’re lucky you landed in the emergency room when Nikki and Teagan were on duty. They made you their top priority. So, of course Mecca and I did too.” 
 
    “They let me watch you work this morning,” Faith said shyly. “You are amazing.” 
 
    Kadence held up her hands. “I promise you will be in good hands.”  
 
    She watched Jane—Faith—as she ate. She had been through so much. She had gained a little weight and filled out a dress nicely.  
 
    Her hair was thick and dark brown, almost black. There were still some blonde tips where the bleach job had not grown off. Kadence couldn’t wait to get her a stylish haircut. 
 
    “You might want to have several sessions with Dr. Storm before I work my magic,” Kadence suggested. “She might help you remember who you are, what you looked like before. . .” She trailed off. She hadn’t intended to bring up Faith’s beating. 
 
    “Before someone took a baseball bat to me?” Faith frowned. “Except for this”—she motioned toward her face—“I am healed and want to get on with my new life. I want to do the surgery Monday.” 
 
    “I might give you a face you don’t like once your memories return,” Kadence said. 
 
    “I doubt that.”  
 
    “My prerequisite for plastic surgery is that my patients see a psychiatrist,” Kadence continued. “If they’re lucky, they get to see Mecca.”  
 
    “I guess I’m one of the lucky ones,” Faith scoffed. 
 
    As they took their usual walk through the park, Faith stopped to watch a young man win a chess match.  
 
    “Do you play?” the young man asked her as his opponent walked away. He didn’t seem to notice her scars. 
 
    “I think I do.” A deep frown creased her forehead. 
 
    “Well, show me what you’ve got, pretty lady.” He beamed at her as he placed the chess pieces on the board. 
 
    Kadence leaned against a tree to watch. She was prepared for a long wait. To her amazement and the man’s, Faith beat him in ten moves. 
 
    “I do think you know how to play,” the young man said with a chuckle. “Damn, you’re good. I mean, lady, I’m the state chess champion. How about a rematch?” 
 
    Faith laughed. “I really must go. I have an appointment. But thank you so much. You have no idea how happy you’ve made me.” 
 
    “Look at you!” Kadence caught Faith’s hand and held it. “You’re a brilliant chess player.” 
 
    “I just knew how to do it,” Faith said proudly.  
 
    “Things are already beginning to come back to you,” Kadence said. “Mecca will be thrilled. How would you feel about going to dinner with me after your session with her? We can discuss your progress.” 
 
    “Would that be okay?” Faith asked, looking up at her through long dark lashes. “I mean, wouldn’t the hospital frown on you dating your patient?” 
 
    “Oh! Not a date,” Kadence whispered, her free hand flying to her chest. “A consultation.” 
 
    Faith laughed at her antics. It was a soft, sensuous laugh. “I would like a consultation, Dr. Pride.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    
Jericho watched Mecca’s office from the same booth in the same coffee shop she had occupied for the past five years.  
 
    Some days, when the boredom overcame her, she would walk up and down the street. She was thankful for the workout room in her apartment. She shuddered to think how much she would weigh if she didn’t work out three hours a day.  
 
    Jericho’s days were monotonous. She awoke at four and worked out until seven. She showered, drank a protein shake, and went out the door before Mecca left her apartment. 
 
    Today Mecca was leaving her office early. As her taxi pulled away from the curb, Jericho pulled from the parking garage. Mecca was wearing her white doctor’s coat. That meant they were going to the hospital. She hoped she wasn’t spending the night away from home. Jericho hated that. 
 
    ## 
 
    Kadence met Mecca at the top of the escalators. “Good afternoon, love,” she said, grinning as she hugged her. “I need a favor.” 
 
    Mecca laughed at her friend. The twinkle in her eye told her she was about to ask for help—something Kadence Pride rarely did.  
 
    She shoved a Bloomingdale’s sack into her hand. “Please give this to Faith. Don’t tell her it’s from me. Tell her you thought she might like to wear something besides hospital clothes.”  
 
    “That should lift her spirits too,” Mecca noted. 
 
    Mecca smiled when she noticed the name on Jane Doe’s door had been changed to Faith Doe. She wondered if Faith was the woman’s real name. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Faith. How are you feeling today?” Mecca placed the large shopping bag on the hospital bed. 
 
    “I’m doing well. Thank you for asking.” Faith eyed the bag. “What’s that? 
 
    “We thought you might be tired of wearing hospital clothes,” Mecca said as she began removing things from the bag: a great pair of designer jeans and a beautiful pullover top; a lovely dress, suitable for the theatre or church; and two boxes of shoes—heels and loafers. Hmm, she thought. Kadence has exceptional taste. 
 
    Faith approached the items slowly, almost as if she were afraid they would be yanked away from her. Tears slipped down her cheeks, and she kept her lips pressed tight to keep from sobbing. 
 
    Mecca handed her a tissue. “I hope the sizes are right.” 
 
    “They’re perfect.” Faith held the dress up to her. “Just perfect.” 
 
    Mecca thought she detected a slight southern accent in Faith’s words. 
 
    Faith put away the new clothes as Mecca made herself at home in one of the uncomfortable hospital chairs.  
 
    “Tell me how things are going.”  
 
    “Good,” Faith said. “Dr. Pride has let me get out of the hospital several times this week. I played chess with a young man in the park.” 
 
    “You remembered how to play chess?” Mecca raised a perfectly arched brow. 
 
    “Yes. And I won.” Faith laughed. 
 
    “Have you had any feelings of déjà vu or flashbacks?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “No, but I know you,” Faith almost whispered. “You made them drink the Kool-Aid.” 
 
    Mecca drew back from the woman. “How do you know that?”  
 
    “I . . . I don’t know. I just do. Perhaps I overheard someone in the hospital talking about you.” 
 
    “I understand Dr. Pride is going to be working with you.” Mecca wanted to know how the woman felt about the upcoming surgery. She had already been through so many. 
 
    “Yes.” Faith smiled shyly. “I’m scheduled for Monday.” 
 
    “Does it bother you that you will have someone else’s face when Dr. Pride finishes? That you won’t look like you did?” 
 
    “No,” Faith answered honestly. “I have no idea how I looked. I’m a little excited. Anything is better than this.” 
 
    “Have you given any thought to how you want to look?” 
 
    Faith frowned, as if the idea hadn’t occurred to her. “No, I will just trust Dr. Pride. 
 
    “How did you come up with the name Faith?” 
 
    “There are several Jane Does around here.” Faith bowed her head. “I just wanted something different. Dr. Pride said it was okay. It is okay, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Of course.” Mecca smiled. 
 
    ## 
 
    Faith took her time dressing for her outing with Dr. Pride. Kadence would be surprised to see her in something other than hospital clothes. “Come in,” Faith responded to the soft knock on her door. 
 
    “Oh my, Faith!” Kadence murmured. “You look marvelous. I love that dress.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She blushed at the praise. “Dr. Storm gave it to me . . . and the heels too.” 
 
    Kadence let her eyes travel the length of Faith, from her head to her feet. Just as she knew they would, the heels made her legs look even longer and shapelier. 
 
    “Dr. Storm has excellent taste,” she said with a grin as she held out her hand to Faith. “Shall we?” 
 
    They discussed Faith’s session with Mecca and Kadence’s day at the hospital as they rode in the cab to the restaurant. 
 
    The hostess recognized Kadence and led them to a table at the back of the room, away from the more boisterous diners. 
 
    “You’re off all meds now,” Kadence said. “Would you like a glass of wine?” 
 
    Faith nodded, and Kadence ordered for them. 
 
    “I still don’t know much about Dr. Kadence Pride,” Faith said as she sipped her wine. “From the faint accent, I’m assuming you weren’t raised in the US.” 
 
    Kadence grinned. “Not much to tell. Aussie accent. My parents moved here when I was ten. As far back as I can remember, I’ve wanted to be a doctor. Fortunately, the top ten medical schools in the world are in the US.” 
 
    “Do your parents live in New York City?” Faith asked. 
 
    “No, they’ve retired to a small farm outside Albany. They’re close friends with Mecca and Teagan’s parents. Sometime the four of them join us here for a musical or some event they want to attend.” 
 
    They stopped talking long enough to order. Then Faith asked about her siblings. 
 
    “Three brothers and one sister.” Kadence beamed. “They’re great. You’ll love them.” 
 
    They sat in silence as each mentally debated Kadence’s statement. 
 
    “Tell me about them.”  
 
    “Kaela, my sister, is the baby of the family. She graduates from John Hopkins this year and already has several offers from research laboratories. 
 
    “She’s a tough little cuss. Struggling to be heard above four older siblings makes one very aggressive and independent.” Kadence laughed. “Yeah, definitely scrappy. I’m the oldest and then Caleb.” 
 
    They talked the rest of the night about Kadence’s family. Caleb owned the farm next to their parents. Josh was an attorney in DC, and Allen worked for the State Department. “I just realized that all of us are single,” Kadence added. 
 
    Faith asked about her hobbies and interests. Kadence couldn’t remember when she had talked so much. Faith wished she could share the same details about herself. 
 
    It was Faith’s first time out among the crowd. Kadence was pleased that the boisterous hubbub of the Friday night diners wasn’t bothering her. 
 
    Sometimes, patients who had suffered Faith’s level of trauma were disturbed by crowds. They were prone to anxiety attacks. Whoever she was, Faith Doe was an incredibly strong woman. 
 
    When the evening ended, Kadence walked Faith to her room. “Here we are,” she said. “I thoroughly enjoyed consulting with you.” 
 
    Faith bowed her head shyly. “And I with you, Dr. Pride.” 
 
    “Faith, I . . . you look beautiful tonight.” 
 
    Faith tiptoed to kiss her on the cheek before slipping inside her room, closing the door behind her. 
 
    ## 
 
    As she removed her makeup, Faith Doe studied her face in the mirror. Dr. Davis had done a spectacular job of rebuilding her face. She had seen the before and after MRIs and photos. Her face still looked like a bad Halloween mask, but she had every faith Dr. Pride would fix that. 
 
    She no longer felt terrified and alone. Kadence Pride had made her feel almost human. 
 
    She hoped Dr. Storm could help her regain her memory. The doctors assured her that there was no physical reason for her memory loss. She wondered if this was her mind’s way of protecting her from some horror too devastating to remember. 
 
    She dressed for bed and wandered over to the window that overlooked a small park area. To her surprise, Kadence was sitting on one of the benches. Faith wondered what she was thinking. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Good, you’ve finished breakfast,” Kadence said with a smile as she strode into the room behind the woman collecting food trays. 
 
    Faith couldn’t hide her delight at seeing her. “You’re one dedicated doctor,” she said. “Do you always come to the hospital on Saturdays?” 
 
    “No, never,” Kadence said truthfully. 
 
    “I must be special.” Damn. I’m flirting with her, Faith thought. 
 
    “No doubt about that. I brought you some things to look at, to help you decide what you want to look like.” 
 
    Faith smiled. “Do you have a dream woman, Doctor?” Her smile always twisted the scar that ran the width of her cheek. 
 
    “Of course,” Kadence quipped. “Everyone does.” 
 
    “Then make me look like your dream woman, please.” 
 
    “Okay. I can do that. Don’t you want to know who my dream woman is?” 
 
    “No, I trust you.” She smiled again. “You have exceptional taste.” 
 
    “How do you know that?”  
 
    “From the clothes you bought me.”  
 
    Kadence blushed slightly. “I’m going to make my rounds as long as I’m here. Why don’t you get dressed, and we’ll catch a matinee somewhere?” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Faith declared. “More consultation?” 
 
    Kadence chuckled. “Of course.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Tom Reynolds sat silently at his desk. He had another session with Dr. Storm after lunch. He was glad she had agreed to see him on a Saturday. Although she had helped him cope with the disappearance of his family, she hadn’t stopped the aching loneliness he felt every time he returned home. 
 
    He smiled as his mind’s eye watched his blonde daughters run to hug him at the end of the day. Mariam greeted him with the customary kiss and beverage of the season, her blonde hair hanging loosely around her shoulders. 
 
    He would be the first to admit that he was a workaholic. He often felt guilty about the way he neglected his family to handle America’s business. In the grand scheme of things, he truly loved his wife and daughters. 
 
    Daniel Devon was still calling for his arrest and circling the wagons around the Devon fortune. Tom didn’t want the Devon billions. He just wanted his family back. 
 
    ## 
 
    Tom took the back entrance to Dr. Storm’s office. He was immediately ushered into the psychiatrist’s inner suite. 
 
    “Tom, it’s good to see you.” Reynolds briefly wondered if that little pinpoint of light in Dr. Storm’s blue eyes could cut glass. 
 
    He nodded and sat down in the chair in front of her desk. 
 
    “Let’s move to the sofa today,” Mecca said. “If you’re agreeable, I would like to try hypnosis with you.” 
 
    Tom frowned. “I’d rather not.” 
 
    Mecca sat down in the chair facing the sofa. “That’s fine. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. Please sit.” She motioned toward the sofa. 
 
    “Something interesting happened to me today,” she said, her voice like honey and silk—smooth and relaxing. “I took a walk in the park. It’s a beautiful spring day. I’m so relaxed. The sound of the birds drove everything from my mind, and I found myself very sleepy. My eyelids began to get heavy. Why don’t you lie down on the sofa? It’s so soft.” 
 
    Mecca smiled slightly as Tom Reynolds reclined on the couch.  
 
    “Tom, can you take me back to July third of this year?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve had meetings all day.” He jerked as if something had surprised him. “I’m trying to clear my calendar, so I can take off next week.” 
 
    “Did one meeting in particular disturb you?” 
 
    “Yes. Imam Ali threatened me. He said if I didn’t change my stance on allowing Arabs into America, he couldn’t be responsible for what might happen to my family and me.” 
 
    “Do you think he is responsible for what happened to your family?” 
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you notify the authorities?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “If I do, he’ll accuse me of lying, and I’ll be labeled a racist. That would effectively destroy my bid for the presidency, if this mess hasn’t already.” 
 
    “Tom, did you have anything to do with your family’s disappearance?”  
 
    “No!” 
 
    “When you are president, Tom, I want you to always allow me free access to your office. If I request a meeting with you, you must arrange it immediately.” 
 
    ## 
 
    After Tom left, Mecca made a phone call. “I don’t understand why you sent me Tom Reynolds. He knows nothing about his family’s disappearance. He’s quite distraught.” 
 
    “He has no idea who took them?” the person asked. 
 
    “None whatsoever.”  
 
    “There’s a reception at the White House next Friday. A courier will bring you an invitation tomorrow. Bring a date. 
 
    “See if you can find out anything about Mariam Reynolds and her daughters. I need to know what has happened to them.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” she said. 
 
    “Mecca this is of the utmost importance. Our nation needs Tom Reynolds as president. It is imperative we clear his name as soon as possible.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Dr. Kadence Pride took a quick look at herself as she passed her mirror. At 5’8” she was an imposing figure. Her thick blonde hair framed a gorgeous face, complete with laughing gray eyes and a cleft chin. Few things daunted Kadence, but she was a little nervous about Faith’s upcoming surgery. 
 
    She never allowed herself to get close to a patient. It simply wasn’t ethical. But Faith had been so alone, a petite woman who was determined to live a normal life. It didn’t seem to faze her that her life was beginning in her thirties. 
 
    Kadence double-checked to make certain her jacket looked good with the slacks and blouse she had selected. She hoped Faith would enjoy the musical comedy she was taking her to tonight. 
 
    ## 
 
    “That was wonderful,” Faith said, laughing as she clung to Kadence’s arm. She didn’t want to be separated from her in the crowd exiting the theatre. 
 
    Kadence agreed. “How about dessert and coffee at Ellen’s?” 
 
    “That sounds delightful,” Faith said. Her long dark hair fell across one side of her face, covering the worst of the scars. 
 
    Kadence smiled. “You truly are beautiful, inside and out.” 
 
    Faith hugged Kadence’s arm to her and shyly ducked her head.  
 
    ## 
 
    “What does your day look like tomorrow?” Faith asked as she stirred cream into her coffee. 
 
    “I only have one surgery scheduled,” Kadence said. “I’ve reserved the entire day for that one patient.” 
 
    “Must be someone important to you.”  
 
    “You have no idea,” she said softly. 
 
    “Dr. Pride, I—” 
 
    “Please call me Kadence. I think we know each other well enough to be on a first-name basis.” 
 
    “Kadence,”—Faith breathed her name as if it were a prayer—“I want you to know that I appreciate everything you’ve done for me . . . getting me out of the hospital, taking me to the theatre and to dinner. You’ve been wonderful. I . . . I thank you.” 
 
    “It has truly been my pleasure.” Kadence placed her hand on Faith’s. “I enjoy your company. Who else would let me spend the entire evening talking about myself?” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    Kadence put a protective arm around Faith’s shoulders as they left Ellen’s Stardust Diner. The usual Saturday night partiers lined the sidewalk. She hailed a taxi and opened the door for Faith. On the way to the hospital they laughed and talked about the crowds of people filling the New York sidewalks. 
 
    ## 
 
    “This is almost like dating in college,” Kadence said as she walked Faith to her room. “Take out the girl then walk her back to the dorm and say goodnight.” 
 
    “So, this is a date?” Faith smiled, as she turned to face her. 
 
    “Consultation,” Kadence whispered. Faith stirred something deep inside her. Before she rationalized her actions, she leaned down and kissed Faith’s soft, full lips. 
 
    Faith slipped her arms around Kadence’s neck and pressed against her. Strong arms encircled Faith’s small waist as she enthusiastically kissed her back. 
 
    “Ahem. It’s about time you brought my patient home,” Dr. Teagan Storm said as she rounded the corner. 
 
    Kadence blushed and stepped back from Faith. “I’ll see you in the morning,” she whispered. 
 
    “You should wipe off her lipstick,” Teagan said, grinning at her friend. 
 
    ## 
 
    Alone in her room, Faith tried to make sense of her feelings for Kadence Pride. Feelings she knew were wrong. She had no idea who she was. She knew she was a mother. The doctors had informed her she had given birth. That meant she probably had a husband somewhere. 
 
    Her feelings were simply deep appreciation for all Dr. Pride had done for her. She tried to convince herself, but the feel of Kadence’s lips on hers was a pleasant memory. 
 
    ## 
 
    The surgery was a complete success. Kadence had taken six hours to sculpt Faith’s face. She was very careful to minimize trauma to limit bruising and swelling. She kept Faith sedated for twenty-four hours to keep her as comfortable as possible.  
 
    When Nikki and Teagan tiptoed into the room, Kadence was asleep in a hospital chair, her head resting on Faith’s bed. Teagan raised a knowing brow at Nikki, who only smiled and nodded. The two left the room. 
 
    The first thing Faith was aware of was the hand holding hers. She lay still for a long time, enjoying the firm grip of the young doctor.  
 
    She took a mental survey of her pain, which was minimal. She wondered how long she’d been out. She moved her head slightly and realized there was a small drain tube behind each ear. Kadence had explained the entire procedure to her. She knew the tubes were to drain off excess blood and fluids. 
 
    Bulky bandages covered her entire face. 
 
    Kadence stirred beside her, and Faith briefly wondered what it would be like to wake up beside Kadence every morning. 
 
    Kadence smiled as she lifted her head and looked into Faith’s eyes. “Don’t try to talk. Just squeeze my hand twice for no and once for yes. Are you okay?” 
 
    She squeezed her hand once. 
 
    “Are you in any pain?” 
 
    She squeezed her hand twice. 
 
    Kadence beamed. “It’s Tuesday evening,” she informed her. “A little over thirty hours since your surgery. I’m going to remove your bandages and apply antibiotic ointment to your incisions. 
 
    “You haven’t had any drainage in the last six hours, so I’m going to remove the drain tubes. I’ll replace your bandages. 
 
    “Friday morning, I’ll remove your bandages and replace them with an elasticized facial sling. I will remove the stitches on Monday. 
 
    “Here we go!” She smiled at Faith as she began to unwrap the bandages.  
 
    “Very nice,” Kadence murmured as she unveiled her. “Oh, very, very nice. I think you’re my masterpiece, Faith.” 
 
    ## 
 
    At Faith’s request, Kadence had covered all the mirrors. She didn’t want to look at her face until the bruising and swelling had disappeared. The truth was, she wanted to put off knowing how she looked. She was scared. 
 
    Kadence had been wonderful, only leaving her to shower and change clothes. She had not scheduled patients for three weeks, so she could devote herself to caring for Faith. She wanted to make certain Faith was perfect. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca had cleared her calendar so she could leave Thursday. She’d visit the hospital Wednesday to see how Faith was doing. She also wanted to ask Kadence to accompany her to the White House reception. It would give her a date and Kadence an opportunity to network. Kadence had done work on most of the older senators and their wives, so she would be a popular addition to the reception. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Don’t you have other patients to attend?” Faith asked Kadence, hoping she would say no. 
 
    “I cleared my calendar so I could take care of you,” she said with a shy smile. “I have a reputation to maintain.” 
 
    “Do you give all your patients such personal treatment?” She knew she was making Kadence uncomfortable, but she was so cute when she squirmed. 
 
    The doctors Storm swept into Faith’s room before she could answer. “Oh, wow!” Mecca gasped. 
 
    “Ditto,” Teagan said, grinning. “Very nice, Kadence.” 
 
    “She’s nine days out of surgery, and there is very little swelling or bruising. What did you use on her, a Jell-O scalpel?” Mecca hugged her friend and then continued to examine Faith’s face. “She’s gorgeous.” 
 
    Teagan looked around the room. “Still have all the mirrors covered, I see.” 
 
    “Yes,” Faith said. “I want to be completely healed before I look at my face. I want to see what I will look like for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “You seem to be in great spirits,” Mecca said. “When do the stitches come out?” 
 
    “Right now.” Kadence brandished the sterile package containing her surgical scissors.  
 
    She carefully cleaned and sterilized the stitches and the skin around them. “This might sting a bit,” she warned Faith. 
 
    She removed the stitches, cleaned the area one more time, and covered the incisions with sterile tape. 
 
     “There,” she said, smiling at her beautiful patient. “Now you only look as if you cut yourself shaving.” 
 
    Everyone laughed. They chatted for a few minutes more, until the intercom interrupted them. 
 
    “Dr. Teagan Storm, report to the nurse’s desk please,” the voice said. 
 
    “Gotta run. Call me when you get back from DC.” Teagan hugged her sister and left the room. 
 
    “You’re going to DC?” Kadence asked. “When?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Mecca said. “I have to attend a reception at the White House on Friday evening. I was hoping you could go with me. I need a date.” 
 
    Kadence didn’t miss the look of pure terror that crossed Faith’s face. 
 
    “Any other time, I would love to,” Kadence said, “but I need to be here right now.” 
 
    Mecca nodded and hugged her friend. “Another time.” 
 
    Faith watched Dr. Storm leave her room. She didn’t know what had made her stomach turn over, the thought of Kadence leaving her alone or the thought of Kadence spending the night in DC with Mecca Storm. 
 
    “You should go with her,” she said half-heartedly. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Kadence laughed. “You aren’t getting rid of me that easily. I want to stay with you.” 
 
    Faith repeated her words in her mind: I want to stay with you. Somehow, those words were extremely comforting. 
 
    “Where is that book we were reading last night? Must be Murder, right? I’m dying to know the ending.” Kadence pulled her chair close to Faith and started reading.  
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho double-checked to make certain she had a hotel room next to Mecca while she was in DC. She felt uneasy about protecting her in the belly of the beast.  
 
    Mecca had gone straight home from the hospital. Jericho’s stomach reminded her that the protein shake had disappeared long ago. Once she was confident Mecca was secure in her apartment, she walked to McGill’s Grill down the block and ordered her usual. 
 
    The server had just placed a Dr. Pepper in front of her when Mecca stormed in. Without hesitation, she marched to Jericho’s table and sat down.  
 
    “I’ll have whatever she’s having,” she told the waitress as she passed her. 
 
    “How are you doing, Miss Friedman?” She smirked as she looked Jericho in the eye. “Don’t give me that German rubbish. I know English is your native language.” 
 
    Jericho looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. She didn’t respond. She’d learned a long time ago that one learned more from listening than talking. She could see the anger in her eyes. Mecca Storm wasn’t a woman one could ignore. She wasn’t going away.  
 
    “I know you follow me everywhere I go,” Mecca continued. She pulled out her cellphone and tapped something listed in her Favorites. Jericho’s phone began to ring and vibrate. 
 
    “You should answer that.” A half smile curved Mecca’s lovely lips. “It might be me!” 
 
    Jericho pulled her phone from her pocket and silenced it. She sat quietly watching Mecca. 
 
    “Look,” Mecca said, “I have to go to DC tomorrow. We both know you’ll be following me, so why don’t we travel together? I need a date for a reception at the White House. My guess is that you already have the necessary invitation.” 
 
    Mecca watched as a faint smile played around Jericho’s lips. She is truly gorgeous, Mecca thought. She didn’t want to admit it, but the woman made her feel safe. 
 
    “What’s your real name?” she asked.  
 
    Jericho sipped her cold drink and slightly raised her eyebrow. She wondered what her boss would say if she found out Mecca Storm had challenged her. She weighed the dangers of talking to the psychiatrist against the pleasure of having a conversation with her. She decided talking with her would be worth any reprimand she might receive. 
 
    “I’m your invisible protector,” she said. 
 
    Mecca jumped back as if she had slapped her. 
 
    “Protector?” She bit her lower lip as she processed the information. “Why would I need a protector?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Jericho said truthfully. “You seem quite capable of taking care of yourself.” 
 
    “For whom do you work?” she whispered. 
 
    “I am not at liberty to say.”  
 
    “General Carson?” Mecca asked. 
 
    Jericho cocked her head slowly, as if contemplating her question. It was a movement she used to stall. 
 
    Mecca’s blue eyes blazed. They reminded Jericho of the frozen blue icebergs she’d seen beneath the water in Alaska. The dark blue pupils looked as if they could cut the heart out of a woman. She wondered what it would be like to make love to her staring into those eyes. 
 
    Tired of playing games, Mecca stood suddenly and left. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho pulled her black Escalade in front of the apartments, nodded to Paul as he opened the door, and went to Mecca Storm’s room. She had heard her call a cab, which Jericho quickly cancelled. 
 
    Mecca’s eyes widened when she opened the door. Miss . . . whatever your name is, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I came to carry down your luggage.”  
 
    Mecca eyed her wryly.  
 
    “You did ask me to accompany you to DC,” Jericho reminded her. 
 
    Mecca gestured toward the sofa. “There’s my hanging bag and suitcase. Let me get my purse and makeup bag.” 
 
    Mecca followed Jericho into the hallway and locked her apartment. She was surprised when Jericho placed her luggage in the back of her vehicle. “I called a cab,” she said. 
 
    “I cancelled it,” Jericho said, grinning mischievously. She opened the door for Mecca to get into the SUV. 
 
    She’s very disconcerting, Mecca thought, but incredibly attractive. 
 
    They had driven in silence for several minutes when Mecca realized they weren’t going toward the airport. 
 
    “This isn’t the way to the airport,” she said uneasily. 
 
    “I figured we would drive and get to know one another,” she said. “My name is Jericho Parker.” 
 
    “Jericho Parker? You were on the Special Ops team that rescued Senator Cross and her wife when ISIS was holding them hostage.” 
 
    “I was.” She smiled, pleased that Mecca had heard of her. “That was over five years ago. I’m surprised you know about that.” 
 
    “I was read-in on the operation.” Mecca shrugged. “My handler thought I might be needed if your team failed. Fortunately, you succeeded and saved me from an unpleasant assignment, Miss Parker.” 
 
    “Please, call me Jericho. After all, I am taking you to the prom.” 
 
    Mecca suppressed the smile that threatened to light her lovely face. “You may call me Dr. Storm.” 
 
    “Seriously?” she huffed. “Dr. Storm.” 
 
    “Obviously, you’ve been following me since that assassin tried to kill Jane Doe,” Mecca said. 
 
    Jericho nodded. “I was assigned to protect you.” 
 
    “Protect me from what?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know.”  
 
    Jericho merged with the traffic on the New Jersey Turnpike. “Have you eaten breakfast?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why don’t we stop at Cracker Barrel? It’s a couple of exits ahead.” 
 
    “That sounds great,” Mecca said. 
 
    ##  
 
    They made small talk and ate breakfast then continued their trip. 
 
    “You have always been my contact,” Mecca reasoned. “How long have you been my . . . um, bodyguard?” 
 
    “How long have you been an asset?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “Five years,” Mecca said softly. 
 
    “There you go.” 
 
    “You’ve been protecting me for five years?” Mecca’s expression reflected her disbelief. “I can’t believe I’m just now aware of you.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t been in danger because of Jane Doe, you still wouldn’t be aware of me,” she explained. 
 
    “Who is Jane Doe?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “I’m not certain. Someone with resources wants her dead, and I can’t risk you being collateral damage.” 
 
    “You saved her in the hospital, didn’t you?” Mecca studied her profile. Her features were breathtaking: finely chiseled nose and chin, blonde hair that swept across her forehead, and full, sensuous lips. Mecca had always liked kissing women with full lips. 
 
    “Yes,” Jericho said. 
 
    “Are you like a 007 agent or something?” Mecca scowled. “Do you have clearance to kill?” 
 
    “Sorry, that is British and fiction. In America we are authorized to use deadly force if circumstances warrant. If you’re in any danger, I am authorized to protect you, even if that means using deadly force. Does that answer your questions?” 
 
    Mecca glanced sideways at Jericho. Dear Lord, she is gorgeous. She pushed thoughts of holding her from her mind and stared ahead. 
 
    “I’ve told you I’m guarding you 24-7,” Jericho said. “Now you tell me why.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “I mean what makes you so important that the United States government requires an agent with my advanced skills to guard you night and day?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Mecca said, not yet ready to share the details.  “I don’t know what your advanced skills are.” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. As soon as they find out you’ve identified me, I’ll be pulled from the duty and sent to Siberia or somewhere equally unappealing.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Mecca said. “Why can’t I know about you?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to be invisible to you and anyone who wishes you harm. I see them; they don’t see me.” Jericho grinned.  
 
    “It seems the closer you can get to me, the better you can protect me.” A smile crossed Mecca’s beautiful lips as she thought about waking up next to the blonde every morning. She chastised herself for the thought but reasoned that would make her much safer. 
 
    “My boss won’t see it that way.”  
 
    “How many people know about your assignment?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “Only my boss. How many people do you report to?”  
 
    “Only one,” Mecca said. “My boss is General Carson.” She watched Jericho closely for any sign the name might elicit from her. A slight smile and quick darting of the eyes confirmed what she already suspected. 
 
    “You report to her too,” she stated flatly. 
 
    Jericho nodded. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho sat quietly for a long time. General Abigail Carson was tough. Tougher than most of the men Jericho had encountered in the service.  
 
    A retired four-star general, Carson ran the operations of a Joint Task Force dedicated to protecting US citizens engaged in covert activities on the government’s behalf. Many of Carson’s medals and accommodations were the result of Jericho’s successes. 
 
    Jericho was a soldier, not a politician. She was more than content to let Carson accept the accolades from her covert activities. She was far more suited to the politics of being a general than Jericho. 
 
    General Carson had always called on Jericho when the assignment required a capable, dedicated soldier.  
 
    “Surely she would see the benefit of us working closely,” Mecca said, breaking the silence. 
 
    Jericho grimaced. “No, she’ll consider me compromised, too close to the subject.” 
 
    “She will be at the reception,” Mecca said. “We can talk to her, reason with her.” 
 
    “Monday morning I’ll be gone. Another will take my place. Even if you do identify her or him, don’t let on.” 
 
    “No! I want you!” If Mecca had been standing, she would have stomped her foot. Jericho grinned at the vision. 
 
    “By Monday morning I’ll have a new assignment, and you’ll get a new shadow. You still haven’t told me why you’re so important.”  
 
    “As I said, I’m not certain.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. You’re certain about everything. You just aren’t sharing that information with me.”  
 
    Mecca shrugged. “I believe we take the next exit.” Her tone told Jericho she was through with their discussion. 
 
    ## 
 
    As they followed the porter carrying their luggage to their rooms, Jericho suggested sightseeing.  
 
    “DC is beautiful, and I would love to stroll on the mall, but I’m not in the mood today,” Mecca said. “I think I’ll take a nice hot bath and rest for a little while. Where are you taking me for dinner?”  
 
    Jericho grinned, glad she’d been included in Mecca’s dinner plans. “It’s a surprise. Dress nice.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I know your room number?” Mecca asked as Jericho tipped the porter. “In case I need you.” 
 
    Jericho unlocked the door connecting their rooms. “I’m right next door,” she said with a smile. She entered her room, leaving the door between their rooms open, creating a large, two-bedroom suite. 
 
    “I’ll leave my door unlocked,” Jericho said. “If you need me, simply unlock your side of the door. I’ll be at your side instantly. I have special skills. I can demonstrate if you like. Dinner at seven.” 
 
    Mecca closed the door between their rooms and leaned back against it. She involuntarily clenched her thighs as she thought about Jericho Parker and her special skills. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho knocked on Mecca’s door at seven sharp. She was stunning in gray slacks, a pastel blue shirt, and a dark blue jacket with three-quarter-length sleeves. 
 
    She openly appraised Mecca, starting at her high heels, up her long, slender legs, across her flat stomach, resting a few seconds too long on the soft, ample cleavage before reaching the full, red lips and, finally, her glacier-blue eyes. Those eyes were haunting. Dark hair curling softly around her shoulders completed the picture. For Jericho, Mecca was the perfect woman. 
 
    ## 
 
    The restaurant was unfamiliar to Mecca. The décor and dimmed lighting created the perfect ambiance for a romantic evening. The dance floor to the left of the grand piano was inviting. 
 
    The maître d’ smiled admiringly at Mecca and led them to their table. The sommelier presented a bottle of wine for their inspection. 
 
    “Do you have a wine preference?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “I’m certain whatever you select will be excellent,” Mecca said. 
 
    Jericho ordered an expensive Bordeaux. “Please decant it,” she requested. 
 
     The sommelier bowed slightly. “An excellent selection, ma’am.” He quickly returned with the requested wine. 
 
    The sommelier poured a bit of wine in Jericho’s glass and waited for her approval. Jericho nodded, and the wine waiter poured the rich burgundy wine into Mecca’s glass. 
 
    After the sommelier departed the table, Jericho held up her glass to propose a toast. “May we share many evenings like this one.” 
 
    Mecca lightly tipped her glass to Jericho’s. “Yes, but I thought you were going to Siberia,” she said. 
 
    Dinner was exceptional, as was the wine. Mecca was impressed with the breadth and depth of Jericho’s knowledge and understanding of international issues and US politics. 
 
    Jericho leaned across the table. “Would you like to dance?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jericho took Mecca’s hand and led her to the dance floor. The singer ran her hands across the piano and began to sing “When I Fall in Love,” made popular in the nineties by Celine Dion. 
 
    They danced stiffly at first, but the ease with which Jericho moved Mecca around the dance floor relaxed the doctor, and she found herself melting into Jericho’s arms. If Mecca had to describe the blonde in one word, it would be sensual. She exuded strength, energy, and a passion for life.  
 
    For the duration of the dance, they didn’t have to contemplate the dangers they were facing. They were lost in the warmth and security of their embrace. 
 
    The song ended, and Jericho guided her back to their table, her hand on the small of Mecca’s back. 
 
    “Have you ever been in love, Jericho Parker?”  
 
    “No. What about you, Dr. Storm? Ever met anyone you couldn’t live without?” 
 
    “No. I’ve always been too involved in my work.” Mecca smiled slightly. “I’m afraid there’s no room in my life for a lover.” 
 
    “I would want to be more to you than a lover,” Jericho whispered, holding her gaze. “I would want to spend my life with you.” 
 
    The server placed their check on the table, breaking their moment in time. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Thank you for a lovely evening,” Mecca said, smiling up at Jericho as they stood outside her room. 
 
    Jericho knew she shouldn’t, but she bent down and kissed her. It started out as a chaste, gentle kiss, but Mecca found herself slipping her arms around Jericho’s neck and pressing the full length of her body hard against the blonde. Strong arms closed around Mecca and held her tightly as Jericho’s tongue moved hesitantly between her lips. Mecca’s tongue teased back as she sank deeper into Jericho, clinging to her. She had never clung to anyone in her life. She pushed Jericho away. “Goodnight, Captain Parker.” 
 
    Jericho stood alone in the hall, overcoming the urge to kick in Mecca’s door and— 
 
    The dinging of the elevator pushed away her amorous thoughts. She was certain she would not sleep tonight.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Mecca picked up her Kindle and tried to concentrate on the book she had started the week before. It was no use trying; she couldn’t get Jericho Parker out of her mind.  
 
    She gave in to her need to recall the way it felt in Jericho’s arms. She was powerful and solid. The feminine scent of her still lingered. She fought the urge to unlock the door between their rooms. She wondered how quickly Jericho could get to her. 
 
    Mecca wasn’t lying when she told Jericho she had no room for a lover in her life. She had always had more than her fair share of admirers, but her work occupied her mind night and day. Why can’t I call up that same enthusiasm for my chosen field right now? She couldn’t get the heat she’d felt in Jericho’s arms out of her mind. 
 
    She couldn’t stand it anymore. Throwing off the sheet and comforter, she slipped from her bed and took a cold shower. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho jumped as the lock on the door between their rooms clicked open. “Come in,” she called out when Mecca knocked. 
 
    Jericho had on jeans. She looked around for her shirt. Mecca had dressed for the day in a pair of blue-wash jeans. A red silk blouse was tucked in at her waist. Jericho couldn’t tear her eyes away from her. She wondered if Mecca had intentionally left the top two buttons unbuttoned to drive her crazy. One look into Mecca’s laughing eyes told Jericho it was intentional. 
 
    “Oh, you are evil, Dr. Storm.” 
 
    “I thought we could have breakfast in the hotel.” She flashed an innocent smile, but her haggard look told Jericho she hadn’t slept either. 
 
    “Give me just a minute,” she mumbled. “I can’t find my blouse.” 
 
    “Is it gray silk?” Mecca asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “It’s on the doorknob, here.” Mecca picked up the shirt and walked slowly toward Jericho. She stood in front of her, admiring every inch of her ample breasts and iron abs. “You’re in incredible shape, Captain” she said softly. 
 
    Mecca licked her lips, trying to moisten them. Her mouth and throat felt unbelievably dry. She closed her eyes and held out the shirt to Jericho.  
 
    Jericho wrapped her fingers around Mecca’s and pulled her into her arms. The shirt fell to the floor as Mecca slid her hands up Jericho’s firm body and gave in to the desire to kiss her. 
 
    Jericho’s kiss was gentle and easy. “Dr. Storm,” she whispered into Mecca’s mouth then searched for her tongue with hers. 
 
    Mecca could feel the passion rising in her. She pulled away before it was too late. She stepped back, holding Jericho at arm’s length. “Breakfast. Knock on my door when you’re ready.”  
 
    She closed the door between their rooms. 
 
    Jericho splashed cold water on her face. She had to get herself under control before she knocked on Mecca’s door. Watching her from a distance for the past five years had been difficult, but being close to her was downright painful. 
 
    ## 
 
    “They made small talk over breakfast, each hesitant to reveal too much about their jobs or association with General Carson. “If you were here alone,” Mecca asked, “what would you do to pass the day? Don’t say pick up a woman.” 
 
    Jericho laughed. She liked Mecca’s sense of humor. “I would go kayaking.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun. Let’s do that.” 
 
    Jericho looked at Mecca’s expensive heels. 
 
    “I have tennis shoes,” Mecca informed her. 
 
    Jericho grinned. “Okay. Let’s change shoes and go kayaking.” 
 
    ## 
 
    “A buddy is meeting us with a couple of kayaks at the Georgetown Boathouse just off Rock Creek Parkway,” Jericho explained as they pulled from the hotel parking garage. “Then he’ll meet us downstream and drive us back to the boathouse for my vehicle.” 
 
    To say Jericho was impressed with Mecca’s kayaking abilities would be an understatement. She was leisurely letting her kayak move with the flow of the river. Mecca had no problem staying beside her. Sometimes Jericho would grab Mecca’s kayak and pull it against hers so they could drift down the river and talk. She would steer. The Traverse kayaks were perfect for them. 
 
    They laughed and pointed out wildlife along the shore.  
 
    “I’m surprised at your kayaking skills,” Jericho said. “I mean, being a city girl and all.” 
 
    Mecca laughed. “We grew up on the Hudson. Teagan and I floated the river on everything from a sailboat to a huge log.” 
 
    Jericho inhaled the sweet, euphoric scent of her as she watched the wind move gently through Mecca’s long, dark tresses. She was a perfect storm. She leaned toward Mecca. To her pleasant surprise, Mecca met her halfway and kissed her as fervently as Jericho kissed her. 
 
    ## 
 
    “What time is the car coming for us?” Jericho called out as she slipped on her fitted after-five dress. 
 
    Mecca checked her watch. “In about fifteen minutes. Would you mind stepping in here and zipping me up?” 
 
    They left the door open between their rooms so they could talk as they dressed for the reception. 
 
    Mecca watched Jericho in the mirror as she entered the room. Mecca caught her breath. Jericho was breathtaking.  
 
    Mecca’s blue eyes darkened, and a slow smile spread across her face. She could get used to dressing with Jericho Parker. Or undressing, she thought. 
 
    Jericho’s warm fingers traced a line between Mecca’s shoulder blades and down to the zipper at the small of her back. She wore no bra. There was nothing to stop the burning line of fire Jericho drew down her back. She leaned down and kissed Mecca’s bare shoulder. 
 
    “You’re truly the most gorgeous creature I’ve ever seen,” Jericho whispered in her ear. The woman’s warm breath sent tremors through Mecca’s body. 
 
    ## 
 
    In the back seat of the limousine, Jericho held Mecca’s hand in her lap. “Are you nervous?” 
 
    Mecca frowned. “No, why would I be?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah. That’s right,” Jericho mumbled. “You’re fine. I’m the one who’s about to be sacked.” 
 
    “You are serious about that?” Mecca turned toward her. “They’ll reassign you?” 
 
    “I’m positive,” Jericho huffed. 
 
    “Don’t bet on your cards until they’re all dealt, Captain.” Mecca smirked and brushed her lips against Jericho’s. 
 
    ## 
 
    When they entered the room, General Carson and her husband, a pediatric surgeon, were mingling with the guests. They gradually made their way to Mecca and Jericho.  
 
    General Carson introduced her husband to the couple and raised a questioning eyebrow at Jericho.  
 
    “If you two will excuse me for a minute,” General Carson said, “I need to speak with Captain Parker.” 
 
    Dr. Carson began talking, but Mecca didn’t hear a word he was saying. All of her attention was focused on Jericho’s face. Her heart sank when she saw Jericho’s lips tighten and a shadow cross her face. Her gray eyes were almost black. She nodded to General Carson and walked stiffly back to Mecca.  
 
    “Dance,” she commanded, as she pulled Mecca toward the dance floor. 
 
    “What’s going on?”  
 
    “I just received my reassignment,” she hissed. 
 
    Mecca stiffened in her arms. “Is she sending you away?” 
 
    “Florida,” she grumbled.  
 
    Mecca stopped dancing and led Jericho back to the group where the Carson’s were visiting. 
 
    “May we speak with you, General?” Mecca smiled. The General cast a quick glance at her husband. 
 
    “Go ahead, dear,” Dr. Carson said. “I know enough people here. I can entertain myself. I need a refill anyway.” He headed toward the bar. 
 
    Mecca slipped her arm through the general’s and led her away from the partiers. She had the woman’s full attention. Jericho followed watching in amazement. 
 
    “General, you will leave Captain Jericho Parker as my constant bodyguard,” Mecca said. “Under no circumstances will you assign her anywhere else, unless I ask you to.” 
 
    Mecca removed her arm from the general’s. General Carson looked around with a confused expression on her face.  
 
    “Captain Parker just informed me of her reassignment,” Mecca said. 
 
    “Oh, that.” General Carson waved her hand. “I was just joking with her. She will remain your bodyguard for as long as you wish.” 
 
    Jericho raised her brows and smiled at Mecca. 
 
    “Now it’s time for you to take care of business, Mecca. The Imam is over there at the president’s table.  
 
    Mecca led Jericho back to the dance floor. “Move us close to the Imam,” she whispered in her ear.  
 
    As soon as they were beside the man, Mecca stumbled and fell into him. His glass of Perrier poured down the front of his clothing. “Oh, sir, I’m so sorry!” Mecca said. “Please let me clean that up.”  
 
    She placed her hand on his arm and led him away from the other guests. Jericho followed. 
 
    “Imam Ali,” Mecca said softly, “it is a pleasure to finally meet you. I have heard many nice things about you.” She gave him a brilliant smile. “Will you be honest with me?”  
 
    Ali nodded as if in a trance.  
 
    “Are you enjoying yourself?”  
 
    “I hate being surrounded by infidels,” he hissed. “I’m only here as a favor to the president. He said it would look good for me to pretend to accept these idiots.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about the disappearance of Mariam Reynolds and her three daughters?” 
 
    “Yes, I understand arrangements were made for the girls to be sent out of the US to a country where trafficking is less monitored. What happens after that I really don’t know, nor do I care.” Ali smiled politely, as if they were chatting about the weather. 
 
    “Do you know where they are?” Mecca continued in the same even, soft voice. 
 
    “No. They escaped. Their mother killed a guard, and they all vanished.” 
 
    “Imam Ali, if you had anything to do with the disappearance of Mariam Reynolds and her daughters, I want you to go to your room tonight and write a detailed confession, listing anyone else who was involved. Provide a complete list of all crimes, terrorists, and terrorists cells in the US. Turn yourself in, and give your confession to the FBI. When I remove my hand from your arm you will awaken and remember nothing about this conversation. 
 
    Mecca let go of his arm and finished wiping the Perrier from Ali’s clothes. “There. It’s almost gone. Again, I am sorry.” 
 
    The Imam smiled and walked away. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Jericho said. Mecca slipped back into her arms, and the stunning pair glided onto the dance floor. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it later tonight,” she whispered. 
 
    Her promise of “later tonight” pushed everything else from Jericho’s mind. You have it bad for this woman, she thought. 
 
    “Captain Jericho Parker,” a blonde called out as she walked toward them. “I thought you retired.” 
 
    “I did,” Jericho smirked. “I’m just here for the fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” the blonde snorted. “As am I. Who’s your date?” The woman raised a perfectly arched brow at Mecca. 
 
    “Just a friend,” Jericho said, leery of giving out Mecca’s name.  
 
    The blonde extended her hand to Mecca. “Dade Dayton,” she said. “Jericho and I go way back, don’t we darling?” 
 
    General Carson joined them. “Dade! I’m so glad you could make it. Come, I want you to meet some people.” 
 
    Mecca continued to mingle with the guests, stopping to speak to several acquaintances. Jericho noticed she never placed her hands on them as she had the general and Ali. 
 
    As the event came to a close, Mecca sought out General Carson. “I have taken care of the problem, General,” she said. “You should have answers before midnight tomorrow.” 
 
    The general nodded and bid them goodnight. 
 
    Jericho said good night at Mecca’s door then entered her own room. She heard the lock slide into place from Mecca’s side of the door. So much for talking later tonight, she thought. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho was exhausted. No sleep the night before, coupled with the kayak trip, had taken a lot out of her. She fell asleep thinking how rejuvenated she would become if Mecca knocked on her door. 
 
    Jericho slept until noon. She wondered why Mecca had let her sleep so late. She hummed happily as she dressed for the drive home. She was looking forward to getting Dr. Mecca Storm alone for four hours. She had some questions for her. 
 
    As Jericho rolled her luggage from the room, she noticed a slip of paper slid under her door. It said, “5:30 a.m. Caught a flight home. See you this evening.” 
 
    “Damn!” she grumbled, irritated at herself. The first time I let my guard down in five years, and she slips away from me. 
 
    Jericho checked the GPS tracker connecting their phones. Mecca was already in her apartment in New York. 
 
    Jericho was furious. Driving home, she thought of all the things she would do to Mecca when she reached her. An hour outside of New York, she knew that the only thing she wanted to do to Mecca was make love to her. 
 
    As Jericho entered her apartment, she could hear Mecca’s TV playing. She put away her travel things and went to the kitchen for a beer, but opted for a Dr. Pepper instead.  
 
    She stretched out on the sofa and punched the remote, bringing the news onto her TV screen. “We are interrupting our normal programming tonight with breaking news,” the anchor said. “Imam Ali, leader of the Washington, DC, Mosque, voluntarily turned himself over to the FBI today. 
 
    “The Imam provided information on the disappearance of the wife and daughters of presidential candidate Tom Reynolds. He named several high-ranking figures as accomplices in the attempt to sell the four Reynolds women to human traffickers. 
 
    “According to Ali, Mariam Reynolds managed to kill one of her captors and escape with her daughters. It is unknown where the women are at this time.” 
 
    The newscaster read excerpts from the Imam’s lengthy confession. He noted that, as he spoke, federal agents were raiding terrorist cells and arresting terrorists listed in Ali’s letter. 
 
    Jericho sat in stunned silence. She wondered how the news media had attained a copy of the Imam’s confession so quickly. Her phone vibrated on the end table, and Mecca’s beautiful face lit up the screen. She picked up her phone and pressed the button that would connect their worlds. 
 
    “Jericho, did you get home okay?”  
 
    After a long silence, Jericho said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you angry with me?”  
 
    “Yes.” Jericho hung up the phone. 
 
    She didn’t wait for the elevator. She ran up the stairs to Mecca’s floor and knocked on her door.  
 
    Mecca opened the door. “Jericho,” she gasped. 
 
    “Why did you leave DC without me?” Jericho demanded. 
 
    “Because I knew if I didn’t, things would happen between us.”  
 
    “You mean things like this?” Jericho pulled Mecca into her arms and kissed her slowly, marveling at the feel of her full, soft lips. 
 
    “Yes.” Mecca sighed. 
 
    “Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    “No, that’s the problem. I don’t ever want you to leave.” 
 
    Mecca was in Jericho’s arms, pushing her onto the sofa, kissing her frantically, drawing on her strength.  
 
    Jericho pulled Mecca’s blouse over her head and deftly unfastened her bra. She inhaled deeply, as she took the time to appreciate Mecca’s perfect body. 
 
    “I’ve wanted you for so long,” Jericho whispered against kiss-swollen lips. “I’ve loved you for so long, Mecca.” 
 
    They made love. Jericho was careful to let Mecca know how much she meant to her. Mecca was wild and demanding. Her kisses set Jericho on fire. 
 
    ##  
 
    Mecca lay in her arms, trying to catch her breath. Jericho smiled at the way her own heart hammered against the side of Mecca’s face. 
 
    “This was your first time,” Jericho whispered as she stroked her back, reveling in the feel of her soft, smooth skin. 
 
    “Yes,” Mecca said. She tried to sit up, but Jericho tightened her arms around her. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here with me like this,” Mecca whispered. “It could be dangerous for you.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I am here with you, darling. Because you could be in danger.” Jericho put a hand on either side of Mecca’s face and forced those glorious eyes to gaze into hers. “Tell me what is so dangerous about you?” 
 
    “I can’t,” Mecca whimpered. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Imam Ali’s confession rocked Washington. Chaos broke out in the White House when the FBI arrested the cabinet members and aides. Individuals from both political parties were arrested. 
 
    Of course, the national committees immediately issued statements that the confession was a forgery, something fabricated by opponents and nothing more than a dirty smear campaign.  
 
    General Carson appeared with the director of the FBI on every Sunday talk show on the major networks. The two of them validated the confession and informed the nation that those named in it had been under investigation for some time. 
 
    Federal search warrants were worked on all mosques in Washington, DC, and New York. Over two hundred people were arrested for terrorist activities.  
 
    “Looks like you caused quite a storm in Washington, Dr. Storm.” Jericho’s eyes sparkled as she handed Mecca a cup of freshly brewed coffee and settled beside her on the bed. 
 
    “I know you’ve certainly taken my world by storm.” She leaned over and kissed Mecca gently. 
 
    “Mmm,” Mecca hummed against her lips. “And my world will never be the same again, Captain Parker.” 
 
    Jericho sipped her coffee, content with the feeling of Mecca leaning back against her.  
 
    “Tell me about Dade Dayton,” Mecca asked. 
 
    “Not much to tell. She’s a handler just like me. Something happened on her last job, and the person she was protecting was killed.” 
 
    “I’m glad I got you instead of her,” Mecca said. 
 
    “It was a toss-up,” Jericho noted. “Carson debated on putting her on you. But she was upset over the loss of Dade’s person. She said there was something not quite right about it.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Dr. Kadence Pride was nervous. Today was the day Faith would see her new face. What if she doesn’t like it? What if she’s disappointed? I can’t stand her being disappointed. 
 
    She hesitated outside Faith’s door, took a deep breath, and knocked. 
 
    “Come in.” Faith was looking out her window. She turned to face Kadence.  
 
    God, she’s beautiful. Please, God, let her like what I have done. 
 
    Faith smiled. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Why don’t you stand right here in front of the mirror,” Kadence suggested, “and I’ll peel down the paper we used to cover it.” 
 
    Faith nodded. She was eager to see Kadence’s handiwork but afraid at the same time. 
 
    Kadence’s hand trembled as she peeled the paper away from the mirror. 
 
    Faith gasped at her reflection. She stepped closer to the mirror and traced the features of her new face with her fingertips. 
 
    “Your dream woman is Lana Parrilla?” Faith said with a smile. She was the mirror image of the beautiful TV star.  
 
    Kadence had even given her a tiny scar above her lip. At thirty-four, Parrilla had taken the TV world by storm as the beautiful Evil Queen in a series called Once Upon a Time. Faith had to admit that Parrilla was one of the most beautiful women she had ever seen. And now she looked just like her. 
 
    Kadence was dying. Faith stared at her reflection, not moving. “Thank you, Kadence,” she whispered. “Thank you for making me so beautiful.” 
 
    Faith turned to face her. She shyly tiptoed to kiss her lips. Kadence had never tasted anything as sweet in her life. 
 
    “You’re happy?”  
 
    “Ecstatic.” Faith hugged herself and turned to look at her gorgeous face again. “You are truly an artist.” 
 
    Kadence threw her head back and laughed. “I’m indescribably happy.” She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I was afraid you wouldn’t like it.” 
 
    “It is incredible, darling. Just incredible.” She slipped her arms around Kadence’s neck and kissed her soundly. “Where are you taking me for dinner tonight?” she said, grinning. “I want to show off my new face.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Teagan Storm was concerned about her sister. Mecca hadn’t called her since her return from DC. It wasn’t like Mecca to ignore her calls. 
 
    Teagan called again, and Mecca answered on the fourth ring. She was breathless. 
 
    Teagan laughed. “Did you have to run to answer the phone?” 
 
    “Yes. I was on the terrace,” Mecca said as she pushed Jericho’s lips away from her breast and shook her head. She grinned at Jericho’s little-girl pout and gently caressed her cheek. 
 
    “I’m dying to hear about the reception at the White House. Were you there when all hell broke loose?” 
 
    “No, I left early Saturday morning,” Mecca said as she snuggled into Jericho. “I missed all the fun.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re home safely,” Teagan said. “I need to have lunch with you. We need to talk about Jane . . . uh, Faith Doe.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “Yes, she’s fine. I want to discuss our next steps with her. Kadence has worked her magic, and she is truly beautiful. Now we need to get her memory back.” 
 
    “Of course. When do you want to have lunch?” 
 
    “Are you free today?” Teagan asked. “The sooner we can talk, the more at ease I’ll be.” 
 
    Mecca struggled to think of a good excuse to wait until tomorrow but couldn’t. She wasn’t ready to leave Jericho’s bed. “Sure. Where and when?” 
 
    ## 
 
    “Stop here,” Jericho instructed the cab driver as they neared the restaurant where Mecca was meeting her sister.  
 
    “Let me go in first,” she said. “That way she won’t think I’m following you. It’s best that I remain your shadow. It is easier for me to observe and assess.” 
 
    Mecca nodded and followed her down the block. She waited until Jericho had been in the restaurant for several minutes before heading inside. 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” Teagan exclaimed when she saw her sister. “You look absolutely radiant.” Then she narrowed her eyes and grinned. “Did you get laid in DC?” 
 
    “What? No!” Mecca barked. “What an asinine question.” 
 
    Teagan watched a waitress as she carried a glass of water to Jericho. “That is just about the most beautiful woman I have ever seen,” she said, leaning close to Mecca. “She’s breathtaking.” 
 
    “Why don’t you introduce yourself?” Mecca said, trying not to let her irritation show.  
 
    “And break Nikki’s heart?” Teagan giggled. “I don’t think so. Anyway, how was DC?” 
 
    “The usual. Much ado about nothing.” Mecca shrugged and glanced at Jericho. 
 
    “Kadence is in love,” Teagan blurted out.  
 
    “With whom?” Mecca smiled. She already knew the answer. 
 
    “Faith,” Teagan said, “and I think it’s mutual. The problem is, she still has no idea who she is.” 
 
    “Why don’t I see her in the morning?” Mecca suggested. “Maybe she’s ready for hypnosis. Can someone bring her to my office at ten?” 
 
    Teagan rolled her eyes. “I’m sure Kadence will want to bring her. She’s worse than an old mother bear when it comes to Faith.” 
 
    As the women paid their check, Jericho walked from the restaurant. 
 
    “You really should follow her,” Teagan teased. “She is so, um, I don’t know. Very sexy. Tight jeans, nice derrière. She is just what the doctor ordered.” 
 
    Mecca laughed at her sister. Teagan got into a cab as another pulled to the curb to pick up Mecca. She slid inside and closed the door just as Jericho scooted over to kiss her. 
 
    “How was your sister?”  
 
    “Her usual crazy self,” Mecca said with a chuckle. “She did spot you, but only because she thought you were sexy as hell. She said I should follow you home because you are just what the doctor ordered.” 
 
    Jericho grinned. “I like your sister more every time I see her. I was thinking about following you home.” 
 
     “Hmm. I’ve never been stalked before.” 
 
    “Yes, you have,” Jericho said. “You just weren’t aware of it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Mecca stood as Kadence and Faith entered her office. She greeted them warmly and caught Faith’s hand.  
 
    “Let me look at you.” She smiled as she slowly twirled the woman around. “Kadence, she is gorgeous. Look at those cheekbones. Her eyes are perfect. That nose is to die for, and—” 
 
    Faith giggled nervously. “I’m standing right here.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Mecca said. “I didn’t mean to be insensitive, but this is incredible. You’re incredible.” 
 
    Faith studied Mecca for several seconds. “I’m almost as beautiful as you, thanks to Dr. Pride.” 
 
    Mecca smiled. “Kadence, you have outdone yourself. Now, if you can find something to occupy your time for the next hour, Faith and I need to talk.” 
 
    Kadence nodded, smiled at Faith, and left the room. 
 
    “How have you been?” Mecca said as she led her patient to the Victorian chaise lounge in her office. 
 
    “Wonderful.” Faith’s perfect, white teeth seemed to sparkle almost as much as her eyes. “Dr. Pride is truly incredible.” 
 
    “Yes, she is,” Mecca said. “She’s a good woman.” 
 
    “And you don’t want to see her hurt,” Faith added. “Neither do I, Dr. Storm.” 
 
    Mecca nodded. “Have you had any recollections or flashbacks?” 
 
    “No. My head seems filled with only the present. I worry constantly. Your doctors tell me I have a child somewhere, so there must be a husband. 
 
    “I don’t know where I’m from, or where I was going, or how I ended up here. Surely you’ve noticed that I don’t have a New York accent or any northern accent.” 
 
    Mecca nodded. “Why don’t you lean back, and we’ll try hypnosis. Maybe we can reach back to your childhood.” 
 
    It only took Mecca a few seconds to hypnotize Faith.  
 
    “Let’s start with a few easy questions,” Mecca said. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Faith.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Around thirty-four.”  
 
    “What are your earliest recollections?” Mecca was getting worried. Faith seemed to have no memories except the ones of the hospital.  
 
    “Water,” Faith whispered. “I’m in the water. Lights. Flashing lights, red and blue. Men are talking. No! No!” Faith began to scream. “Please don’t hit me again.” 
 
    “No one is going to hurt you,” Mecca said. “You’re safe. You are on your way to the hospital.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes.” Faith calmed noticeably.  
 
    “What do you remember?”  
 
    “Darkness. Blessed darkness.” 
 
    “Are you happy now?”  
 
    Faith smiled. “Yes, I am in love, but I can’t be. It isn’t safe. They might kill Kadence.” 
 
    “They who?” Mecca prompted. 
 
    Faith jerked violently and cried out.  
 
    “Wake up, Faith,” Mecca said quietly. 
 
    Faith lay motionless. Her eyes darted around the room like those of a trapped animal looking for a place to escape. 
 
    “Faith,” Mecca said softly. “You’re okay, Faith.” 
 
    Faith inhaled deeply. “Kadence. I need Kadence.”  
 
    Mecca opened the door and motioned for Kadence to join them.  
 
    Faith sat on the edge of the chaise lounge. Her eyes were wide and dark, her beautiful face twisted in fear. 
 
    Kadence sat beside her and put her arms around her trembling shoulders. “Faith, are you okay, honey?” 
 
    She nodded and pushed deeper into the security of Kadence’s arms.  
 
    Mecca handed Faith a bottle of water. “I’m afraid I didn’t learn anything new,” she said. “Your memories seem to go only as far back as your arrival at the hospital. Do you dream, Faith?”  
 
    “Yes.” Faith blushed as she glanced at Kadence. “Nothing about my past. No nightmares.” 
 
    “Let’s try again next week,” Mecca suggested. “I think the more relaxed you become, the more likely you will be to recall things.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho watched Kadence and Faith leave Mecca’s office. She called Mecca’s number. “Any chance I can take the most beautiful girl in the world to dinner?”  
 
    Mecca laughed. “I’m not sure she’s available, but I’ll go to dinner with you.” 
 
    As they dined, Mecca filled in all the blanks of Faith’s story. 
 
    “That was Jane Doe?” Jericho raised questioning eyebrows. “Man, Kadence is a genius. She is stunning. She looks very familiar. How did she decide on that face?” 
 
    “She told Kadence to make her look like her dream woman,” Mecca said. “She did.” 
 
    “I’m just happy her dream woman and mine weren’t the same,” Jericho said, smiling shyly. “I would hate to fight her.” 
 
    Mecca laughed and caught Jericho’s hand as they walked toward the apartment building.  
 
    “She’s terrified of something,” the doctor said thoughtfully. “I couldn’t get through to her with hypnosis, which is very unusual. She fears for Kadence’s life.” 
 
    “Perhaps she should. Someone obviously wants her dead. Whoever it is, they’re still out there. 
 
    “We stopped the assassin, but whoever sent him won’t give up. She would be safer somewhere else where they wouldn’t look for her. Especially now that she has a new face.” 
 
    The doorman grinned as he ushered them into the building. “I wondered how long it would take you two to hook up, living in the same apartment building and all.” 
 
    The look he received from Jericho made him wish he could swallow his tongue. 
 
    “What did he mean?” Mecca glared at Jericho as the elevator doors closed. 
 
    Jericho pushed the button to stop the elevator on the floor below Mecca’s. She stepped out and pulled the doctor with her.  
 
    “This isn’t my floor.” Mecca scowled. 
 
    “No, it’s mine.”  
 
    “You mean—” 
 
    “Yes. For the last five years I have lived below you.” Jericho opened the door to her apartment. 
 
    “All those nights you walked the floor or sat out on your balcony drinking wine, I was with you. Honestly, honey, I don’t know how you live on so little sleep.” 
 
    Mecca tiptoed to kiss her. “I get even less sleep since I’ve become involved with you.” 
 
    “You have to admit it is a very relaxed sleep.” She chuckled. 
 
    Mecca walked around the apartment. “This is lovely. I love your workout room. The floorplan is the same as mine. The furnishings are exquisite.” 
 
    “So are you.” Jericho pulled Mecca into her arms and kissed her gently. “Where should we make love tonight? Your place or mine?” 
 
    “Mine.” Mecca nibbled her lower lip. “I need to do a little work before we go to bed.” 
 
    Jericho collected clean clothes for the next day and carried them to Mecca’s apartment. “I’m going to shower while you do your homework,” she said. 
 
    Mecca watched the video from one of her earlier sessions and made notes on her patient. As she closed her computer, the doorbell chimed. 
 
    She wondered who could be calling on her so late. She was surprised to see Teagan and Nikki when she looked through the peephole. 
 
    “What are you two doing out so late?” Mecca said as she welcomed them inside. 
 
    “We just finished dinner and thought we’d discuss Faith over a glass of wine.” Teagan grinned as she headed for the kitchen. 
 
    “Honey, where did you—?” Jericho entered the kitchen, wearing only a towel. Jericho’s eyes widened as she met the appraising looks of the three women. 
 
    Teagan gasped. “Oh my God, you’re sleeping with the goddess! Mecca, you little minx. How could you not tell me?” 
 
    “She has been so worried that you were alone,” Nikki chimed in.  
 
    Jericho stepped back into the bedroom and closed the door. She listened to their conversation as she dressed. 
 
    “I took your advice.” Mecca shrugged as she pulled a bottle of wine from the refrigerator. “It was excellent advice, by the way.” 
 
    “Bring her back out,” Teagan said, laughing. “We want to meet her.” 
 
    Mecca stepped into her bedroom and closed the door. Jericho was pulling a Henley over her head. “I’m sorry, honey,” she said. “I had no idea you had company.” 
 
    Mecca slid her arms around Jericho’s neck and pressed her body hard against her. Her kiss was filled with promise. “It’s fine,” she whispered. “You had to meet them sooner or later. Of course, they didn’t have to know I was sleeping with you.” 
 
    Jericho grinned and followed her into the living room, where Nikki had poured wine for everyone. 
 
    “Teagan, Nikki, I would like you to meet Captain Jericho Parker. Jericho, this my sister, Teagan, and her wife, Nikki.” 
 
    Jericho smiled and shook hands with the women. Both were beautiful. She was sure the two had left several brokenhearted males in their wake.  
 
    “What exactly are you doing with my sister?” Teagan demanded. 
 
    “Teagan, what the hell is wrong with you?” Mecca scowled. “I have never seen you behave this rudely.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay.” Jericho slipped her arm around Mecca’s shoulders. “I am trying to convince your sister that she should marry me.” 
 
    Mecca stiffened. We haven’t discussed marriage, she thought. We haven’t discussed anything about long-term commitment. 
 
    “How long have you known Mecca?” Teagan continued her questioning. 
 
    “Five years,” Jericho said. “Long enough to know I love her.” 
 
    Teagan turned her glare on Mecca. “Well?” 
 
    “Well, what?” Mecca returned the stare. 
 
    “Are you going to marry her?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Mecca grinned mischievously. “Right now, I’m just trying her out. You know, getting a feel for her. I do like having her around.” 
 
    Nikki started laughing. Soon, the others joined in. “You should have seen your face when she walked into the room,” Nikki said to Teagan. 
 
    They settled on the sofa. “You said you came about Faith,” Mecca said. 
 
    “Yes,” Teagan began, “she’s doing so well. We have done all we need to do for her from a medical standpoint. I was called on the carpet by the CFO this morning. He wants her dismissed Friday.” 
 
    “Why? We’ve been paying her hospital bills.” 
 
    “I know. It’s not about the money. He doesn’t like the constant police presence. He’s concerned there may be another attempt on her life, and hospital personnel could be hurt or killed. He and Kadence got into a row over Faith’s release. Kadence is threatening to leave the hospital. We can’t just throw Faith out. She has nowhere to go.” 
 
    “Mecca, may I speak with you for a moment in private?” Jericho said as she stood and headed to the bedroom. She closed the door behind them. 
 
    “I practically live with you,” Jericho said. “Faith could use my apartment, if that’s agreeable with you. It would also allow me to keep a close eye on her. Just in case anyone makes another attempt on her life.” 
 
    “What you said to my sister about marriage was very gallant. I know you were trying to protect my reputation. I sincerely appreciate it. Let’s give her my apartment.” Mecca ran her hands under Jericho’s shirt, up her abs to her breasts. “I don’t want you to give up your workout room. I rather like the results you achieve.”  
 
    Jericho kissed her and followed her back into the living room. 
 
    “Faith can use my apartment until she gets on her feet,” Mecca said. 
 
    “Where will you live?” Teagan asked. 
 
    “My apartment is one floor below this one,” Jericho said, shrugging. “We can keep an eye on her in case anyone tries to harm her.” 
 
    Teagan slowly nodded, as if doing the math. “How long have you two been together?” 
 
    Jericho laughed. “Not nearly long enough.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Jericho relaxed on the sofa as Mecca showered. She had been a little disturbed that Mecca had brushed aside her suggestion of marriage as an act of gallantry. She wondered if she haunted Mecca’s mind the way the brunette filled hers. During her second year of shadowing Mecca, Jericho had realized she was falling in love with the doctor. While she had been in love with Mecca for a long time, Mecca had only known her a few months. I’d better back off, Jericho thought. I’ll scare her. 
 
    “That felt so good.” Mecca towel-dried her hair as she entered the living room. A second towel was wrapped around her body, with the corner tucked in between her breasts.  
 
    Jericho caught Mecca’s hand and pulled her into her lap. “Do you ever think of me when we’re apart?” 
 
    “Of course I do, darling.” Mecca kissed her softly, letting her bottom lip linger on Jericho’s as she pulled back from the kiss. “I daydream about you all the time.” 
 
    “What do you think about?”  
 
    Mecca blushed. “I’d rather not say.” 
 
    “Please,” Jericho pleaded. 
 
    “Okay, but you can’t laugh at me. I walk up to you and lean in close. I hold your face gently with my hands, and I let my lips graze yours, softly at first, while holding your gaze. ‘Did you miss me, I ask?’” Mecca moved to demonstrate her words. “I slide onto your lap and straddle you. I lean back to get a good look at you, stare at you. You are so beautiful. I have not been able to get you out of my mind. I put my arms around your neck and my hands in your hair. I lean in to kiss your beautiful lips. I kiss them softly and moan. You taste so good. I use my tongue to part your lips so our tongues can touch. Lips locked, we slowly let ourselves melt into each other’s mouths, our tongues entwined in deep, soft, long kisses. I scoot closer to you and start grinding slowly on your lap. I am so wet from kissing you. I’m sliding on your lap so easily. Our kissing intensifies. I pull your bottom lip and suck it slowly, biting it a little. Tongues still touching, you take control and bite my bottom lip hard, and I moan and gasp . . . a guttural gasp. I wince, but the pain is so good. We’re moving together now, in unison. Writhing together. My lips are so red and plump from being bitten. I nibble them and moan. I pull away from you, keeping your gaze, and use my hands to unbutton your blouse. I open your blouse, look down, and stare at your beautiful, supple breasts. I look back up at you. Using one finger, I trace from the tip of your nose, down to your lips, down your chin to your neck, and down to your right breast. I run my fingers around your left breast and caress it, teasing your nipple . . . softly, softly, pinching it slightly. I’m so wet and aching for you. I lean in and take your right nipple into my mouth and suck on it softly.” 
 
    “Baby,” Jericho gasped. “Let’s take this fantasy to our bedroom, please. You’re killing me.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Kadence arrived at the hospital early. She found it difficult to stay away from Faith. She stopped at the nurses’ desk to check her chart. Everything was perfect. Faith was perfect. 
 
    Faith smiled at her as she entered the room. “Kadence, I miss you when you’re gone.” 
 
    “I know. I feel the same way.” She leaned down to kiss the lips turned up to her. “I have surgery this morning, and then we can go to lunch. Would you like to do that?” 
 
    “Of course, darling.” Faith kissed her again. “Now, go. Do your magic. I’m going to shower and get ready. I have a hot lunch date.” 
 
    Faith shoved Kadence from her room and closed the door. 
 
    Kadence found herself face to face with Teagan Storm. 
 
    “If you grin any larger,” Teagan said, “your face will turn inside out.”  
 
    “Good morning to you, too, lovely lady.” Kadence reduced her grin to a normal-size smile. 
 
    “I need to talk to you for just a minute,” Teagan said, as she led Kadence to a deserted end of the hall. “You know Price Pawnaker is trying to discharge Faith?”  
 
    “Yes, but he can’t do that without all of her attending physicians signing off on the discharge order. We’ve paid all her bills,” Kadence huffed. “He has to be the world’s sorriest human being. Faith has no place to go. Hell, she doesn’t even know who she is.” 
 
    Teagan nodded. “Mecca has a place she can stay indefinitely.” 
 
    “Oh thank God!” Kadence breathed a sigh of relief. “I would let her live with me, but the impropriety of that is scandalizing.” 
 
    “Why don’t you and Faith join us for dinner at Mecca’s this evening at seven?” Teagan tiptoed to kiss her friend on the cheek. It was good to see her so happy. 
 
    ## 
 
    “What do you mean, she was discharged?” Kadence yelled at the head nurse. “On whose authority?” 
 
    The head nurse thumbed through the stack of papers on her clipboard. “I . . . uh, I don’t see a doctor’s signature. It looks like Mr. Pawnaker released her.” 
 
    “He can’t do that.” Kadence yelled louder, hoping Pawnaker was within hearing distance. 
 
    “I know,” the nurse said. “This is highly irregular.” 
 
    “Where did she go?” Kadence grabbed the release forms and studied them. “He just threw her out on the street with nowhere to go. A woman who doesn’t even know her own name, alone on the streets of New York. Wait until I get my hands on that son of a bitch!” Kadence stormed onto the elevator and jabbed viciously at the button to take her to Pawnaker’s floor. 
 
    “You good-for-nothing little weasel,” Kadence snarled as she stormed into Pawnaker’s office. “You better hope to God nothing has happened to her.” 
 
    Kadence was around Pawnaker’s desk and had him by the lapels of his jacket. She yanked the CFO from his chair and slammed him against the wall as hard as she could. She overcame the urge to ram her fist into his face, cognizant of the fact that it could break her hand and end her surgical career. Kadence threw him to the floor and stomped out.  
 
    Pawnaker waited until Kadence was out of his office and screamed, “You’re fired, Kadence Pride.” 
 
    Kadence ran out onto the sidewalk. She looked in all directions, desperately hoping Faith hadn’t gone far. She didn’t see her. 
 
    She calmed herself, trying to think where Faith might have gone. She sprinted down the street toward the park. Faith had disappeared. 
 
    She went to their favorite diner. No one had seen her. She wandered the streets for hours. Faith Doe was gone. 
 
    Uncontrollable tears ran down her cheeks as she accepted the possibility that she might not find her. Kadence wiped away the tears with her shirtsleeve and pulled out her cell phone to call the police. She changed her mind, recalling the attempt on Faith’s life. She didn’t want to alert the world to the existence of the gorgeous brunette. Her identity must be a secret. 
 
    She would return to the hospital and kill Pawnaker. 
 
    Trying to calm down, she wandered aimlessly through Central Park. She ignored the vendor where she and Faith usually purchased drinks. She smiled as she recalled Faith’s joy at the taste of the hotdogs they had purchased from the street cart. 
 
    Kadence watched the people playing chess. The young man Faith had beaten was playing with a shapely brunette. “Oh God, please let her be Faith.” Kadence prayed harder with each step she took toward the pair. 
 
    “Here’s your friend now,” the youth said, smiling at Kadence. Faith turned to face her 
 
    “Oh God, I was so worried about you.” Kadence fell to her knees beside Faith and wrapped her arms around her. The tight band that had constricted around her chest released, and she could breath again. 
 
    “Kadence,” she sobbed, “I was terrified. I didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Did you two have a fight or something?” the young man said. 
 
    “Or something.” Kadence gasped as she pulled Faith into her arms. 
 
    They walked through the park for hours, content to be in each other’s company. 
 
    “Let’s get something to eat,” Kadence said. “You must be starved.” 
 
    “I am a little hungry.” Faith leaned harder against her. Kadence made her feel safe. 
 
    Over a sandwich, they discussed Faith’s options. Kadence informed her that Mecca had offered her an apartment to stay in indefinitely.  
 
    “You could stay with me,” Kadence said, “but that wouldn’t look proper.” 
 
    Faith smiled at her timidly. “I would like that very much, but until I know who I am, I don’t want to call attention to you.” 
 
    Kadence nodded. 
 
    “You can visit me,” Faith said. “Maybe we could . . . . She let the promise fade away. 
 
    Kadence smiled and squeezed her hand. Thank you, God, she prayed.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Kadence punched out Pawnaker,” Teagan said. She and Nikki cheered as Mecca filled their wine glasses. 
 
    Mecca gasped. “Why?”  
 
    “The skunk discharged Faith without any of us signing off on the discharge papers. That is illegal, you know.” Teagan helped herself to more wine as she talked. 
 
    “Where’s Jericho?” Nikki asked. 
 
    “What’s it like having sex with a gorgeous Amazon?” Teagan waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    “That is something you’ll never know.” Nikki bumped her arm against her wife’s. 
 
    “I know, but I can hear about it,” Teagan said, laughing. 
 
    “Not from me, baby sister,” Mecca said with a devilish grin. “She ran downstairs to grab another bottle of wine from her apartment.” 
 
    “Is she as good as she looks?” Teagan continued to tease her sister. 
 
    “Better.”  
 
    The door opened, and Jericho stepped in followed by Kadence and Faith.  
 
    “Look who I found in the elevator,” Jericho said. 
 
    Over dinner, it was settled that Faith would move into Mecca’s apartment. Mecca had already moved her things to Jericho’s suite. She had left kitchen items and linens that Faith would need, as Jericho already had everything. 
 
    Mecca had to admit that Jericho’s apartment was much homier than hers. It already felt like a sanctuary to her. She wasn’t sure if it was the apartment or the woman that felt like a haven. She only knew she loved the apartment, and she loved Jericho Parker. 
 
    “You can stay here beginning tonight,” Mecca informed Faith. “Jericho and I will be in the apartment right below you.” 
 
    “If you need us for anything at all, just call.” Jericho grinned. “Or you can stomp on the floor. We’ll come running.” 
 
    Everyone laughed and clinked their wine glasses in a toast. 
 
    ## 
 
    After everyone left, Kadence helped Faith clean up the kitchen and straighten the apartment. 
 
    “I wonder where this goes.” Kadence held up a colander. 
 
    “I would think you would be familiar with where things go in Mecca’s apartment,” Faith said. She immediately wished she could take back the words. 
 
    Kadence laughed. “Jealousy. I like that in a woman. Especially a woman I love. Believe it or not, this is the first time I’ve ever been in this apartment. I was never allowed past the doorman. Mecca’s extremely prudish. Frankly, I’m shocked that she has fallen so hard and fast for Jericho.” 
 
    “They fit together,” Faith observed. 
 
    “Yes, they do. Well, I’d better be going. I have a feeling tomorrow is going to be a long day.” 
 
    “Sit on the terrace with me for a while,” Faith said. It was an invitation Kadence couldn’t refuse. 
 
    They sipped wine and watched the lights on the river. It was cold, but they kept each other warm. 
 
    “I don’t know where I’m from or who I am,” Faith said as she snuggled into Kadence’s arms, “but I couldn’t ask for better friends than the ones you’ve introduced to me. You are responsible for all the happiness in my life, Kadence Pride.” 
 
    Kadence watched Faith’s full, red lips as she spoke. When they stopped moving, she captured them with her own. They tasted as wonderful as she knew they would. Breathlessly, she pulled away. “I need to leave,” Kadence whispered. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho lay on her back, looking up at the woman of her dreams. “You have no idea how many times I’ve fantasized about this,” she said hoarsely. 
 
    “And I didn’t even know you existed.” Mecca smiled down at her. “That seems unfair. You have so much to make up to me, Captain Parker.” 
 
    “I intend to spend my life doing just that.” She moaned as Mecca leaned down to kiss her. They made love and found peace in each other. 
 
    Later, Mecca lay still as Jericho went to the kitchen for water. Jericho slipped back into bed and handed Mecca a bottle. “You completely drain me, lady,” she said, kissing Mecca and pulling her back into her arms. Mecca snuggled into her, content in the warmth of her. They lay silently for a long time. 
 
    “Are you awake?” Jericho whispered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I think Faith is Mariam Reynolds.”  
 
    Mecca sat up and looked at her, mulling the idea over in her mind. “According to all the polls, Tom Reynolds is about to become the next president of the United States.” 
 
    “We’ll know in two weeks.” Jericho pulled herself up and leaned back against the headboard. Mecca snuggled under her arm. The soft fragrance of her assailed Jericho’s senses. “I love you.” She kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Whoever thought abducting his wife and children would destroy Reynolds’s chances of winning was badly mistaken.” Mecca ran her hand lazily between Jericho’s breasts. “I think he’ll get the pity vote from every American female.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about Reynolds,” Jericho said, catching Mecca’s hand and pulling it to her lips. “He’ll be a good president. I’m worried about Faith and Kadence. It’s obvious they’re in love with one another.” 
 
    “Can we discuss this tomorrow, when we aren’t in bed?” Mecca’s voice was husky with desire. “Right now, I am in lust with you.” 
 
    ## 
 
    The insistent ringing of her phone pulled Mecca from a deep, sated sleep. She looked at the screen to see her sister’s picture smiling back at her. She pushed the button to answer. 
 
    “Dr. Storm,” she mumbled, “why are you calling me so early? 
 
    “You need to get to the hospital immediately,” Teagan whispered into the phone. “Pawnaker has the police here waiting for Kadence. The little sleaze ball is filing assault charges against our friend.” 
 
    “On my way.” Mecca dashed for the shower. She was dressing while Jericho was still trying to shake the sleep from her brain. 
 
    “What’s up, honey?” Jericho mumbled. 
 
    “Go back to sleep, darling.” She leaned down and kissed her. “I have to get to the hospital.” 
 
    Paul held the taxi door open, and Mecca slid in just as Jericho charged out the front door. Her shirt was half buttoned, and she carried her shoes. 
 
    “Tell me what’s going on,” she said as she slid into the seat beside Mecca. 
 
    Mecca explained everything. “I have to fix this,” she said when she reached the end of the story. 
 
    Jericho raised her eyebrows. “You mean . . .?” 
 
    “Yes. Sometimes I use my gift for purely selfish reasons.” She giggled. “I told you to go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Sleeping with you doesn’t negate the fact that I’m your bodyguard,” Jericho whispered in her ear. 
 
    Her warm breath caused a tremor to run through Mecca’s body. She clenched her thighs as she recalled their night together. 
 
    ## 
 
    Teagan met them at the front doors. “Kadence isn’t here yet,” she said. 
 
    Mecca knocked softly on Price Pawnaker’s door then pushed it open. “May I come in?” she said, flashing a smile at him. 
 
    “Of course, Dr. Storm,” he replied. “Beautiful women are always welcome in my office.” 
 
    Mecca sat down in the chair across from the chief financial officer. “I wanted to talk with you.”  
 
    She leaned across the desk, cognizant that Pawnaker was looking down the front of her blouse. She placed her hand on his arm.  
 
    “I was thinking about you while I was walking in the park this morning. The birds were singing, and there was a gentle wind. Your eyes are getting heavier. You didn’t sleep well last night. Just relax, rest.” 
 
    Pawnaker’s chin slowly settled on his chest.  
 
    “Tell the police you have no desire to file any charges against Kadence Pride. There has been a mix-up. You must call Dr. Pride and beg her to return to work. Apologize to her for your actions.  
 
    “Forget that you have ever known Faith or Jane Doe. On Friday you will resign from your job at the hospital so we can hire a capable administrator. You may now awaken.” 
 
    Pawnaker shook his head and looked around the room. “Excuse me, Dr. Storm.” He walked to his office door and spoke to the police officer waiting outside.  
 
    As the officer’s footsteps echoed down the hall, Pawnaker returned to his desk and called Kadence.  
 
    Mecca got to her feet and smiled down at the man. “Thank you for your time, sir.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Tom Reynolds was elected president with a majority of the popular vote and the Electoral College.  
 
    President Reynolds met with the FBI, instructing them to move heaven and earth to locate his wife and children. All law enforcement agencies doubled their efforts to find them. 
 
    President Reynolds put forth a more mainstream agenda focusing on transparency, accountability, and a return to personal liberty and common sense. Working with Congress, he focused on rebuilding the US economy, putting people back to work, and ensuring opportunities for economic growth. 
 
    President Reynolds encountered the usual roadblocks and personal-agenda legislators at every turn, but he was beginning to make headway. 
 
    Abigail Carson was still relentless in her efforts to apprehend those making threats on the president’s life. Reynolds had won the election fairly in every way possible, but there was still a pocket of self-serving politicians who were trying to undermine him. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Oh no, not the dreaded parents,” Jericho said, feigning fear. “Seriously, what if they don’t like me?” 
 
    “They’ll like you,” Mecca reassured her. “They will like you because I love you.” 
 
    “Still a little nervous.”  
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, Kadence is taking Faith to meet her family, and Teagan and Nikki will be there.” 
 
    She scowled. “Let me guess . . . only the two married women will get to sleep together.” 
 
    “You’re good.” Mecca laughed. “At least you aren’t facing Kadence’s three brothers. Poor Faith. I’m glad I’m not in her shoes.” 
 
    “She’ll charm the socks off them,” Jericho said. “You know how men love beautiful women. After you, she is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “We’ll all be together Christmas Day,” Mecca said. “For as long as I can remember, the Storms and the Prides have shared holidays.” 
 
    ## 
 
    “What are you going to tell your parents about me?” Faith said as she shot Kadence a wry glance.  
 
    “That I love you and plan to marry you.” Kadence grinned. 
 
    “No, seriously.” Faith ducked away from her attempt to kiss her. “They will want to know where I’m from. What I do for a living. How we met. Where my family is.” 
 
    Kadence could see Faith getting more distraught as she spoke. “Honey, calm down.” She pulled her into her arms. “Everything will be just fine. I will tell them that you’re in the witness protection program and can’t discuss your prior life. That will stop their invasive questions.” 
 
    “Kadence Pride, you are a genius,” she said with a giggle. “Witness protection program, huh?” 
 
    Kadence grinned. “In a way it’s partially true.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is.” 
 
    ## 
 
    “What should I get your parents for Christmas?” Jericho said. “I have no idea what—” 
 
    “That’s what’s so wonderful about our Christmas,” Mecca replied. “We don’t exchange gifts. We all donate to the church my folks attend. That greatly relieves the pressure of Christmas and makes it more enjoyable.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know.” Jericho looked down at her feet as if she’d been caught doing something wrong. 
 
    I hope she never knows how her little girl look turns me on, Mecca thought. 
 
    “I hope you won’t get angry,” she continued, “but I do have something for you. Not a Christmas gift, but something I want you to have.” 
 
    Mecca looked at her quizzically. 
 
    “I am serious when I speak of marrying you,” Jericho said, as she pulled a ring box from her pocket. “Dr. Mecca Storm, will you do me the honor of being my wife?” 
 
    Mecca stared at her, speechless.  
 
    “Please don’t make me beg.” Jericho shifted from one foot to the other. 
 
    “Have I ever made you beg?” Mecca said, flashing a sensuous smile. “I would be honored to marry you, Captain Parker.” 
 
    A loud whoop from above told them Kadence Pride had received a similar answer to her proposal. 
 
    “Wait for it,” Jericho said, laughing. The elevator dinged, and their doorbell chimed a few seconds later. Jericho opened the door. 
 
    Kadence and Faith burst into their apartment, both women grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “She said yes!” Kadence hugged Mecca and slapped Jericho on the back. 
 
    “Mecca did too,” Jericho said. 
 
    The delirious couples spent the next two hours congratulating each other and toasting their future with a bottle of champagne Jericho had purchased for the occasion. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho drove her Escalade so the six of them could ride to Albany together. The vehicle was full of laughter and good-natured teasing. When they dropped Kadence and Faith off at the Pride family farm, the Storm girls ran inside to say hello and share a round of hugs. Jericho helped Kadence carry in the luggage. 
 
    Faith clung to Kadence’s arm as if she might drift away without her anchor. 
 
    “Welcome, dear.” Leah Pride hugged her daughter’s fiancée and welcomed her into the Pride home. 
 
    Kadence introduced Faith to her sister, Kaela. “Whoa, you are beautiful,” Kaela said. “How did you get so lucky, Kady?” 
 
    “No doubt the good Lord smiled down on me the day she came into my life.” Kadence beamed as she put her arm around Faith’s shoulders. 
 
    “Who’s the beauty with Mecca?” Kaela asked. 
 
    “Her fiancée, Captain Jericho Parker.” 
 
     Kaela grinned and shook her head. “Impressive.”  
 
    ## 
 
    “Here we are,” Mecca said, squeezing Jericho’s hand. 
 
    “Don’t be nervous, Captain,” Nikki said. “At least we’ve established a precedent for you. Just imagine how I felt when I came to ask for Teagan’s hand.” 
 
    Her comment made Jericho’s stomach turn a little more. She had been less nervous running a kill mission on Al-Qaeda. 
 
    The women gathered their luggage and entered the house. 
 
    Mecca flashed her most brilliant smile. “Mom, Dad, I would like you to meet my fiancée, Captain Jericho Parker.” 
 
    “A fiancée?” Trenton Storm said sternly. “This is the first we’ve heard of you, Captain. How long have you been dating my very secretive daughter?” 
 
    “Five years,” in my mind, Jericho said, reaching out to shake Trenton’s hand. 
 
    “Five years?” Trenton cocked an eyebrow as he shook hands with Jericho. “We’re glad you’re spending Christmas with us.” 
 
    “She never gave me a second look,” Jericho said, “but I’ve had my eye on her for a very long time.”  
 
    Mecca wrapped her hand around Jericho’s arm and hugged it between her breasts. “If you had given me any indication of your feelings, we would have married long ago.” She laughed. 
 
    After dinner, the family gathered around the table and played board games and shared stories of Teagan and Mecca growing up. 
 
    “Oh honey, look,” Mecca exclaimed as she peered out the window. “It’s snowing.” 
 
    Jericho moved to stand behind her. She wrapped her arms around her and pulled her back against her as they watched the snowfall. 
 
    Mecca’s mother, Madison, began giving instructions on sleeping arrangements. “Nikki and Teagan, your usual room. Mecca, you know where your room is. Jericho, you may use the downstairs guestroom.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Jericho tried to smile, but the thought of sleeping without Mecca was agonizing. 
 
    Jericho carried Mecca’s luggage upstairs. She had a new admiration for Mecca’s mother when she realized how loudly the stairs squeaked as she walked up them. No one would be visiting Madison Storm’s daughter in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Will I see you later tonight?” Mecca whispered as they placed the luggage in her room. 
 
    “Seriously?” Jericho grumbled. “A gnat couldn’t walk up those stairs without waking the entire household.” 
 
    Mecca chuckled, wrapping her arms around Jericho’s waist.  
 
    “It has been a long day,” she murmured against her lips. “You’re probably exhausted anyway.” 
 
    “I’m not dead.” Jericho grinned as she kissed her good night. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca tossed and turned. She wondered how she had ever slept alone. Two months with Jericho had ruined her. She simply could not sleep in a cold, empty bed. 
 
    She prayed Jericho would chance climbing the stairs then chastised herself for wanting her to risk the wrath of her father. Trenton Storm wouldn’t be pleased to find her fiancée in her bed. 
 
    She considered going downstairs to Jericho’s room, but the vision of her father’s disapproving face stopped her. God, I am dying, she thought as she tried in vain to sleep. She would give anything to hear those stairs squeak. It’s amazing how much more we crave something out of our reach. 
 
    After midnight, she lay facing the window, watching the snow fall harder. She caught her breath when she thought she heard the lock on her door click into place. A moment later, the mattress dipped slightly as Jericho slipped into her bed. 
 
    She rolled over, lunged into Jericho’s arms, and covered her face with kisses. “I knew you would come.” 
 
    “You’re naked,” Jericho whispered. 
 
    “As I said, I knew you would come. Just so you know, no foreplay is necessary. I’m dying for you.” 
 
    They made love. “Shush,” Jericho whispered. “You’ll wake everyone in the house.” 
 
    Later, Mecca snuggled into Jericho as she tried to catch her breath. “I guess I’d better get back to my room,” Jericho whispered. 
 
    “It’s just two o’clock,” Mecca said. “My parents won’t get up until six. Stay with me, please?” 
 
    Jericho wrapped her arms around Mecca and pulled her closer. “I wonder how Kadence and Faith are doing.” 
 
    “They’re fine. They’re refraining from any intimate relationship until Faith can remember who she is.” 
 
    “Ooh, that sucks.” Jericho chuckled. 
 
    “I noticed you drove right to my parents’ home,” Mecca whispered. “You’ve been here before.” 
 
    “Every time you visited, so did I.”  
 
    “Where did you stay?” 
 
    “I slept in my SUV. I thought I was going to die during the blizzard two years ago. It was miserably cold.” 
 
    Mecca giggled against Jericho’s breasts. “If I’d known you were out there, I would have let you in my window.” 
 
    “I must admit, your bed is the warmest place I’ve ever slept.”  
 
    Mecca sighed. “It’s only warm when you’re in it.” 
 
    “I better go,” Jericho said reluctantly. 
 
    “Just once more,” Mecca purred as she straddled her. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Where are Mom and Dad?” Mecca asked as she joined Nikki and Teagan in the kitchen. 
 
    “They took Christmas presents to the church for the children’s party tonight,” Teagan said, pouring Mecca a cup of coffee. “Did you sleep well last night?” 
 
    “I did,” Mecca said, her eyes twinkling.  
 
    “Teagan, don’t bait her.” Nikki laughed. “Mecca, we know Jericho spent the night in your room.” 
 
    “How?” Mecca gasped.  
 
    “You aren’t exactly quiet in bed,” Teagan teased. “You really shouldn’t beg so loudly.” 
 
    Mecca blushed. “Do Mom and Dad know?”  
 
    “No, they weren’t trying to sleep in the room next to yours,” Nikki said. “What I want to know is how she got up those stairs without waking the entire household.” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “You don’t know what, honey?” Jericho strode into the room and lightly kissed her fiancée. 
 
    “How you got up the stairs so quietly,” Teagan said, flashing Jericho a devilish grin. 
 
    “Oh.” She bowed her head and blushed as if the women had found a porn search on her computer. 
 
    They all stared at her expectantly. “Well?” Teagan said. 
 
    “I stood on the coffee table and hoisted myself onto the second floor landing,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    Before Jericho could respond to the stunned looks on their faces, her cell phone dinged. She excused herself and walked into the living room to watch her screen. The ding had alerted her that someone was in Mecca’s—now Faith’s—apartment in New York. Jericho watched the video the camera was transmitting to her phone. 
 
    She wasn’t surprised to see a man walking around the apartment, opening drawers and rummaging through closets. He appeared to be looking for something. Whoever he was, he wasn’t very smart; he wasn’t wearing gloves. 
 
    Jericho wondered if he was looking for information on Mecca or Faith. Her guess was Faith.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” Mecca asked as she joined her. Jericho held out the phone and let her watch the intruder. 
 
    “That’s my apartment!” Mecca gasped. “What is he doing?” 
 
    “Looking for something, but I don’t think he’s finding what he wants. He’s leaving some nice fingerprints.” 
 
    Jericho watched in amazement as the man took a cold drink can from the refrigerator, popped the top, and casually drank the soda as he continued to search the apartment. He picked up a stack of mail and shuffled through it. He finished the cold drink and tossed the empty can into a wastepaper basket beside Faith’s desk. 
 
    Teagan entered the room. She could tell by her sister’s face that something was wrong. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing important,” Jericho said. “I just forgot my phone charger. We’re going to run into town and buy one.” 
 
    Driving into town, Jericho was silent as she thought about the intruder and Faith. She was certain about Faith’s identity. 
 
    “Why so quiet, darling?” Mecca placed her warm hand on Jericho’s leg, letting her fingertips fall onto the inside of her thigh. Her touch went through Jericho like the zap of a stun gun. 
 
    “I’m positive Faith Doe is Mariam Reynolds,” Jericho said. 
 
    “What are you going to do?”  
 
    “I’m not sure.”  
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho parked her vehicle in front of the electronics store. “We have to purchase a charger,” she said, “but I want to call General Carson first.” She pushed the button on her steering wheel that dialed Carson’s office and put the call on speakerphone so Mecca could listen to the conversation. 
 
    Jericho gave her code number to the secretary and waited while she located General Carson.  
 
    “What’s up, Captain?” General Carson never wasted time with small talk. 
 
    “General, I’m going to shoot you some footage from a camera in Dr. Storm’s apartment. She’s visiting her family for Christmas. Someone was able to bypass the alarms and get into her apartment. He seemed to be searching for something.  
 
    “Please have your technical people run facial recognition and tell me who the man is.” 
 
    Jericho listened as the general asked questions. 
 
    “Yes, I’m guarding her in Albany. We’ll be returning the day after tomorrow unless the weather worsens. 
 
    “General, are you hearing any chatter about Mariam Reynolds and her children?” 
 
    “It has been over a year,” Carson said. “Most believe she and her children are dead. President Reynolds is seriously dating a wealthy socialite.” 
 
    “He didn’t cool his jets for very long,” Jericho huffed. 
 
    “Being president requires 24-7 dedication,” Carson said. “He needs someone to help him with dinners and receptions. You know, the things First Lady’s take care of.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Jericho mumbled. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Mecca hugged herself tightly. The house was silent. The Christmas Eve dinner at the church had been fun and delicious. Now the house was filled with the fragrance of roasting turkey and pumpkin pie. In the morning, the Pride family would descend on the farmhouse, and it would once again fill with love and laughter. 
 
    She inhaled sharply as Jericho slipped into her room and locked the door behind her. She raised the covers for her to slide into her bed. 
 
    Mecca loved everything about Jericho: her strength, her intelligence, and her stunning good looks. She sighed as Jericho wrapped her lean, powerful body around hers. She was so warm and solid. She knew they needed to discuss Faith, but that could wait. Right now she just wanted to make love to the blonde. 
 
    Mecca lay on her stomach, and Jericho rubbed her back as they chatted later. “We know Mariam killed the brother of one of the Arabs holding her captive,” Jericho whispered. “We need to find out if he was arrested or is still out there seeking revenge for his brother’s death.” 
 
    “Mmm.” The feel of Jericho’s strong hands on her back made it difficult to concentrate.  
 
    Jericho leaned over and kissed her lips. “I am going to my room before your father shows up with a shotgun.” 
 
    “Love you,” Mecca said with a sigh. 
 
    ## 
 
    Kadence took a lot of teasing from her brothers Caleb, Allen, and Josh. Her baby sister, Kaela, even joined in. 
 
    “I promise you, Kady, if you hadn’t already put your brand on her, I’d be after Faith,” Caleb teased as they sat down to Christmas dinner. 
 
    “Yeah, Caleb,” Allen chimed in. “You’d have to stand in line behind me.” 
 
    “I’ve always had my heart set on Mecca,” Josh said, smiling shyly. “Guess I missed that boat.” 
 
    “I’ve always fancied Mecca too.” Kaela laughed. “I can’t believe we let a digger take her away from us.” 
 
    Mecca shrugged as she looked at Jericho. 
 
    “Digger is Aussie for soldier,” she explained. 
 
    “At least Mecca’s marrying a Sheila who fits in with us,” Allen said. 
 
    “Where were all these declarations of love when I was footloose and fancy-free?” Mecca grinned. 
 
    Leah Pride shook her head as she scolded her offspring. “That’s enough, children. Captain Parker will think we’re all heathens.” 
 
    “It makes me feel right at home,” Jericho said with a chuckle as her phone dinged in a message from General Carson. “Please excuse me. I have to return this call.” 
 
    “Captain, the man rummaging around in Mecca’s apartment is Walid Farouk,” Carson said. “He’s the brother of the man Mariam Reynolds killed. There’s a warrant out for his arrest, but so far he’s been able to evade our finest.” 
 
    “Is there any news on Mariam?” 
 
    “Not a breath. She and her daughters have disappeared from the face of the earth. Jericho, if this Walid character is a threat to Mecca, you know what to do.” 
 
    “Yes, General. I’ll take care of Walid.” 
 
    ## 
 
    The rest of the day was a typical family Christmas gathering. The siblings told embarrassing stories on one another, and Madison Storm encouraged everyone to eat dessert. Around nine, the Pride family departed, passing out warm hugs and season’s greetings. 
 
    Jericho discovered she liked being part of a family. She especially liked being the digger who had won the heart of Dr. Mecca Storm. 
 
    Faith enjoyed the day too. She loved Kadence’s family. Their antics made her laugh. Kadence’s mother was loving and kind. Like her daughter, she had taken Faith under her wing. 
 
    After Kadence spoke with her parents, there were no more probing questions from the Pride family. There was just easy acceptance.  
 
    Faith loved their Australian accents and that they called Kadence by her nickname. Kady. I’m going to call her that the first time she makes love to me, she thought. 
 
    She watched Kadence as she loaded their luggage into Jericho’s Escalade. She realized that her thoughts of making love to the beautiful doctor had increased daily. 
 
    She was troubled that she had no idea who she was. She was happy that her past became less important with each passing day, as Kadence Pride became her life. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
     “Story time,” Stacy Crawford said as she gathered the three girls around her. She was proud of her girls. They were smart and hard workers. They loved the ranch and all the animals. 
 
    All four of them were snuggled together in Stacy’s king-size bed. They often slept together, especially when Kimi cried for her mother—something that was happening less and less. 
 
    The girls had been with her for over a year, and she’d loved every minute of it. She had lost her husband to the war in Afghanistan. It had been a lonely existence without him, but the girls were slowly healing the ache in her heart and bringing laughter back into her life. She loved them. 
 
    Their Christmas Day had been bittersweet. Celebrating Christ’s birthday and opening presents had been a happy occasion. Celebrating the children’s first Christmas without their mother had been heartbreaking. 
 
    The girls knew their father was now the President of the United States. Memories of their awful experience at the hands of their captors made them more than willing to remain anonymous.  
 
    Stacy had searched to find the best school for the girls. She had settled on Trinity Valley School in Ft. Worth. The girls had easily tested high enough to be accepted by the highly lauded private school. She had enrolled them under the last name of Crawford. She explained that they were her sister’s children, and their parents had died in an automobile accident. A substantial monetary donation to the school had guaranteed their acceptance with few questions. 
 
    The three of them excelled at everything they did: sports, academics, drama, and music. Mariam had done a wonderful job raising them. Stacy worked hard to continue in her friend’s footsteps. 
 
    She debated letting Daniel Devon know his granddaughters were alive, but Mariam’s last words still haunted her. “Don’t tell anyone where they are. Trust no one.” 
 
    Stacy looked at each precious face as the girls drifted off to sleep. Part of her—a very selfish part—hoped Mariam would never come for them. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Alone at last,” Mecca said. She slid into Jericho’s arms and kissed her passionately. 
 
    “And to think I had nicknamed you the Ice Queen.” Jericho chuckled as she slid her hands beneath Mecca’s shirt. 
 
    “The Ice Queen?” Mecca pulled back in shock. “Why the Ice Queen?” 
 
    “You always seemed so detached and cold. Now I know that was just your defense mechanism.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Mecca hummed against her lips, “or maybe you thawed the Ice Queen.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca showered as Jericho prepared dinner. Even though it was snowing, she grilled fish on the terrace. She couldn’t face another meal of rich, high-caloric food. 
 
    Mecca made coffee and a Mediterranean couscous salad. They sat at the breakfast bar to eat. 
 
    “The Arabs might think Mariam Reynolds is still alive. Maybe they’ve made the connection between her and Faith,” Jericho said. “Mmm. This salad is terrific.” 
 
    “So is the fish,” Mecca said. “Why do you think Walid was in my apartment? Do you think he was looking for Faith?” 
 
    “No, I think he was looking for anything that might lead him to Mariam Reynolds. Somehow, they’ve discovered that the president is one of your patients. You were at the hospital the day the hit man died.” Jericho frowned. “There may have been more than one of them. We should warn Kadence, Nikki, and Teagan.” 
 
    “It’s almost impossible to trace patients to me,” Mecca said. “Only you and General Carson know what I do.” 
 
    “Still, the hit man showed up the day after the hospital filed the Jane Doe patient report with the police department’s missing person’s bureau. So someone was watching the hospitals for a woman matching her description.” 
 
    Mecca frowned. “Maybe Reynolds confided in someone that he was seeing me. Is there any way we can definitively determine if Faith is Mariam?” 
 
    “Did the police ever visit the hospital to get her fingerprints or DNA?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let me check with Nikki. She was the lead doctor on this mess.” 
 
    A quick conversation with Nikki and Teagan revealed that no one had followed up on the identity of their Jane Doe. 
 
    “We need to talk to Kadence,” Mecca said. “It will kill her if Faith is actually married to the President of the United States. I’ve never seen anyone so in love with a woman.”  
 
    “Then you haven’t looked at me,” Jericho said, smiling. 
 
    “We’ll talk to Kadence tomorrow,” Mecca said sensuously. “Right now, I want to look at you.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Faith looked out the window as the snow continued to fall. Tomorrow would bring a new world, covered in the purest white.  
 
    She was no stranger to snow. She could almost recall making a snowman and the sound of children’s laughter. She turned away from the window and settled on the hearth. The fire was warm and comforting, but she was still cold. 
 
    Kadence had called before leaving her own apartment ten minutes earlier. “I’ll call you when I reach the hospital,” she had promised. 
 
     Faith had fallen in love with Kadence Pride long before she’d performed her surgery. Kadence was the sweetest, gentlest human she had ever met. 
 
    Seeing her with her family had made Faith love her even more. Kady. She loved her nickname. “Yes, yes, Kady,” she whispered out loud as she imagined Kadence touching her. 
 
    She jumped when her cell phone rang.. 
 
    “Kadence.” She breathed her name as if it were breath itself. 
 
    Kadence chuckled. “Hey, pretty lady. I have a bit of a problem.” 
 
    “As do I,” she murmured. 
 
    After a short silence, Kadence continued. “My car skidded off the street and is now buried in a huge snow bank. It won’t start.” 
 
    “Oh no! Where are you?” Faith asked.  
 
    “About two blocks from your apartment.” 
 
    “Can you walk here?”  
 
    “If that’s okay with you,” Kadence said softly. 
 
    “Yes! Yes, of course it’s okay with me. Kadence, please be careful.” 
 
    Faith was standing in her doorway when the elevator opened onto her floor. She smiled and beckoned Kadence to hurry. She closed and locked the door behind them. 
 
    “Oh, darling, look at you,” she said, fussing over Kadence as she helped her remove her cold, wet coat. “You’re chilled to the bone, and your clothes are soaked.” 
 
    Faith led her to the fireplace and helped her remove her damp sweater. She could barely breathe as she surveyed her naked chest and abdomen. Dear Lord, she’s perfect, she thought. She knew Kadence was well built but never imagined she would be so exquisite. 
 
    “Faith,” Kadence said softly. 
 
    Faith’s eyes traveled from her flat stomach, up past her beautiful breasts to her lips, and locked with her clear gray eyes. “Kadence, I—” 
 
    Faith threw herself into the blonde’s arms, and her lips found Kadence’s. Moans escaped from both as Faith pushed hard against her, pulling Kadence’s cold body into her arms.  
 
    “Come.” Faith led her into her bedroom and turned on the electric blanket. “Remove the rest of your clothes, and slide under the covers.” 
 
    Faith turned off the lights and slipped into bed with her. Faith’s lips found Kadence’s and began to move slowly and softly, pulling her into the undertow of her passion. “I wanted you to come here,” she whispered. “I wanted you to . . . I just want you.” 
 
    “Faith, are you sure?” Kadence said, her voice deep and gravelly. “What if tomorrow you find out—” 
 
    “What if tomorrow never comes?” she whispered as she undulated against her. “I don’t want to die without making love to you, Kadence.” 
 
    “Whatever tomorrow brings, we will face it together,” Kadence murmured as she nibbled Faith’s neck and slowly kissed her way to her breasts. “I love you, Faith.” 
 
    Faith’s only answer was a deep moan as she clutched Kadence’s hair, forcing her mouth harder against her breast. “Please, Kady. Oh, yes. Yes, Kady. Oh God, Kady!”  
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca and Jericho listened to the unmistakable sounds of passion coming from the apartment above them. “This is going to make everything much more difficult,” Jericho muttered. 
 
    She handed a cup of coffee to Mecca, who was propped against the headboard. “As soon as things quiet down upstairs, I’ll call Kadence.” 
 
    “Did that go on all night?” Mecca said sleepily. 
 
    “I think so.” Jericho grinned. “At least it was when I went to sleep and when I awoke.” 
 
    Mecca giggled. “Good for Kadence. She’s shy around women, you know. Very slow to commit.” 
 
    “So you say.” Jericho wiggled her eyebrows. “Sometime when she would walk you home, I would pray that you wouldn’t let her come up to your apartment. 
 
    “It would have killed me to hear that sound from you and another woman. I was always glad you were so chaste.” 
 
    Mecca smiled. “Honestly, you’re the only woman that has ever caused me to have salacious thoughts.” 
 
    “Listen.” Jericho cast her eyes above. “Silence.” 
 
    “Quick, call before they start up again,” Mecca said, giggling. 
 
    Jericho placed the call. 
 
    “Hello?” Kadence said, trying to slow her breathing. 
 
    “Good morning to you, Kady,” Jericho said, trying her best not to laugh. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “What time?” Kadence inhaled sharply as Faith caressed her. 
 
    “About an hour? That should give everyone a chance to shower. “We’ll fix breakfast. I cook a mean egg.” 
 
    “Count us in.”  
 
    ## 
 
    Breakfast had been delightful. Kadence explained that her car had slid off the road, and she had been forced to spend the night in Faith’s apartment. Faith blushed as she noticed both Mecca and Jericho suppressing grins. 
 
    They refilled their coffee cups and settled in front of the fireplace. Jericho queued up the video of Walid rummaging through Faith’s apartment. 
 
    “I’m going to show you something. Then Mecca and I need to talk to you about some serious business.” 
 
    The four sat in silence as they watched Walid search Faith’s apartment. Once, he unknowingly shoved his face close to one of the camera lenses. Faith gasped and clung to Kadence. 
 
    “What is this?” Kadence snapped. 
 
    “Faith, you aren’t aware of this, but when you were first out of surgery, an Arab tried to kill you in the hospital,” Jericho said. 
 
    Kadence placed a protective arm around her fiancée. “You’re scaring her.” 
 
    “Hear her out,” Mecca advised. 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you should frighten you, but we’re here to protect you. About the same time you came into the hospital, there was a major manhunt for a woman named Mariam Reynolds,” Jericho explained. “She is the wife of President Tom Reynolds. She and her three daughters were kidnapped by a terrorist group.  
 
    “Somehow, Mariam managed to escape from her captors with the girls. No one has seen them since. I’m fairly certain that the terrorists think you are Mariam Reynolds.” 
 
    A shriek escaped Faith’s lips as her hands covered them. 
 
    “I . . . I don’t recall any of this,” she said, sobbing. “I can’t recall anything prior to waking in the hospital.” 
 
    “We’ll keep working on your memory,” Mecca said, doing her best to soothe her. “Right now, Jericho needs to convince the world that Mariam Reynolds is dead.” 
 
    “Before I do that,” Jericho said, “I want to make certain you’re okay with it. I want to show you who Mariam Reynolds was.” 
 
    Faith nodded, and Jericho began playing a tribute a cable news station had run in their efforts to help find Mariam. The program discussed her vast wealth and education. It keyed in on her devotion as a mother and wife. The documentary showed her and her daughters together. It talked of some of the meaningful legislation she had helped push through during her time in the House of Representatives.  
 
    “This is the legacy of Mariam Reynolds,” Jericho said softly. “Once she is dead, you can never go back to being Mariam Reynolds. You can never tell Tom Reynolds that you are his wife or tell the girls that you’re their mother—if they’re found alive.” 
 
    A cold silence fell on the room.  
 
    Finally, Faith spoke. “I hope Mariam Reynolds was as happy with her life as I am with mine. If all those memories came flooding back to me today, I would have to make a choice. I would choose Kadence Pride.” 
 
    Kadence looked as if she would cry. She hugged Faith closer to her.  
 
    “What about the children?” Kadence asked. “Do you know what happened to them?” 
 
    “Keep in mind that everything we’re telling you is strictly top secret,” Jericho cautioned. “You can never repeat anything.” 
 
    Kadence and Faith nodded. 
 
    “Mariam and the children escaped. We are certain she hid the girls somewhere. We do know she was recaptured and, according to her captors, killed. Her killers threw her body into the river. You washed up on the banks of the river. 
 
    “The bay patrol thought you were dead at first. They rushed you to the hospital and into the arms of a brilliant team of doctors who were able to save your life.” 
 
    “I was asked to counsel Tom Reynolds,” Mecca added. “To find out if he had anything to do with the disappearance of his wife and daughters. He didn’t. 
 
    “In the course of working with him, I met the Imam who made the confession that has resulted in the arrest of many terrorists and the seizure of deadly weapons stockpiled by terrorist cells. He gave us the information on what happened to Mariam.” 
 
    “Faith, I need your help,” Jericho said. “I need to get a complete set of prints from you and several strands of your hair.” 
 
    Jericho led them into her office where she fingerprinted Faith and pulled a few strands of hair from her head. She swabbed her cheek and had her spit into a small plastic bag. She also clipped her fingernails. 
 
    “How do you fit into all of this?” Kadence asked Jericho. 
 
    “From time to time, Mecca does work for the US government. I’m her handler,” Jericho said. 
 
    Despite Jericho’s businesslike tone, Mecca giggled, and soon all of them were laughing.  
 
    “Her handler, huh?” Kadence said, winking at Jericho. 
 
    “Yes, Kady, her handler.” Jericho grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
     “Looks like we’ll be snowed in for a few days,” Jericho said as she looked out the window. “At least I’m in the same room with you and not the floor below you.” 
 
    “For five years you did nothing but watch me?” Mecca asked as she joined her on the sofa. 
 
    “Well, I did fantasize about you a lot.”  
 
    “And have I lived up to your fantasies?” Mecca snuggled into her arms. 
 
    “Yes, and then some,” Jericho said, leaning down to kiss her. 
 
    Jericho frowned as her cell phone rang, interfering with her plans for Mecca. She answered. 
 
    “Did you make it in to work in this storm?” she asked her caller. She listened silently as the caller talked for several minutes. 
 
    “Okay, we have to do this today. I’ll be there in an hour.” 
 
    “Be where?” Mecca asked as Jericho slipped on her snow boots.  
 
    “I must go to the county morgue,” Jericho explained. “A body just came in. Woman, been dead several months. There’s a lot of trauma to her face and ribs. Same basic description as Mariam Reynolds.” 
 
    “Can you make her appear to be Mariam Reynolds?”  
 
    “She will be by the time I leave.” Jericho scowled as she carefully placed the identification items she had taken from Faith into her backpack. 
 
    Mecca filled a thermos with hot coffee and made her several sandwiches. “Just in case everything is closed,” she said. “Since all public transportation is shut down, I assume you’re planning to walk to the morgue.” 
 
    “If this storm continues, I may sleep there tonight,” Jericho said, frowning. She leaned down to kiss her. “No, I won’t. I’ll do whatever it takes to sleep in your arms tonight.” 
 
    Mecca caught her arm. “Jericho, why don’t we simply turn this over to General Carson?” 
 
    “They would whisk Faith away in the middle of the night. They would place her in the witness protection program, even though she can’t remember anything. Kadence would never see her again. She would never know what happened. I can’t let that happen to a friend. You and I are far more capable of keeping her safe than any police officer or US Marshal.” 
 
    “Please be careful, darling,” Mecca murmured against her lips. “Don’t take any chances.” 
 
    The snow was blinding. Jericho adjusted her goggles for a better fit, pulled her ski mask down and stuffed it into the collar of her parka, and then pulled up the parka hood and tied it tightly. 
 
    She didn’t know which she hated most, the hot sands of Afghanistan or the cold blizzards of New York. At least no one was shooting at her in New York. 
 
    She was breathing hard by the time she reached the county morgue. She called Dr. Calvin Lee, her contact, and stamped her feet to stay warm. 
 
    Calvin appeared instantly, unlocked the door, and welcomed Jericho inside. “Is that you, Captain?” 
 
    “Damn, I hate this weather,” Jericho huffed as she removed the layers of clothing she had worn to face the blizzard. 
 
    Calvin snorted. “Tell me about it. I was reassigned from California to this hell hole—at your request, I might add.” 
 
    “It’s nice here when it isn’t storming.” Jericho followed Calvin into the refrigerator. 
 
    “She fits your woman’s description perfectly,” Calvin said. “Same height, hair color, perfect teeth, lots of broken bones. Unbelievable damage to the facial structure. Has given birth to children. 
 
    “There’s really not much of her left. Looks like the marine life picnicked on her for a long time. Hair’s almost gone.” 
 
    Jericho studied the body in the drawer. It had floated into the bay just before the storm. The teeth were perfect, just like Faith’s. She wondered who the woman had been. She knew they would never know. 
 
    “Yes, I will, by God,” she mumbled under her breath. “Did you fingerprint her?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Calvin said. “DNA, the whole nine yards. I figured you would want them for yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jericho said, a hint of a smile on her face. “Are you still the only one here? No one else showed up?” 
 
    Calvin nodded. 
 
    “Good, lead me to your computers,” Jericho said. 
 
    Calvin led her to the room that held computers for facial recognition, DNA, fingerprint matching, and missing persons. Jericho knew they could do much more, but all she cared about was the DNA and fingerprinting. 
 
    Before she made Mariam Reynolds disappear forever, she ran the fingerprints on the body in the fridge. Elizabeth Carmichael lived in the Bronx. Jericho wondered what series of events had transpired to bring her to rest on the cold steel slab. 
 
    She printed out her information and then ran Faith’s fingerprints. Just as she suspected, Faith was Mariam Reynolds. Mariam’s driver’s license photo looked nothing like the dark-haired beauty who had captivated Kadence Pride. 
 
    Using a high-level access code that she had only used a few times in her life, Jericho exchanged Mariam’s fingerprints for Elizabeth Carmichael’s.  
 
    She then exchanged their DNA profiles. The woman in the morgue was officially Mariam Reynolds, First Lady of the United States. 
 
     “Time to call the Chief of Police,” Calvin said.  
 
    Jericho shared her food and hot coffee with Calvin as they listened to Chief Crane’s rant on the speakerphone. 
 
    “Why does everything always turn to shit when it storms?” the chief growled. “Are you certain it’s Mariam Reynolds?” 
 
    “Absolutely positive,” Calvin answered. “I got a match on her DNA and fingerprints. You want me to call anyone else, sir? Notify the White House?” 
 
    Calvin winked at Jericho as he took a deep swig of coffee. 
 
    “No, no. I’ll take it from here,” Crane said. “Thanks for calling. Oh, and thank you for going into the office today. That is true dedication.” 
 
    Calvin pushed the button to end the call and grinned at Jericho. “This is the best coffee I’ve ever tasted.” He took another sip as Jericho began putting her layers of clothing back on. “Where are you going, Captain?”  
 
    “To get some . . . more of that coffee,” Jericho said, laughing. 
 
    “Okay, boss. I’ll stay here and ride herd on this until after her funeral. Then you have to get me out of here.” 
 
    “I promise.” Jericho grinned. “You better lock the door behind me.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Walid Farouk passed out the bombs he had made while in hiding. Each one was connected to a device that would be activated by a cell phone call. Instruments of destruction that would soon light up Washington, DC. 
 
    “Aym, your sole objective is to take out the president’s lap dog, General Abigail Carson. She and her agents have the ability to foil our plot. They aren’t as bound by stupid laws as others. She will take instant action without waiting for someone’s approval.” 
 
    He unrolled the map. Each bomb site was marked by a big red X.  
 
    “You know what to do,” Walid instructed his followers. “Nasir, you and Yamen plant bombs here, at each end of the 14th Street Bridge. It’s a major artery between Arlington and DC. 
 
    “Josef, you and Anis place your bombs here.” Walid tapped his finger on the Teddy Roosevelt Bridge. “This will shut down 66 East leading into DC from Arlington. 
 
    “And you, my friends,”—Walid slipped his arms around the shoulders of the two youngest terrorists—“will have the pleasure of imploding the tunnel on E Street NW that leads to 66 West in Arlington. It’s a small tunnel, but its destruction will cause massive backups. 
 
    “The demolition of these bridges will create gridlock in Washington. While the authorities are scurrying about like ants in gasoline, Habib, Karim, and I will eliminate President Tom Reynolds.” 
 
    Josef eyed the two bombs that were left. “What will we use those two for?” 
 
    “I will personally deploy these two,” Walid growled. “I want to watch my victims leave this world in agony. 
 
    “Do you have any questions? You must be very clear on your duties. We will not meet again until we have completed our tasks, so if you have any questions at all, ask them now. If anyone fails, those remaining must take up their duties.” 
 
    Everyone agreed that they were clear on the plan.  
 
    ## 
 
    Walid waited for the others to leave before lighting a cigarette, trying to calm his nerves. He wasn’t scared. He was excited. In the next few hours he would obliterate the two women he hated most in the world: Dr. Mecca Storm and the one called Faith.  
 
    He was positive the woman named Faith was Mariam Reynolds. When the bay patrol fished a woman from the river and the hospital filed an unknown person’s report with the police, his followers in the police department had notified him immediately. 
 
    Just to be safe, he had sent one of his best operatives to kill her in the hospital. Instead, the operative had died and the woman had disappeared. No one seemed to know how the operative’s neck was broken. He had located Faith and watched her. She fit the description of Mariam Reynolds, except for her face. She was also tied to Dr. Mecca Storm, a connection Walid couldn’t figure out. His search of Mecca’s apartment had verified his belief that Faith was cohabitating with Storm. “Lesbians,” he sneered. “They both need to die.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho was surprised at how much deeper the snow had gotten. She had to stop and catch her breath halfway home. Her toes and fingers were freezing. A door opened close to her, and a man walked out. Jericho realized she was in front of a mosque, and it was open. She stepped inside for warmth. She leaned against the wall in the foyer and listened as two men argued inside a nearby room. 
 
    Suddenly a door was thrown open, and a man stormed out of the room, cursing in Arabic. A slow smile spread across Jericho’s face. The man was Walid Farouk. 
 
    Walid slung a backpack over his back and stepped into the blizzard. Jericho followed him. She wondered what would make the terrorist go out on a night like this. 
 
    As she followed him, Jericho realized the killer was heading toward Mecca’s apartment building. As Walid increased his pace to a sprint, Jericho had to be careful not to slip and fall. 
 
    Two blocks from Mecca’s apartment, Walid hit a patch of ice and went down. He moaned as he struggled to his feet and slid down again. Jericho was standing over him.  
 
    “Take my hand,” Jericho said to the man in Arabic. 
 
    Walid smiled and allowed Jericho to help him stand. She brushed the snow from the terrorist’s jacket. “Say hi to the virgins for me,” she said, grinning. Then she snapped Walid’s neck.  
 
     She looked in his backpack. It contained two live bombs and the items needed to make others. The bombs would be harmless until activated. A Glock, a rolled-up map, and a box of bullets were also in the bag. She tried to unroll the map, but the raging storm threatened to blow it from her hands. She stuffed it into her coat pocket and slipped the bullets and gun into her backpack.  
 
    She refastened Walid’s backpack, pulled his arms through the straps, and looked around for the deepest snowbank. She dragged Walid to a three-foot accumulation of snow and struggled to lift him to his feet. Then she shoved him hard and watched as the terrorist disappeared into the sea of whiteness. She knew the storm would dump another three feet of snow on him before it was over. Something primal stirred inside Jericho, and she fought the urge to howl into the darkness of the cold, snowy night.  
 
    With her adrenaline pumping, she suddenly felt warm. She had to admit, she’d done a good day’s work. She called Mecca. “I should be home in about fifteen minutes, honey.” 
 
    Mecca had fresh coffee waiting for Jericho, but all the blonde wanted to do was make love to her wife. Mecca was a willing partner. Jericho wondered if the thrill of the kill had always excited humans throughout the ages. She wondered if they all celebrated their victories in the arms of their lovers. There was something primitive and wild about her love for Mecca Storm. 
 
    Jericho wrapped around her protectively, and they fell asleep as God buried Walid Farouk under four feet of snow. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho called General Carson to notify her that the body of Mariam Reynolds was in the New York City morgue. “Walid has been neutralized, but I have a map that suggests his cell is planning to plant explosives on the main arteries leading into DC. . . . Yes, ma’am, I can scan it and send it to you right now.” 
 
    Jericho waited until Mecca turned on the shower. Then she unlocked the desk drawer and pulled out the photo. She had been pleased when she’d received the photo of Walid Farouk from General Carson. Assassination Authorized was stamped across it. She flipped it over and wrote “assignment completed” along with the date. 
 
    She sent the map to Carson. We should have a little surprise waiting for the remaining terrorists, she thought. 
 
    ## 
 
    Faith and Kadence clung to each other as they watched the evening news. A convoy of military vehicles, led by General Abigail Carson, escorted the White House’s emergency response team to New York to pick up the body of Mariam Reynolds.  
 
    Later, Carson held a press conference to answer reporters’ questions. “I will have four officers with the body of the First Lady at all times,” she explained. “I do not want any crazy theories sprouting wings about the identity of First Lady Mariam Reynolds. This body has been positively identified as Mrs. Reynolds. The DNA and fingerprints have been verified by two different pathologists. My officers will make certain this body is the one buried in her grave. 
 
    “Mariam Reynolds suffered enough in life. I will make certain she rests in peace.” 
 
    “General, do you know anything about the girls?” a reporter asked. 
 
    “No, we have no leads on the president’s daughters,” Carson replied. “But rest assured we will find them and bring the full wrath of the US Federal Government down on them.” 
 
    The convoy returned safely to Washington. Funeral arrangements were announced. Daniel Devon insisted that his daughter’s body rest in the family cemetery. 
 
    After an elaborate funeral in Washington, Mariam’s body was transported to Texas. True to her word, General Carson’s guards were with the body 24-7 until the casket was covered with Texas soil. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Stacy Crawford and the girls stayed on the fringe of the funeral party. They didn’t want to interact with anyone. They only wanted to say goodbye to their mother and friend. 
 
    After the girls were secured in her SUV, Stacy located Daniel Devon. She hugged her longtime friend and muttered words of sympathy. 
 
    That night they all slept in Stacy’s king-size bed. The girls clung to her for reassurance. Stacy hurt for them. She loved them so much. The tears she shed were for them, not Mariam. 
 
    “Stacy, what is going to happen to us?” Lindsey asked. 
 
    “Stacy will be our mother now,” Kimi explained, as if it were the natural solution. 
 
    “May we call you Mommy?” Mary asked. 
 
    Stacy hugged them to her. “You can call me whatever you want, my precious babies. I will always be here for you.”  
 
    Stacy cooked pancakes for breakfast as the girls watched the news rehash their mother’s funeral. 
 
    “Look, there’s Daddy,” Mary said, pointing to the TV. “Who’s that lady holding onto his arm?” 
 
    “His new girlfriend,” Lindsey huffed. “He couldn’t even wait until he knew for certain Mom was dead.” 
 
    “Is Daddy President of the United States?” Kimi asked. 
 
    “Yes, dear,” Stacy said. “He’s doing a wonderful job too. We’re very fortunate to have your father leading our country.” 
 
    “Mom should be First Lady,” Lindsey said as she began to cry. “I’m glad we’re out of Washington.” She hiccupped as she tried to stop her tears. “I never liked it there.” 
 
    The news ran a five-minute report on the disappearance of the three girls.  
 
    “Should we tell them we’re alive?” Lindsey asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Stacy said. “Your mother said to keep you hidden. I don’t know who was after you, but they’re obviously dangerous.” 
 
    Stacy knew sooner or later she would have to let Daniel Devon know his granddaughters were alive. 
 
    ## 
 
    Kadence watched the TV as pallbearers carried the casket from the church to the waiting hearse. A handsome man in his late fifties followed the casket to the vehicle and cried as it pulled away.  
 
    The news switched from the funeral to local news. Trace Gallagher reported that a terrorist was discovered when snowplows began cleaning up the streets.  
 
    “Walid Farouk was carrying two bombs and the makings of another,” the newsman reported. “Authorities believe he was on his way to blow up something when he froze to death in the blizzard. Perhaps God is watching over us,” Gallagher concluded. 
 
    “That should remove you from harm’s way.” Kadence smiled at Faith as she turned off the TV. “No one will mistake you for Mariam Reynolds again.” 
 
    “Mecca and Jericho have invited us to dinner tonight,” Faith informed her fiancée. 
 
    “Sounds good to me, if it’s okay with you.” 
 
    Faith nodded. “I always like to spend time with them. They’re fun.” 
 
    “You seem disturbed about something, Kady.” Faith snuggled into her. “Do you want to discuss whatever is bothering you?” 
 
    “I have a patient that came to me after she was disfigured in a fire. I had to do surgery to remove scars, fix an eyebrow, and replace her ear. 
 
    “She received the burns when her boss made her light the water heater in his camper. When my patient struck the match, the thing exploded. She’s lucky she wasn’t killed 
 
    “Her boss had forgotten to turn off the propane to the water heater the last time he went camping. The pilot light had gone out, and gas had filled the space beneath the cabinet where the heater was stored. It was a bomb waiting to explode.” 
 
    Kadence’s phone rang. It was Jericho informing them dinner was served. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Oh my God. What is this, honey?” Jericho asked as she put another bite of food in her mouth. 
 
    “Chicken Tetrazzini,” Mecca said, smiling. 
 
    “Umm, it tastes like heaven on a fork,” the Captain said. “I can’t believe you’re so gorgeous and can cook too.” 
 
    “No mention of my intelligence?” Mecca teased. 
 
    “That goes without saying. You are marrying me, after all.” 
 
    “Speaking of marrying,” Kadence said shyly, “has anyone given any thought to a date?” 
 
    Silence fell across the room. 
 
    “I’m ready to set a date,” Jericho said. “The sooner, the better.” 
 
    “That’s the way I feel,” Kadence said. “Tomorrow wouldn’t be soon enough.” 
 
    A look of panic crossed Faith’s face. “Kadence, I think we should discuss this in private,” she said sternly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kadence mumbled. “That was thoughtless of me.” 
 
    “Tell Mecca and Jericho about the woman who was in the explosion.” Faith slipped her arm through Kadence’s, banishing the awkward moment. 
 
    Kadence related the story she had shared with Faith earlier. 
 
    “Does she have a family?” Faith asked. 
 
    “A husband and three young children,” Kadence said. “She had refused to light the heater because it made her nervous to be around gas and matches. 
 
    “Her boss informed her she could either light the heater or he would fire her. Now he is refusing to cover her hospital bills and has already hired someone to take her place in his company.” 
 
    Faith frowned. “She should hire an attorney. She has a very strong case. He is liable for personal injury, including bodily injury, intentional infliction of emotional distress, and negligent infliction of emotional distress. Not to mention the loss of consortium.” 
 
    Three pairs of eyes focused on Faith.  
 
    “What is a loss of consortium?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “For the children, it’s the deprivation of their mother’s love and affection, not having her to care for them. Faith answered matter-of-factly. “For the husband, it’s the loss of a helpmate and sexual partner.” 
 
    “Where did that come from?” Mecca said, watching Faith closely. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “I . . . I don’t know,” Faith said. “I just know the law.” 
 
    “Do you think you could pass the bar exam?” Jericho asked. 
 
    Faith shrugged. “Even if I could, I can’t take it. I don’t have a name. No driver’s license or birth certificate. I don’t have a passport.” 
 
    “I can fix that.” Jericho smiled. “What last name do you want?” She took several photos of Faith with her iPhone. 
 
    “Doe is fine,” she said, smiling shyly at Kadence. “I don’t plan to keep it long.” 
 
    Kadence let out a long, slow breath. She had been subdued after Faith refused to discuss a date. Kadence feared she was having second thoughts about marrying her. 
 
    Mecca began gathering the dishes. “Honey, why don’t you and Kadence serve dessert and coffee in the living room while Faith and I clear the table?”  
 
    Faith followed her friend into the kitchen, empty bowls and silverware in hand. 
 
    “Do you have a particular date in mind for your wedding?” Faith asked softly. 
 
    “Not really,” Mecca said. “It might be nice to have a double wedding in Albany. That would make it easy for my family and Kadence’s. “I don’t want anything spectacular. Just close friends and family. Nikki and Teagan and my parents, along with Kadence’s family. What about you?” 
 
    “I would love that.” Faith grinned. “I was hoping you would want to do that. I don’t think it matters to Kadence and Jericho. They just want to go ahead with the wedding.” 
 
    Mecca laughed. “As do I.” 
 
    “Can Jericho get me legal papers and identification?” Faith nibbled at her lower lip. 
 
    “Just between you and me,” Mecca said, a furtive glimmer in her eye, “Jericho can do anything.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see what they think about a double wedding.”  
 
    ## 
 
    Just as she had promised, Jericho and Mecca showed up at Faith’s apartment with a driver’s license, passport, and a birth certificate showing she was born in Estelline, Texas. A law degree from Southern Methodist University in Dallas, Texas, and a Certificate of Good Standing from the State Bar of Texas cemented her profession. 
 
    Faith couldn’t contain her excitement. “Wow! I’m impressed with Faith Doe. Do I want to know how you accomplished this?” 
 
    “No.” Jericho laughed. 
 
    “All you have to do is pass the New York bar,” Mecca said. 
 
    “There are classes you can take to help you prepare,” Kadence added. “I’ll help in any way I can.” 
 
    Faith suddenly wished she were alone with her fiancée. She wasn’t positive about many things, but one thing she was certain of: she loved Kadence Pride with all her being. 
 
    Mecca and Kadence called their parents. They decided a June wedding would give the families time to prepare and invite guests. 
 
    Kadence knew Faith was smart, but she was unprepared for how incredibly brilliant she was. She took the bar refresher courses and passed the New York bar on her first attempt. With Kadence’s help, she rented office space in the same building as Mecca. 
 
    Her first client was one of Kadence’s patients. After Faith sat down with the company attorney and listed all the things she would present in court, they agreed to a two-million-dollar settlement. 
 
    Faith couldn’t believe the pride she felt when she opened the check made out to her for one-third of the settlement. She endorsed it to Kadence.  
 
    “It’s important to me that you accept this for all you’ve done for me,” she insisted. “The surgery, the start-up money for my practice . . . I couldn’t have accomplished this without your help. 
 
    “I want us to begin our lives together as equals. I don’t ever want you to think that I married you for your money.” 
 
    “I thought you were marrying me because I’m incredibly beautiful and awesome in bed,” Kadence said, laughing. 
 
    “That is true.” Faith smiled as she slipped her arms around Kadence and hugged her. “That is exactly why I’m marrying you, Kadence Pride.” 
 
    ## 
 
    “We must be low-key about our marriage,” Jericho explained as the three couples shared pizza at McGill’s Grill.  
 
    “I am first and foremost Mecca’s bodyguard. The service would frown upon me marrying my assignment, so the less said, the better.” 
 
    “We definitely don’t want her reassigned,” Mecca added. 
 
    “Why does Mecca need a bodyguard?” Nikki said. 
 
    “On occasion, Mecca does work for the federal government,” Jericho explained. “She’s assigned protection, and that’s the end of it.” 
 
    “She’s more than just an asset, isn’t she?” Teagan narrowed her eyes and studied her sister. “She’s special in some way.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jericho said. “She’s the woman I love.” 
 
    Teagan’s attention wasn’t that easily redirected. “What service do you perform for the federal government that makes you so important?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that is classified information, Sis.” Mecca’s scowl ended the conversation. 
 
    ## 
 
    The weddings were small and private. Everything went smoothly. Kadence surprised Faith with a honeymoon in Hawaii, while Jericho and Mecca continued their life as usual in New York. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Stacy Crawford laughed as she watched her girls swim. At first they had been hesitant to dive into the pool. Now she couldn’t keep them on dry land. They reminded her of three frolicking porpoises, diving, rising from the water, and squealing as they tossed their hair back from their eyes. 
 
    “Mom, may we go for a horseback ride after dinner?” Mary said. 
 
    “That’s what I had in mind,” Stacy said. “I haven’t seen the bald-faced cow and her calf in a couple of days. We need to check on them.” 
 
    ##  
 
    After dinner they saddled their horses and began the search for the cow and her calf. 
 
    All three of the girls were natural riders. They handled horses as if they had been born in the saddle.  
 
    Stacy was especially proud of their academic achievements. All three had the top grade point average in their grade level. There was no doubt they had inherited Mariam’s brilliant mind. 
 
    “Mom, what’s kicking up that dust?” Lindsey said as she pointed toward a fast-moving dust cloud headed toward them. 
 
    Stacy frowned. “Looks like we have a visitor.”  
 
    They rode their horses to the front of the sprawling ranch house. A leased car parked in the circular drive, and a short, balding man got out. 
 
    Stacy rode her steed toward the man. “May I help you?”  
 
    “I’m Willard Fram,” he said, shielding his eyes from the sun as he looked up at Stacy. “May I speak with you?” 
 
    Stacy shrugged. “Sure.” She made no move to dismount. 
 
    “May we talk inside where it’s cooler?” Fram pulled a handkerchief from his hip pocket and mopped the sweat from his brow. 
 
    “Why don’t you state your business first?” Stacy frowned. 
 
    “I just wondered if you knew anything about Daniel Devon.” Fram cleared his throat. 
 
    “What business do you have with Daniel?”  
 
    “Please, may we go inside?” Fram shifted his considerable girth from one foot to the other. 
 
    Stacy nodded and dismounted. “Girls, please take care of the horses before you come inside.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom,” the trio chorused. 
 
    Stacy poured lemonade for Fram and herself and motioned for him to follow her into the study. She grimaced as her expensive chair groaned under his weight. 
 
    “How can I help you?” she asked. 
 
    Fram downed the glass of lemonade before speaking. “I am an attorney representing President Reynolds.” He handed her a business card.  
 
    “I’ve been trying to contact Mr. Devon for months. Ever since Mrs. Reynold’s funeral. The president is, um, concerned about his late wife’s father.” 
 
    “I believe Daniel’s in France,” Stacy said. The lie rolled easily off her tongue. “I understand he’ll be back toward the end of summer. Daniel doesn’t like our hot weather.” 
 
    Fram snorted. “That’s understandable. When he returns, please give him my card.” Fram handed her two more business cards. 
 
    “I will.”  
 
    The girls joined Stacy on the front porch as Fram’s car disappeared in a cloud of dust. 
 
    “Last one in the pool’s a goat roper,” Stacy yelled as she ran around the house. She shed her clothes as she reached the pool and dove in naked. The girls followed her, squealing loudly as their little naked bodies hit the cool water. 
 
    “I never swam naked before.” Kimi laughed. “It feels good.” 
 
    “It’s called skinny-dipping,” Stacy said as she dog-paddled to the deep end of the pool. 
 
    “Mother would think we’re heathens,” Lindsey said, grinning. 
 
    “Your mother and I skinny-dipped together a thousand times,” Stacy said. “This was her favorite way to swim.” 
 
    “Mine too,” Lindsey squealed. 
 
    After showering, the girls piled into Stacy’s bed for their bedtime story. 
 
    “Girls, tomorrow we’re going to see your grandfather,” Stacy informed them. “I think he’s going to need you.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Daniel Devon was delighted to hear from his closest neighbor. He hadn’t seen Stacy since Mariam’s funeral. 
 
    He stood in the courtyard as Stacy’s SUV slowed to a stop. She left the vehicle running as she got out, closed the door, and hugged him tightly. 
 
    “Daniel, you know that Tom Reynolds has been trying to reach you,” Stacy said. 
 
    “Yes, he wants Mariam’s money, but I don’t believe the girls are dead, and I’ll be damned if I’ll give him our family money to cavort with his new girlfriend.” 
 
    “I understand your feelings,” Stacy said. “Let me tell you a story.” 
 
    Daniel Devon listened in dismay as Stacy told him of her rescue of his granddaughters. As Stacy concluded her story, she pressed the button on her fob that killed the engine of her SUV. She opened the back door, and the three girls tumbled out. 
 
    “Granddaddy?” Lindsey looked at Daniel hesitantly. 
 
    He couldn’t stop the flow of tears that ran down his cheeks. “You’re alive! Thank God, you’re alive.” Daniel wrapped his arms around the granddaughters that looked so much like his Mariam. 
 
    “Come, come into the house where it’s cool.” He ushered the four inside and called his housekeeper. “Loretta, please, may we have iced tea for our guests?” 
 
    As the girls sipped their drinks, Stacy explained why she had kept the girls hidden. “Mariam said to trust no one,” she concluded. 
 
    Daniel nodded. He had been in the nest of vipers known as politicians. He understood his daughter’s fear for her children. 
 
    “Tom is confident Mariam and the girls are dead,” Daniel said. “Upon their demise, he inherits Mariam’s share of the Devon fortune. When I die, he will inherit the entire Devon fortune. I don’t want to risk exposing the girls to danger. I don’t want to let people know they’re alive.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could simply let Tom know they’re alive,” Stacy suggested. 
 
    “No!” the girls wailed.  
 
    “Daddy would make us move back to Washington,” Lindsey said. “We don’t want to live in the White House. We want to live with you. You’re our mother now.” 
 
    “My attorneys will keep Tom at bay for years,” Daniel said. “You get the girls through school, and then we will announce their existence to the world.” 
 
    “I can keep them?” Stacy exclaimed. “You’ll let me raise them?” 
 
    “You were the one my daughter called when she needed help,” Daniel said. “She entrusted the girls to you. I believe she would want you to raise them, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “Okay?” Stacy beamed. “It’s wonderful! Daniel, I can’t tell you how much this means to me.” 
 
    “Of course, I expect to see them often.” He laughed as the four females embraced him in a group hug.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Jericho smiled at her wife over the rim of her coffee cup. “I must say, your coffee is much better than the diner’s. Sure would go great with some of your pancakes. We didn’t eat breakfast, you know.” 
 
    Mecca laughed. “You are so subtle.” 
 
    After breakfast, Jericho rinsed the dishes and placed them in the dishwasher as Mecca collected her briefcase and laptop. 
 
    “I have an eleven o’clock appointment,” Mecca said as Jericho held her coat so she could slip into it. “Are you going to ride to the office with me or sleuth around following me?” 
 
    She pulled Mecca to her and kissed her gently. “I think I’ll ride with you.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho settled into the coffee shop across the street from Mecca’s office. Mecca greeted her secretary, returned phone calls, and perused the files of her afternoon patients. 
 
    At eleven sharp, there was a knock on the door of her private entrance. Mecca opened the door and accepted the white envelope from a slender woman in her late thirties. Evelyn Turner was pretty, with intelligent eyes and short, black hair. She reeked of money. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing me,” Evelyn said nervously. “Tom highly recommends you.” 
 
    Mecca nodded. Tom told her he was my patient, she thought. I wonder if he shared that information with anyone else? 
 
    Mecca pulled the card from the envelope and opened it. Please learn what she’s up to was scrawled in the general’s slanted handwriting. 
 
    Mecca motioned to the chair in front of her desk. “Please have a seat. Tell me why you’re here.” 
 
    “I . . . I’m not sure,” Evelyn said with a hesitant smile. “It’s my understanding that you are part of a background check I must go through in order to continue dating the president.” 
 
    Mecca laughed. “You don’t need my input to continue dating President Reynolds. The only reason I would be consulted is if you’re planning to marry him.” 
 
    Evelyn nodded. “Tom said you were good. Yes, we are planning to announce our engagement next month and a subsequent wedding date.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me anything you feel is relevant,” Mecca said. 
 
    “I’ve been married before,” Evelyn Turner said. “My first husband died in an automobile accident four years ago. He was a high-ranking civil servant in the Treasury Department. He devoted his life to keeping good, sound practices in place in the nation’s money markets. Unfortunately, he was losing the battle.” 
 
    Evelyn stopped talking for a second and raked a hand through her hair. “Forgive me. I didn’t intend to get on my soapbox.” 
 
    “Please continue,” Mecca encouraged. “That’s what I want you to do. I want to know more about Evelyn Turner. 
 
    “How did you meet Tom Reynolds?” 
 
    “My husband left me quite wealthy,” Evelyn said, her eyes filled with sadness. “A large insurance policy and wise investments have provided for my financial needs. We owned a beautiful home, and we entertained frequently. 
 
    “Tom’s wife and children were kidnapped and murdered. When he was elected president his chief of staff asked me to assist in hosting cocktail parties and intimate dinners that are necessary in Washington society. I was floundering. After my husband’s death, I had no direction in my life. 
 
    “I know all the right people. At first Tom and I had a strict working relationship. I planned and acted as hostess for his social functions. But one thing led to another, and we fell in love.” 
 
    “I’m a sucker for a good love story,” Mecca said.” 
 
    “Tom Reynolds is a good man. He wants to live with me but insists we marry. He’s rather old-fashioned.” 
 
    “How is Tom?” Mecca asked. “How is he coping with the loss of his wife and daughters?” 
 
    “He’s doing well,” Evelyn replied. “He never talks about them. He isn’t a man to dwell in the past. I think it’s easier for him that way.” 
 
    Mecca made notes as Evelyn talked. After an hour, she had learned that Evelyn was a graduate of Vassar College. Her parents were extremely wealthy and were close friends of the Bloombergs.  
 
    Mecca walked around her desk and sat down in the chair next to Evelyn, placing her hand on the woman’s forearm. “Tell me where your family’s wealth comes from.” 
 
    “My father is an investment banker,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Is he honest?” 
 
     “No. He’s using a Ponzi scheme to slowly bilk clients out of millions of dollars.” 
 
    “You do know that your father’s crooked activities would be a black mark on Tom Reynold’s name?” 
 
    “Yes, but if I marry Tom and my family can get their hands on the Devon Fortune, my father can legitimize his company and evade exposure.” 
 
    “Are you involved in illegal activities?” 
 
    A loud bang in the reception area yanked Evelyn from the trance, and Mecca ran to the door. Julie was on her knees, picking up files and putting them back into a portable file bin. “I’m so sorry, Dr. Storm. I thought I could carry this, but it’s too heavy.” 
 
    ## 
 
    After Evelyn left, Mecca called the number she had dialed for the past five years. The same solemn voice answered. “What can I do for you, Dr. Storm?” 
 
    “You can come to my office and make love to me,” Mecca murmured. 
 
    “Um, as much as I would enjoy that, it is not a good idea. My job is to protect you, not to act as your girl toy.” 
 
    Mecca laughed. “Girl toy?” 
 
    “You could walk across the street and have lunch with me,” Jericho suggested. 
 
    “If that’s the best you can offer, I guess it’ll have to do.” Mecca grinned as she hung up the phone. It was much more enjoyable to tease with Jericho than to talk strictly business with a faceless person. 
 
    ## 
 
    “I need a full background check on Evelyn Turner and her parents,” Mecca informed Jericho as they ate lunch. “I want to know about her finances and the finances of her family. Her family is involved in illegal operations, and I need to know how far and deep they run. 
 
    “Find out everything you can about the death of her husband. He died in an automobile accident. 
 
    “I want everything you can find on her and her family. I’m not certain how involved she is in her father’s business activities.” 
 
    “Yes, Dr. Storm.” Jericho grinned mischievously as she lightly traced the palm of Mecca’s hand with her fingers. “Any chance of you leaving the office early today? I’ve given a lot of thought to your earlier request.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you missed your chance, Captain,” she said with a provocative smile. “I have a full day. Remember, we’re going to Kadence and Faith’s for dinner tonight.” 
 
    Jericho groaned as Mecca hooked the toe of her high heel behind the blonde’s calf and ran it seductively up her leg.  
 
    ## 
 
    Daniel Devon reread the letter from Tom’s attorney. They were demanding a portion of Tom’s inheritance be disbursed immediately. Hell would freeze over before Daniel would comply with that demand. 
 
    He knew Tom could do nothing with the estate until his daughters were declared dead or were missing for seven years. Three years had passed since their abduction. Of course, Daniel knew where the girls were, but he wasn’t telling Tom. 
 
    Daniel was taking no chances with his granddaughters’ lives. Losing Mariam had almost killed him. Finding the girls alive and well had given him new life, a reason to live.  
 
    He wouldn’t let Mariam’s death be in vain. He would do whatever it took to keep his granddaughters safe. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Faith looked up as her secretary ushered in her two-thirty appointment. She introduced herself and shook hands with her prospective client. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Mr. Fram?” 
 
    “Please, call me Willard.” Fram’s smile was framed by thin lips and uneven teeth. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Willard?”  
 
    Willard puffed up with importance. “I represent the President of the United States.”  
 
    “You represent Tom Reynolds?” 
 
    “Well, not him directly, but his fiancée,” Willard clarified. 
 
    “And how can I help you?” Faith asked again. 
 
    “The president is in line to be the heir of the vast Devon Oil fortune.” Fram leered at her, exposing his bad teeth again. “His wife and three daughters disappeared several years ago. The wife’s body was pulled from the Hudson River and identified through DNA. The girls have never been found.” 
 
    Fram waited to make certain his words were comprehended by Faith. She nodded and he continued. 
 
    “The president believes the girls are also dead. A captured terrorist admitted kidnapping them and killing the wife.  
 
    “The president would like to remarry and wants to get some of his money from the family trust. He has hired me to make that happen.” 
 
    “Why you?”  
 
    “I actually work for the Turner family,” Fram explained. “I need someone to travel to Texas and camp out until they contact Daniel Devon. He can’t elude us forever. Your website said you’re licensed to practice law in New York and Texas. Since you’re just beginning your practice, I thought you might like a chance to make the money. We’ll pay all your travel expenses, plus your daily fee, until you contact Devon.” 
 
    Faith knew Fram had chosen her because no attorney in their right mind would go on a wild-goose chase in Texas. He was right. She did need the income. Kady made more than enough money to support them, but Faith wanted to contribute too. She also knew it would be unethical to accept Fram’s offer. 
 
    “I appreciate you considering me, Mr. Fram,” Faith said, “but I’m a one-woman office right now. I’m afraid I can’t go to Texas.” 
 
    Faith escorted the slimy character from her office. She returned to her desk and called Kadence, who answered before the second ring. 
 
    “Hi, honey. I just want you to know that my world is a lonely place when I’m not with you.” 
 
    Faith chuckled. “I feel the same. Do you have time for lunch?” Faith heard the fast clicking of computer keys. 
 
    “I just made time,” Kadence said. “I feel like Greek. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you feel like heaven,” Faith cooed, “but I’ll settle for Greek food.” 
 
    “You are so good for my ego.” Kadence snickered. “Meet you there in fifteen?” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” Faith hung up the phone and debated whether to discuss Fram’s visit with Kadence over lunch or just before they made love tonight. Lunch would be the fair thing to do, she thought, knowing Kadence would be agreeable to anything while she was in her arms. 
 
    ## 
 
    “This is even better than winning the lottery.” Kadence leaned down to kiss her wife before settling in the chair across the table from her. “How did you manage to get away?” 
 
    “It’s not as if the world is beating a path to my office,” Faith said. “I need to talk to you about something.” 
 
    The server placed water on their table and took their order. 
 
    “What do you want to discuss?” Kadence furrowed her brow. Faith seldom deemed anything important enough to talk about it in the middle of the day. 
 
    “An attorney named Willard Fram contacted me today,” Faith began. 
 
    “He’s a shyster. Don’t do business with him,” Kadence growled. “He tried to sue me.” 
 
    “That was my immediate assessment of him,” Faith said. “He wanted me to represent the president’s fiancée in her attempt to get her hands on the Devon fortune.” 
 
    “Why you?” The hair on the back of Kadence’s neck stood up. 
 
    “Thanks to Jericho, I have a license to practice law in New York and Texas,” Faith explained. “I can file papers in a Texas court.” 
 
    “I don’t have a good feeling about this,” Kadence muttered. 
 
    “Of course, I turned him down, but . . . you know there is a good chance Daniel Devon is my father?” 
 
    Kadence nodded.  
 
    “I need to know. I need to protect him if possible. He’s lost everything. His daughter and his granddaughters.” 
 
    Kadence took Faith’s hand. “You know you can never let him know who you are, right?” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, but I can still be there for him in a sense. I’d like to go see him.” 
 
    “When do you need to leave? I’ve got major surgeries every day for the next ten days, except on weekends.” 
 
    “Next Monday, and I’ll be gone at least a week, maybe longer,” Faith mumbled. 
 
    “Maybe I can clear my schedule next week and—” 
 
    “No, Kady. I need to handle this myself. You can’t babysit me for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Kadence grimaced. “Yes, I can, Faith. You’re my wife. I have a right to protect you.” 
 
    Faith leaned across the table and whispered, “You also have the right to sleep with me. Think about that until you get home tonight.” The smile that played on her lips took Kadence’s breath away. 
 
    “Foul play,” Kadence teased. “You know that is all I’ll think about until I get home.” 
 
    Faith laughed. She didn’t always play fair with Kadence. Her wife could be very stubborn. 
 
    “Using wifely wiles is unfair,” Kadence mumbled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Julie slipped into Mecca’s office and closed the door behind her. “Boss, there’s a man outside who asked me to give you this.” She held out the familiar white envelope. 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “He said you were expecting him.” Julie scowled. “I know who he is, but only because I’ve seen him on TV.” 
 
    “And . . .?”  
 
    “He’s National Committee Chairman Mark Thornton.” 
 
    Mecca turned the white envelope over and ran her fingernail under the flap. The enclosed card read, “Help him!” She raised her brows and slipped the card back into the envelope. “Send him in.” 
 
    “Thank you for seeing me, Dr. Storm,” Thornton said as he extended his hand to Mecca.  
 
    “It’s a pleasure, Mr. Thornton. What can I do for you?” She wrapped her hands around Thornton’s and smiled. He was easily under her spell. “Tell me who you work for and why you’re here.” 
 
    “I was sent to learn all I can about you and your connection with the US government,” Thornton said. 
 
    “You will give me truthful answers to all my questions,” Mecca directed. She smirked as she released Thornton’s hands. “You were going to tell me how I may help you.” 
 
    “My directions were to find out anything you know about Evelyn Turner,” he blurted out. 
 
    “Who sent you?”  
 
    “The Speaker of the House.”  
 
    “I’m certain the speaker has more investigators at his disposal than I would ever have,” Mecca said, continuing to speak in her calm, soothing voice. “Why doesn’t he investigate her?” 
 
    “President Reynolds issued a hands-off order where she’s concerned, but the speaker doesn’t trust her or her family.” 
 
    “This card came from the speaker?” Mecca clarified. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why did he think I’d know what to do with the card?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not sure he did. He’s trying to find out who knows about the cards.” 
 
    Mecca frowned. “Where did he get the card?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Thornton replied. 
 
    “You are completely convinced that I have nothing to do with Evelyn Turner or the card you gave me. When I release your hand, we will continue our original conversation,” Mecca said, “and you will forget we had this one.” 
 
    Mecca clapped her hands and sat on the corner of her desk. Thornton looked around the room in stunned silence. 
 
    “As I said,”—Mecca continued as if they were in the middle of a conversation—“I know nothing about this card.” She let the envelope slide from her hand into her wastepaper basket. 
 
    “After talking with you, I’m certain of that.” Thornton smiled. “I apologize for the inconvenience.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Mecca said. “It is always a joy to converse with one of the most important men in America.” 
 
    Mecca watched Thornton as he got into his car. He sat talking on his cell phone for several minutes before starting his vehicle. She was certain he was reporting to someone. As he pulled away from the curb, she called Jericho. 
 
    “Honey, we may have a problem. I’m going to catch a cab to McGill’s Grill. Meet me there in fifteen minutes. See if anyone follows me.” 
 
    “Was that Mark Thornton?” Jericho said. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca nodded to the server and walked to the back booth. She sat facing the door, but no one followed her into the grill. She smiled at the thought that Jericho would soon brighten the establishment with her presence.  
 
    Jericho entered the restaurant and strode to Mecca’s table. She kissed her wife on the forehead and slid into the circular booth. She inhaled deeply when her thigh contacted Mecca’s. “I hope I always affect you that way,” Mecca chirped. 
 
    “There’s no doubt in my mind,” Jericho said, laughing. “Tell me what’s going on that landed you a meeting with Mark Thornton.” 
 
    Mecca shrugged. “He brought me an envelope.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    Mecca suddenly realized that Jericho knew little about her government work and was only privileged to information needed to serve as her bodyguard. She debated telling Jericho about herself and the work she did for the government but decided her wife was safer knowing nothing. 
 
    “I need to talk to General Carson,” Mecca said, pulling her cell phone from her purse. She called the private line she always used to contact the general. The call went to a recorded message that wasn’t Carson’s voice. The message instructed the caller to leave a name and phone number for a return call. 
 
    “Have you ever reached a recording on General Carson’s private line?” she asked Jericho as she disconnected the call. 
 
    “No, General Carson said our business was too important to leave messages, but she’s never failed to answer when I call that number.” 
 
    “This is the number I call,” Mecca said, holding her phone so Jericho could see it. “It’s a cell phone.” 
 
    “I always call a number in her office,” Jericho said. “After hours it makes a clicking sound and forwards my call to her cell phone.” 
 
    “Call her office and ask to speak with her like you did the other day,” Mecca said. 
 
    Jericho called and the secretary answered. Jericho gave her the code required to be put through to the general. “No answer,” Jericho said. “What’s going on, Mecca?” 
 
    “I wish I knew! The speaker of the House sent Thornton to me. I think he’s fishing, trying to figure out my connection with the general.” 
 
    “What is your connection to General Carson?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “If I tell you, I’ll have to—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know. You’ll have to kill me.” Jericho’s sharp tone startled Mecca. 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to say. You know how that works. You did it to me for five years.” 
 
    Jericho scowled. “Yes, I know, but my mission is to protect—” 
 
    “My mission,” Mecca said.  
 
    “Which tells me that you’re the most important person here,” Jericho mumbled. 
 
    “You’re the most important person to me, darling.” Mecca placed her hand over Jericho’s, wondering if the blonde was still impervious to her abilities. “Why don’t you order us a couple of glasses of Chablis?” 
 
    “Um, you know I don’t like Chablis,” Jericho said. “How about a nice Bordeaux?” 
 
    “That sounds even better.” I still can’t influence her decisions, Mecca thought. Why? 
 
    “How would you feel about a stop at our apartment before you head back to work?” Jericho wrinkled her nose and grinned impishly. 
 
    Mecca tapped a message into her cell phone and then returned it to her purse. 
 
    “Who’d you text?” 
 
    “My secretary.” Mecca returned the devilish grin. “I told her to cancel my appointments for the rest of the afternoon. You do your best work when you’re unhurried.” 
 
    “I do like to take my time.” Jericho chuckled as she tossed enough money onto the table to cover the check. “Given the time, I’m pretty impressive.” 
 
    “Faith and Kadence are having dinner with us tonight at six,” Mecca said, glancing at her watch. “You have five hours to impress me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    The four friends gathered around the dining table and discussed the day’s events. Afterward, Kadence and Jericho cleaned up the dishes, as Mecca and Faith carried coffee and dessert into the living room. 
 
    “This is the best of all worlds,” Jericho said as she passed out the coffee-filled cups. “Beautiful women, cake, and the world’s best coffee.” 
 
    As they settled into their seats, Faith told them about her visit from Willard Fram. 
 
    “He’s a scumbag,” Mecca said. “He’s an ambulance chaser and a crook. He’s constantly suing doctors for no good reason. He knows most will settle to keep their names from being dragged through court.” 
 
    “I had a run-in with him,” Kadence huffed. “The little weasel.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “I declined his offer, but I’m going to see Daniel Devon,” Faith said. 
 
    Jericho glanced at Kadence. “Are you going with her?” 
 
    “I’m a grown woman,” Faith argued. “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “You know he’s your father,” Jericho said.  
 
    “Yes,” Faith whispered. 
 
    “You are Mariam Reynolds. Tom Reynolds’s wife and mother of three daughters,” Jericho continued. “Heiress to the vast Devon Oil fortune.” 
 
    Faith nodded. “I figured that out when you used my DNA to prove that poor woman’s body was the deceased Mariam Reynolds.” 
 
    “Devon may know where Mariam’s daughters are,” Jericho said. “The trip to Texas may reunite you with your father and your daughters. It seems odd that, out of all the lawyers in New York, they would select you for this job.” 
 
    Mecca frowned. “This may be a trap. If Tom is trying to get control of the Devon fortune, there must be a reason. 
 
    Kadence squeezed Faith’s hand. 
 
    “I don’t want the inheritance,” Faith said. “But I don’t want some slime bucket like Fram getting his grubby hands on any of it. If the girls are still alive, they should inherit the money.” 
 
    Faith leaned against Kadence. “I have all I want right here. I’ll always be Faith Pride.” 
 
    “We should call it a night,” Kadence said as she got to her feet. “I have early surgery in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you for dinner,” Faith added. “As always, it was excellent.” 
 
    Jericho closed the door behind them and leaned against it. “I feel sorry for Kadence,” she said. “I’d go crazy if I were separated from you. After falling asleep in your arms, I never want to fall asleep alone again.” 
 
    “My sentiments exactly.” Mecca smiled as she caught Jericho’s hand and led her toward their bedroom. 
 
    ## 
 
    Faith sighed as she rested her head on Kadence’s shoulder. “I love you, Faith,” she whispered, stroking her wife’s soft, dark hair. 
 
    Faith snuggled closer. “You’re all I need to be happy, darling. No matter who I am, you complete me.” 
 
    “Just promise me you’ll come back.” 
 
    “I promise,” Faith whispered. “I have no idea what kind of relationship Tom and Mariam had, but I do know I love you with all my heart. I couldn’t stay away from you if I wanted to.” 
 
    “Good to know.” Kadence hugged her tighter. “What can I do to make this easier for you?” 
 
    Faith straddled her wife. “You could show me what I’ll be missing.” 
 
    Kadence grinned. “Mmm. I’d be delighted to do that.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Faith watched out the window as the plane’s engines roared to slow the decent to DFW airport, located between Fort Worth and Dallas, Texas. She was surprised that the airport was surrounded by so many lakes.  
 
    She collected her luggage from the baggage claim area and caught a shuttle to the car rental office. She breathed a sigh of relief as she drove through the airport toll gate. She entered Daniel Devon’s ranch address into the GPS system and headed west. 
 
    Devon Ranch was located between Cresson and Benbrook, about two hours from the airport. She had scheduled an early arrival so she could reach her destination before dark. 
 
    The flat Texas landscape, with its scrub oaks and scraggly cedars, was vastly different from New York, but Faith felt at ease in Texas, almost at home. 
 
    When she was within twenty miles of Devon Ranch, her GPS took her from the main highway onto a worn, narrow, blacktop road. She warily eyed the bar ditch running alongside the road and hoped she didn’t meet another car. 
 
    Seconds later, a loud bang sent her vehicle careening out of control, and she fought the steering wheel to keep her car upright as it skidded toward the ditch. She yanked the wheel hard to the left as the auto slid sideways into the trench. 
 
    Her hands shook as she turned off the engine. She pushed the door open with her feet, struggling to get out of the tilted car. She breathed a sigh of relief when her feet touched solid ground. 
 
    Faith assessed the damage to the car and noted that the right front tire had blown out. She pulled her cell phone from her pocket, groaning when she realized she had no service in the middle of nowhere. She debated going back or walking the ten miles her GPS had shown was needed to reach Devon Ranch. I wish Kadence were with me, she thought.  
 
    She locked the damaged vehicle and began the trek to the ranch. In the morning she’d send a tow truck for the car. She was glad she’d worn her comfortable boots, but her feet were starting to hurt in spite of them. She pulled her long hair off her neck and tied it up with a scarf. The merciless heat sent perspiration running down her face. 
 
    She spotted a massive rock entrance, the kind that heralded so many Texas ranches, but there was no house in sight. “Crawford Ranch” was emblazoned in the stone arch over the heavy metal gate. She was deliberating whether she should crawl through the space between the fence and gate when a black SUV appeared on the horizon.  
 
    Faith hustled to get out of the way when the automatic gate swung open as the SUV approached. She waved her arms above her head, hoping to slow the fast-approaching vehicle. 
 
    The SUV rolled to a stop, kicking up a cloud of red dust behind it. A stunning woman dressed in jeans and a denim shirt opened her door and stepped out. “What in the world is a little thing like you doing out here all alone?” 
 
    “I . . . my car . . . the tire blew out,” Faith stammered. 
 
    “Hop in,” the woman instructed. “I’m on my way to pick up my girls from school. It’s about an hour’s drive, so I don’t have time to dally. Unless you want to continue walking.”  
 
    “No, no, I’d welcome a ride.” Even if it is in the wrong direction, Faith thought.  
 
    Faith buckled her seatbelt as the vehicle moved forward. “I’m Stacy Crawford,” the woman said. 
 
    “Faith Pride.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to pry, Faith, but what are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
    “I’m trying to contact Daniel Devon.”  
 
    Stacy narrowed her eyes and glanced at Faith. “What do you want with Daniel?” 
 
    “I . . . um, it’s private business,” Faith answered. 
 
    Stacy nodded. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “New York.”  
 
    “Yeah, I thought so,” Stacy huffed. “You don’t see many of those Gucci jeans around here.” 
 
    “They were a gift,” Faith said, suddenly feeling she should explain the extravagant apparel. 
 
    As Stacy waited to pull onto the main highway. She surveyed Faith. The smaller woman was beautiful. Her dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, making her look like a teenager. Tendrils of black hair curled their way down both sides of her face, giving her an impish, yet angelic, look. Even hot and sweaty, Faith Pride was the kind of woman dreams were made of. 
 
    “You’re lucky you got here before it became too hot,” Stacy said once they were moving again. 
 
    “It must be ninety degrees,” Faith whined.  
 
    “Next week it’ll hit ninety-five.” Stacy smiled. “This is the last day of school, so the girls will live in the pool for the next three months. Do you swim, Faith?” 
 
    “I do.” Faith wasn’t certain how she knew it, but she was positive she was a good swimmer. 
 
    “Does Daniel know you’re coming?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” Faith mumbled. 
 
    “You may have made a trip for nothing,” Stacy informed her. “I think he’s in the Middle East somewhere.” 
 
    “I’ll have to check into a hotel and wait for his return,” Faith replied.  
 
    “Good luck with that. This is graduation weekend. I doubt you’ll find a room available within fifty miles.” 
 
    Faith bit her bottom lip as she tried to decide what to do. They drove a long way in silence. Finally, Stacy pulled into the pick-up line at the girls’ private school. 
 
    “Your daughters go to school here?” Faith wasn’t certain how she knew the highly ranked private school, but she was impressed that Stacy was making certain her daughters got the best education money could buy. 
 
    “Yes. There they are.” Stacy proudly gestured toward three laughing blondes dressed in school uniforms. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” Faith whispered. “They look so happy.” 
 
    “I think they are,” Stacy said with a smile as she rolled down her window. “At least I hope they are. Everyone in the back, girls. We have company riding shotgun.” 
 
    The silence in the SUV was shattered as three giggling girls, all talking at once, climbed into the vehicle. 
 
    “Mom, is this one of your movie star friends?” Kimi asked, her eyes twinkling with excitement. 
 
    Stacy grinned at Faith. “She’s certainly pretty enough to be, but she’s a stranger I picked up on the side of the road.” 
 
    Everyone laughed as the girls wanted to know more about the dark-haired beauty their mother had befriended. Faith explained what had happened and joined in their laughter.  
 
    “Why are you here in Texas?” Lindsey asked. 
 
    “I’m an attorney, and I need to speak with Daniel Devon.” 
 
    The silence in the car was embarrassing. “He’s a crotchety old man,” Lindsey grumbled, doing her best to scare Faith away from a meeting with her grandfather. “Why would you want to talk to him?” 
 
    “Just business,” Faith quipped, eager to change the subject.  
 
    “We’re pretty sure he eats small children,” Mary added. 
 
    “Perhaps you should all go to the meeting with me,” Faith said with a grin. “He sounds dangerous.” 
 
    “Enough about Daniel Devon,” Stacy said. “Faith, why don’t you join us for dinner? We’re grilling outside by the pool, so we can watch the girls swim while I cook.” 
 
    “I’d love that,” Faith said. “But I really need to see about getting my car fixed and finding a place to stay.” 
 
    “Stay with us, please,” Kimi pleaded. 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    “What a great idea, Kimi. You should spend the night,” Stacy said. “We have extra guest rooms. In the morning I can pull your car to the barn with my tractor. It’s no problem at all to change a tire. I’m sure your rental car has a spare.” 
 
    As if the matter was settled, the girls went on to discussing other things. They stopped by Faith’s car and picked up her luggage and laptop. 
 
    The girls showed Faith to her room, arguing over who got to carry her luggage. “Let’s ask Mom if we can swim while y’all barbeque,” Lindsey suggested.  
 
    “I’ll ask her.” Kimi scurried ahead of the others and skidded into the kitchen, where Stacy was removing a brisket from marinating in a Tupperware container. “Mommy, Mommy, may we swim while you and Miss Faith barbeque?” 
 
    Stacy raised a questioning eyebrow at Faith. “I’d love to watch them cavort in the water,” Faith said. 
 
    “We’re going to the grill, girls. Get your suits on and join us.” 
 
    “Aww, do we have to wear swimsuits?” Mary asked. 
 
    “In front of company?”—Stacy feigned shock—“Of course, you do.” 
 
    “But Mommy—” 
 
    “No buts about it,” Stacy said, doing her best not to smile. “Put on swimsuits now.” 
 
    The girls skittered off down the hall, their giggles and chattering echoing behind them. 
 
    “You’re a great mom,” Faith said. “They’re terrific kids.” 
 
    “Yes, they are, but I don’t deserve all the credit.”  
 
    “Of course, there’s a father in the picture,” Faith concluded. 
 
    “No, just me. It’s a long story.” 
 
    Stacy changed the subject. “I see you’re married. I bet your husband wasn’t happy about you leaving New York for Texas. I’m surprised he didn’t come with you.” 
 
    “Um, my spouse is a doctor and couldn’t leave the hospital,” Faith explained. I wonder if she’d let me stay here if she knew I’m a lesbian. 
 
    “Doctors are a dedicated bunch, thank heavens.” 
 
    “Yes, they are.” Faith looked around the kitchen. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “You can be the sommelier for the night. There’s wine chilling in the fridge. The wine opener is in the drawer on your right and glasses in the cabinet behind you.  
 
    Faith chuckled and began performing her assigned duties. Stacy finished mixing her basting sauce and placed everything on a tray. “Lead the way,” Faith said. “I’ll bring up the rear with refreshments.” 
 
    The evening was filled with laughter and discussion of plans the girls had for the summer. All three were very musical and had signed up for the Casa Mañana Summer Theater.  
 
    “I think Lindsey will get the lead in the musical this year,” Stacy whispered to Faith. “She’s really good. Look at Kimi. She can hardly keep her eyes open.” 
 
    “Go get ready for bed, girls,” Stacy instructed. “I’ll be in to read to you when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Do you read to them every night?” Faith asked gathering dishes  and following Stacy inside. 
 
    “Yes. It’s a tradition we started when they first . . . were young.”  
 
    “Are you their birth mother?”  
 
    “How is that any of your business?” Stacy snapped. 
 
    “I just sensed it in you, not the children. I sense you might be afraid of losing them.” 
 
    “I would die if I lost them,” Stacy admitted. “They are my life. I love them more than any mother ever could.” 
 
    “Mom, we’re ready,” Mary padded into the kitchen. “We’re piling into your bed.” 
 
    Stacy didn’t miss the questioning look on Faith’s face. “We all get into my bed, and I read to them. Sometimes we talk or fall asleep, and they stay in my bed. They’re getting a little big for that now, but we still do it sometimes. Go get ready for bed and join us for our bedtime story.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Faith admitted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Faith didn’t open her eyes. She lay between the cool sheets and listened to birds singing outside her window. In the distance goats bleated and a dog barked. She recalled the events of the previous evening and smiled. Stacy and her daughters were remarkable. She’d known them for less than twenty-four hours, and already she felt as if they had always been a part of her life. 
 
    She showered and dressed, anxious to help Stacy get her car from the ditch. The roar of a tractor and more insistent barking announced the arrival of something. Faith wasn’t sure what. 
 
    Faith shielded her eyes from the bright Texas sun as she stepped onto the front porch of the farmhouse. Stacy killed the tractor pulling Faith’s car and jumped down to the ground. She smiled when she saw Faith standing there. 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” Stacy asked as she approached the porch. 
 
    “Better than I’ve slept in days,” Faith admitted. “I’ve been nervous about the meeting with Daniel Devon.” 
 
    “Come back inside and I’ll make a fresh pot of coffee. My ranch foreman is going to change your tire, so your car will be as good as new. We can run your damaged tire into town and have a new one put on the rim.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Faith said as she followed Stacy into the kitchen and sat down at the island. “I’ve put you out enough. I can have the tire fixed, and I need to contact Daniel Devon.” 
 
    A look of horror flashed across Faith’s face as she realized that she hadn’t called Kadence to let her know she had arrived okay. Kadence will be worried to death, she thought. 
 
    But a deeper, more disturbing thought niggled at the back of her mind. This is the first time I’ve even thought about Kadence. 
 
    “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Is something wrong?” Stacy said. 
 
    “No, I . . . uh, just need to call home, but I have no cell service here.” Faith grimaced. “They’ll be worried about me.” 
 
    “There should be service,” Stacy said, frowning. “We have a signal booster that keeps us connected to the rest of the world.” 
 
    Faith was ashamed to admit that she hadn’t looked at her phone since her arrival at the ranch. She pulled it from her pocket and cringed when she remembered she had turned it off the day before. 
 
    She powered up the phone and inhaled sharply when all the service bars lit up. A dozen messages from Kadence rolled across the face of the phone. “Please excuse me,” she said, flashing a fleeting smile as she picked up her coffee and escaped to her bedroom. 
 
    Dear God, please let Kady answer, she prayed, trying to think of a way to explain to her wife that she had forgotten about her. 
 
    She listened to Kady’s voice on the message. Kadence’s voice calmed her a little. 
 
    “Honey, I’m so sorry I’m late calling you. I had car trouble, but everything is fine now. Please call me when you can. I love you, Kady.” 
 
    She searched her purse for the phone charger and carried it into the kitchen. “Is everything okay?” Stacy asked. 
 
    “Yes, I just need to plug this in and make certain it has a full charge,” Faith replied. 
 
    Stacy pointed to an electrical outlet on the side of the kitchen island. “Plug it in there. It can charge while I fix breakfast.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Faith argued. “Coffee is all I need.” 
 
    “Nonsense. I’m having bacon and eggs. You should join me.”  
 
    “If you’re cooking anyway, breakfast sounds wonderful. What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Just keep me company,” Stacy said. “The girls have gone horseback riding and will storm in here any minute, clamoring for food.” 
 
    “I had fun with them last night. They’re so angelic, leaning on you and each other as you read to them.” 
 
    “They’re growing up so fast,” Stacy noted. “I won’t have many more years with them. I want to make the most of every second.” 
 
    Stacy’s cell phone interrupted their conversation. “Daniel Devon calling,” the phone announced. Stacy rushed to where the phone was lying on the cabinet and grabbed it. 
 
    “Daniel, it’s so good to hear your voice. Thank you so much for returning my call. I have an attorney named Faith Pride here. She needs to talk to you.” 
 
    Stacy listened as Daniel responded to her information. “Friday,” Stacy repeated. “At your ranch house at ten in the morning. Yes, sir, I’ll tell her. Have a safe trip home.” 
 
    Stacy turned to Faith. “That was Daniel Devon. He is out of the country but will return home Thursday night. He said he would see you at ten Friday morning. I hope that helps you.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, it does,” Faith said. “Thank you so much. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate that.” 
 
    The clatter of boots on the porch announced the arrival of the girls. “Here are our cowgirls now.” Stacy laughed out loud. 
 
    “Mom, we found the bald-faced the mama and her calf,” Lindsey said. “They were in Devil’s Canyon on the other side of the tank.” 
 
    “Are they okay?” 
 
    “A little skinned up, as if they ran through some brambles, but otherwise just fine. We brought them back so Howard could look at them. He may want to doctor a few of the cuts.” 
 
    Mary opened the refrigerator and pulled out milk and orange juice. “After breakfast you and Mom should go riding with us, Miss Faith.” 
 
    “I’d love to,” Faith said, “but first I must find a hotel.” 
 
    “You don’t need a hotel,” Kimi cried. “You can stay with us. Can’t she, Mom?” 
 
    A smile played on Stacy’s lips. “Of course. We’d love to have you.” 
 
    Toast popping from the toaster settled the conversation. “Don’t you dare touch that without washing your hands,” Stacy warned Lindsey as she reached for the toast and butter. “All of you need to wash your hands.” 
 
    The girls crowded around the kitchen sink, vying for space as they did as instructed. “And use soap,” Stacy said. 
 
    The two women exchanged pleased smiles as they watched the girls. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Kadence breathed a sigh of relief when she played Faith’s message. She had been too worried about her wife to sleep. After a restless night she had cancelled her early morning surgery, fearful she wouldn’t be at her best going into the operating room.  
 
    She poured a cup of coffee, touched the icon that would connect her with her wife, and smiled when Faith answered on the first ring. “Kady, I’m so sorry I didn’t call you last night,” Faith said. 
 
    “It’s okay, baby. The important thing is you made it safely and you’re okay. What happened to your car?” 
 
    Faith recounted her adventures since landing at DFW. “It’s very different here—flat and dry—but I like it.” 
 
    “You’re lucky someone took you in,” Kadence teased. “Not everyone would pick up a drop-dead-gorgeous brunette.” 
 
    Faith giggled into the phone. “Would you pick me up, Kady?” 
 
    “Every chance I get,” Kadence promised. “I miss you so much, honey. Our apartment is so cold and lonely without you. Have you contacted Daniel Devon yet?” 
 
    “The gods must be smiling on me,” Faith said. “The woman who picked me up is a personal friend of his. He’s out of the country but will return Thursday night. I have an appoint Friday morning and will catch a flight out late Friday night. I should be back in your arms very early Saturday morning.” 
 
    “An entire week?” Kadence whined. “I’m not sure I can live that long without you.” 
 
    “We’ll have the whole weekend to get reacquainted. You have plenty of time to plan my homecoming.” 
 
    A knock sounded on Faith’s door, and three vivacious girls flooded the bedroom. “We have your horse saddled,” Kimi said as she danced around the room. 
 
    Faith held up a finger for quiet, and the girls complied. “I better go, honey. Three teenagers are taking me horseback riding.” Faith laughed. “I’ll call you tonight and tell you about it before I go to sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll be counting the hours,” Kadence vowed. “Have fun, honey. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, baby,” Faith whispered. 
 
    ## 
 
    Kadence sipped her coffee and daydreamed about her wife. She dreaded the pending night and sleeping alone. She had grown accustomed to falling asleep with Faith in her arms. 
 
     She finished her coffee, showered, and headed for the hospital. She had several afternoon appointments and was looking forward to doing something that would make the time pass faster. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    The smell of fresh-cut hay, horses, and leather teased a memory at the back of Faith’s mind, but she couldn’t quite pull it to the forefront. The girls rode ahead of their mother and guest. 
 
    “They’re incredible riders,” Faith said as she watched the three kick their mounts forward in a race to the bank of the lazy river that cut a gash through Crawford Ranch. 
 
    “They’re like their mother,” Stacy replied. “They excel at everything they do.” 
 
    “I haven’t known you long,” Faith declared, “but you are a wonderful role model for them.” 
 
     “Hold on to your horse,” Stacy warned. “They’re racing back to us.” 
 
    As the girls approached at a full gallop, Faith’s mare reared and pawed the air. Faith held on and got the horse under control, turning her so she couldn’t see the girls charging toward them. She loosened the reins and let the horse trot. 
 
    As everyone pulled abreast of her, they began talking and laughing as they shared their discovery. “There’s a baby goat, Mom,” Mary squealed. “I don’t see its mother anywhere.” 
 
    “You need to look at it, Mom,” Lindsey affirmed. “We should take it back to the house. I don’t think it will live another night out here.” 
 
    They slowly approached the baby. Stacy motioned for them to stop a few feet from the kid and dismounted. She cooed to it as she tiptoed closer. The terrified baby was struggling to stand but was too weak. Stacy scooped it into her arms and continued to soothe it.  
 
    Faith urged her horse to stand by Stacy and reached out for the kid. Stacy smiled and placed the goat on the saddle in front of Faith. “We’ll bottle-feed it when we get back to the house. Girls, fan out and keep an eye open for the nanny.” 
 
    ## 
 
    “Look at it go!” Kimi laughed as she watched the kid suck the milk from the baby bottle she held for it. 
 
    The girls sat in a circle with the baby in Lindsey’s lap. Mary stroked it and sang a lullaby while Kimi fed it. 
 
    “You come feed it,” Lindsey said to Faith. 
 
    Faith joined the girls on the floor, scooting between Kimi and Lindsey. Kimi handed her the bottle as the kid tried to regain hold of the nipple. 
 
    Faith held the bottle out to the baby, and it bleated then grasped the nipple with its lips. The children laughed at Faith as she shrieked and dropped the bottle when the baby goat tried to butt her.  
 
    “Okay, take him to Howard so he can check him over,” Stacy said once the kid had drained the bottle. “And put down fresh hay for him to sleep on tonight.” 
 
    Stacy made a pitcher of iced tea and carried it out by the pool. “I love days like this,” she declared as Faith sat down in a chair and they cooled off from their ride. 
 
    The sound of squealing girls made them laugh as the three dashed from the house, stripping off their clothes as they ran. “Last one in is a smelly billy goat,” Lindsey yelled. 
 
    The girls hit the water at the same time, splashing the two women sitting beside the pool. “Let’s get them!” Stacy shouted, pulling off her boots and jeans. Her shirt and bra hit the decking just before she plunged into the water. 
 
    A drenched Faith crowed loudly as another wave of water drenched her. “Come on in,” the girls chorused. 
 
    “You’re all naked!”  
 
    “So?” Stacy splashed more water on her. “You’ve been skinny dipping before.” 
 
    Somehow, Faith knew Stacy was correct. She stripped off her wet clothes and dove into the cool water. 
 
    The five frolicked in the pool until it was almost sundown. “Am I the only one starving?” Stacy asked as she got out of the water. 
 
    “I am,” four voices chimed. 
 
    “Y’all shower and put on your pajamas,” Stacy instructed. “I’ll have a taco bar ready when you’re through.” 
 
    As the girls headed inside, Stacy wrapped a pool towel around her and tucked the corner between her breasts. She took a towel to Faith, who was ascending the pool steps. Stacy couldn’t pull her eyes away from the woman. The face was different, but she knew that body. There was no doubt in her mind that Faith Pride was Mariam Reynolds. 
 
    A blushing Faith reached for the towel and hurriedly covered herself. “That was fun,” she said, giggling. “What can I do to help with dinner?” 
 
    “Nothing. Go shower. I have chicken in the crockpot and the veggies already cut up. Give me thirty minutes.” 
 
    Faith padded to her room, grabbed her cell phone, and called Kadence. I’ve been away too long, she thought, recalling how the sight of Stacy’s athletic body and sun-streaked hair had stirred something in her. 
 
    Please answer the phone, she pleaded as the call went to voicemail. “Kady, I just called to say I love you, and I miss you so much. Please call me.” 
 
    Faith plugged her phone into the charger. She wanted to have plenty of time to talk to Kady tonight. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Mom, that was so good,” Mary said as they cleared away the dishes.  
 
    “I’m glad everyone liked it,” Stacy said. 
 
    “You can do miracles with a crockpot,” Faith said. “It must be one of your time-management secrets.” 
 
    Stacy laughed. “You’re learning all my secrets.”  
 
    “Kimi and I are going to pick up our clothes from around the pool,” Lindsey announced as she pulled her sister out the door. 
 
    “Then we’ll be ready for our bedtime story,” Kimi said, beaming. “When we finish this Harry Potter book, Mom has another new one.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    The five of them sprawled on Stacy’s bed, propped on pillows, heads in laps, limbs entwined, and lost in the story. 
 
    “The end,” Stacy whispered, closing the book. 
 
    “Do you believe wishes come true, Mom?” Kimi asked, snuggling into Stacy’s side. 
 
    “If we work hard enough, anything is possible. Do you have a wish you’d like granted?” 
 
    “I’d like to know Mariam is okay,” Kimi said with a sigh. “I don’t want anyone but you for my mom, but I’d just like to know she’s okay. She saved our lives.” 
 
    Faith held her breath. She was positive the three girls were her daughters but couldn’t recall anything about them. Maybe she was wrong. 
 
    “I don’t think Faith knows our story.” Stacy inhaled deeply, wondering if she’d regret what she was about to do. “Why don’t you tell it, Lindsey.”  
 
    “Mariam Reynolds is our real mother,” Lindsey began. “We were kidnapped by a group of terrorists. They planned to sell us to sex traffickers. Our father is the president. They wanted to discredit him, make it look like he had something to do with our disappearance. We were terrified, but our mother was so brave. She sharpened a spoon handle into a knife and killed the man jailing us. We swam and walked for hours in the water along the shoreline of a river so they couldn’t track us. 
 
    “She finally took us to a motel and called Mom—Stacy. Mom arrived at the same time the terrorist discovered us. Mariam made Stacy take us, and she stayed to face them, giving us time to get away. I’m sure they killed her. She died protecting us.” 
 
    “They pulled her body from the Hudson River,” Faith said softly. “They had a televised funeral for her.” 
 
    “We thought that maybe . . . you are her,” Lindsey said. “You’re her height, and you’re built like her, and you—” 
 
    “Oh, honey.” Faith pulled Lindsey into her arms and rocked her. “I would love to be your mother, but I’m not. Mariam Reynolds is truly dead.” 
 
    There was a collective sigh as Faith’s declaration registered with all of them. Silence fell over the group until, eventually, sleep overtook them. 
 
    ## 
 
    Faith snuggled into the softness that surrounded her. “Kady,” she whispered. It took her a minute to ascertain where she was. She didn’t open her eyes. She knew she was in the wrong arms. 
 
    “Mariam?” Stacy’s warm breath made a tremor run through Faith’s body. “I know—” 
 
    “No!” Faith hissed. “I’m Faith Pride, married to Dr. Kadence Pride. Mariam Reynolds is dead, and I’m very much in love with my wife.” 
 
    “Wife?” Stacy rolled away from Faith and put her feet on the floor. “No matter who you are, just know that if you ever need me, I’ll be there. All you have to do is call. I’m going to take a shower.”  
 
    Faith rolled out of the bed, glad to see she had her pajamas on. The last thing she remembered was rocking Kimi in her arms as they fell asleep. It had surprised her to awaken in Stacy’s arms, but she was certain nothing had happened between her and the blonde. 
 
    ## 
 
    Faith towel-dried her hair as she walked into the bedroom. The cool shower had felt good. She had to find Stacy and make certain everything was good between them. Her phone rang, breaking into her thoughts. 
 
    “Kady! Oh God, Kady, it’s so good to hear your voice.” 
 
    “I tried to call you all night, Faith. Why didn’t you answer your phone?” 
 
    Faith’s mind raced. How could she tell Kady she’d fallen asleep in Stacy’s bed? She loved Kady too much to lie to her. 
 
    “My hostess has three daughters. She read them a bedtime story, the last chapter of Harry Potter. We all fell asleep together.”  
 
    “I should be with you, baby,” Kadence muttered. “I’m worried about you.” 
 
    “I’m certain the girls are my daughters,” Faith whispered into the phone, “but I don’t remember anything about them. They’re precious, and I’ve fallen in love with them in the short time I’ve been here, but I don’t remember them at all. They adore Stacy Crawford, and she would die for them.” 
 
    “You’ll see Daniel Devon in two days,” Kady reassured her. “You’ll be back in my arms Saturday.” 
 
    Faith sighed. “I can’t wait. I love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you too, baby, but I must go. My surgery team is ready. I’ll see you Saturday.” 
 
    Faith dropped her phone onto the bed and got dressed. She heard the staccato beat of the girls’ boots on the front porch as they hurried into the house.  
 
    “Mom?” Lindsey called out. 
 
    “In the kitchen, dear,” Stacy yelled back. 
 
    “The baby goat is missing. We have to find it,” Lindsey said as Faith entered the kitchen. “There’s a bad storming coming.” 
 
    “We saddled two horses for you,” Mary added. 
 
    “At least give Miss Faith a chance to drink a cup of coffee,” Stacy said to her children.  
 
    “We’ll take the north canyon,” Lindsey continued. “When you’re ready, y’all take the south mesa. We’re going now. The storm is really moving in.” 
 
    Stacy stopped her daughters. “Lindsey, the baby is important, but nothing is as important as the three of you. Promise me you’ll return to the house when the rain starts.” 
 
    “You know I will, Mom. I’d never take chances with Mary and Kimi.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Faith gulped down her coffee. “We’d better go. It’s already getting dark outside. Judging from the clouds, it’s going to be a bad storm.” 
 
    “Faith, I want to apologize to you for earlier this morning. I was way out of line.” 
 
    Faith nodded. “It’s forgotten. It doesn’t matter who I am. I’m married to Kadence, and I would never be unfaithful or hurt her in any way.” 
 
    Stacy led the way to where the horses were waiting. “Is she a surgeon or general practice?”  
 
    “Kadence is a surgeon.” 
 
    “Does she specialize?” 
 
    “She’s a reconstructive surgeon specializing in craniofacial surgery,” Faith admitted. 
 
    “Hence the new face.”  
 
    “Stacy, I don’t—” 
 
    “No matter what you change, there is no way I wouldn’t recognize Mariam Reynolds’s eyes when I gaze into them.” 
 
    “I refuse to participate in this conversation,” Faith snapped. 
 
    “Well, I have only one question. Are you going to take the girls away from me?” 
 
    Faith stared at the blonde in disbelief. “Your daughters are so happy and well adjusted. Even if I were their real mother, I could never take that away from them. They’ve been through a lot, and they love you. I’d never force them to leave you. You’ve been a great friend to Mariam Reynolds. She was a lucky woman to have a friend like you.” 
 
    The rumble of distant thunder pulled their attention back to the impending storm. Ominous black clouds gathered overhead as the wind picked up speed, whipping dust devils across the ranch. 
 
    “We’d better move fast,” Stacy yelled as they mounted their horses. “This is coming in quicker than I expected.” 
 
    ## 
 
    They searched for the baby goat until the driving rain made it impossible to see beyond their horses’ heads. “Give her the lead,” Stacy instructed. “She’ll get you back to the barn.” 
 
    The girls were already in the house when the women rode into the barn. Stacy exhaled the breath she’d been holding. “Thank you, Lord,” she whispered. 
 
    They dropped their drenched clothes on the screened-in back porch and hurried to their bedrooms to dry off and get dressed.  
 
    A few minutes later, they all gathered in Stacy’s room.  
 
    “Mom, we couldn’t find the kid,” Lindsey said, fighting back tears. “Did you?” 
 
    “No sign of it.” Stacy gathered them in her arms. “I’m so thankful y’all are back safely.”  
 
    “It will surely die in this storm,” Kimi sobbed. 
 
    “We’ll go look for it before breakfast in the morning,” Stacy promised.  
 
    ## 
 
     “Maybe its mother will find it.” Kimi squeezed her eyes closed to halt tears that threatened to run down her cheeks. 
 
    The world outside lit up as lightning streaked across the sky, followed by thunder so loud that it shook the ranch house. “Sounds like it will go on all night,” Stacy mused. “Who’s up for a game?” 
 
    “Mexican Train!” the sisters chorused. 
 
    “Miss Faith, do you know how to play Mexican Train?” Mary asked. 
 
    “No, but I’m a pretty quick learner.” Faith smiled, eager to do anything that would get their minds off the storm and the baby goat.  
 
    “I need to make a quick phone call first,” Faith said as the others dumped the dominoes onto the table. “Don’t start without me.” 
 
    “Take your time,” Stacy said. “I’m going to throw together some Texas Chili. You’ll love it.” 
 
    Faith’s call went to Kadence’s voicemail. “Hi, honey. We’re about to start a rousing game of Mexican Train. Please call me tonight after you get in bed. We can pretend we’re together. I’ll talk naughty to you over the phone.” She disconnected the call, wondering where her wife was. 
 
    The smell of chili cooking and the sound of laughter quickly drove away her melancholy mood. She put on her best smile as she entered the kitchen.  
 
    “Sit by me, Miss Faith,” Kimi said, patting the chair next to her. “It’s every woman for herself, so there are no partners.” 
 
    The laughter and squeals of delight from the girls eclipsed the torrential downpour outside. As the game ended, Kimi’s eyes began to droop. 
 
    “Bedtime, girls,” Stacy noted. “Get your pajamas on, and I’ll come by to tuck you in.” 
 
    “Can Miss Faith come too?” Mary asked. 
 
    Stacy glanced at Faith. “If she’d like to, I’d love that.” 
 
    “Oh yes!” Faith beamed. 
 
    Faith and Stacy cleaned the kitchen and put away the game while the girls dressed for bed. “That was fun,” Faith chuckled. “They are great girls.” 
 
    “They certainly fell in love with you,” Stacy said. “They’ve never been enamored of strangers. It’s nice having someone my age to share them with.” 
 
    “This has been wonderful,” Faith said, motioning around her. “The girls, your home . . .  and you are so nice.” 
 
    They stood in silence, gazing into each other’s eyes. The moment was interrupted by the sound of Faith’s cell phone. “That will be Kadence.” A smile lit up her face as she scurried from the room. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Miss Faith, get up,” Kimi whispered. “It’s sunup, and we’re going to find the baby goat.” 
 
    Faith rubbed her eyes and looked at the little girl sitting on her bed. Kimi was dressed and ready to go. “Mom’s bringing up the horses now. She said to let you sleep, but I really want you to go.” 
 
    “Of course.” Faith cleared the sleep from her voice and slipped into a pair of jeans and a Henley. She was pulling on her boots when Stacy walked into her room. 
 
    “Did you bring me a horse?” Faith asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Stacy laughed. “I knew Kimi would wake you. This shouldn’t take long. There are only a few places we didn’t get to yesterday.” 
 
    Faith followed the others into the early morning rain. The drizzle showed no sign of letting up. 
 
    “Let’s check along the river,” Stacy directed. “Be careful. It will be overflowing its banks.” 
 
    They sloshed their way to the river that cut a path across the ranch. Just as Stacy had predicted, it had swollen to twice its normal size. White-water rapids were visible in both directions.  
 
    “There!” Lindsey yelled over the roar of the water. “It’s trapped on that little piece of land off the riverbank.” 
 
    “We have to save him,” Kimi wailed. “Do something, Mom!” 
 
    Stacy pulled the rope from her saddle and looped it around the saddle horn. She tied the other end around her waist. “You girls stay back,” she instructed. “I’ll get the baby. When I have it, back my horse up so he’ll pull us both from the river.” 
 
    Lindsey nodded and pulled her horse alongside her mother’s as if they had performed the maneuver a hundred times. 
 
    “Faith, secure your rope to your saddle horn, just in case I need help.” 
 
    Faith did as she was told and strained to keep her eyes on the baby goat and Stacy as her friend waded into the river. 
 
    Without warning, Kimi jumped from her horse and ran to the edge of the engorged river. “Kimi!” Faith yelled. “Come back here.” 
 
    The words died on her lips as she watched the riverbank crumble, pitching the little girl into the swirling waters. 
 
    “Oh God!” she yelled, praying as the turbulent water swept the child downstream. Stacy couldn’t hear their screams over the roaring water. 
 
    Faith kicked her gelding and raced along the river’s edge, trying to keep an eye on Kimi as the boiling waters swept her along. Faith wasn’t sure her horse could outrun the raging river. 
 
     She kicked her horse harder, and it sprang forward at top speed. Please don’t let him slip and fall, she prayed. Faith saw a wide bend in the river and reasoned that she could ride the horse straight and get ahead of Kimi. If I can just get into the water and catch her.  
 
    She reined in the horse and was on the ground before he stopped. She looped the rope around her waist as she ran into the water. She could see Kimi coming toward her at a maddening speed. She let the waters take her and was swept into position to catch the little girl.  
 
    Kimi hit her hard as the cutting horse did what he was trained to do—keep the slack out of the rope. Sobbing, Kimi wrapped her arms and legs around Faith and held on for dear life. 
 
    “It’s okay baby,” Faith muttered. “Mommy has you.” She clutched the little girl to her, trying to soothe her panic. “Hold on to Mommy. We’re okay.”  
 
    Using all the strength she could muster, she kicked her legs and moved toward the shore. She almost cried when the horse backed up a little every time she was able to put some slack in the rope. 
 
    Kimi wrapped her arms around Faith’s neck and gripped her tighter. Faith flashed back. Suddenly the swirling water was replaced with a smooth surface as she continued to move Kimi toward the river bank. “Keep quiet, baby, they’ll hear us. Just move along the riverbank. We don’t want to leave tracks they can follow.” 
 
    The violent river pulled them beneath the surface, and Faith fought to get their heads above water. She sputtered and clung to Kimi as the cutting horse slowly pulled them toward dry land. 
 
    Stacy and Lindsey grabbed the rope and tugged hard, pulling Faith and Kimi onto solid ground. “Oh my God!” Stacy cried, gathering them into her arms. “I thought I’d lost you.” 
 
    Faith began to shake as the horror from her past flooded over her. “Come on.” Stacy pulled her to her feet, “We must get you back to the house.” 
 
    “The baby!” Kimi sobbed. 
 
    “Mary has him.” Lindsey put her arm around her sister and led her to her mount. 
 
    ## 
 
    Faith awoke in strong arms. She tried to push them away. “Don’t,” Stacy commanded. “I’ve held you all night while you cried and relived escaping from your captors. I think you must have a little PTSD. I’m just holding you. Nothing will happen. I promise.” 
 
    Faith burrowed into Stacy’s body and went back to sleep as protective arms tightened around her, sending warmth through her. 
 
    She awoke the next morning to sunshine and birds singing. The rain had passed, and everything smelled clean and fresh. She closed her eyes against the memories that were flooding her mind. Memories that would require her to make some very difficult decisions. 
 
    “I must talk to Kadence,” she mumbled aloud. Kadence and New York seemed so far away—so different from Texas. 
 
    ## 
 
    Faith wore her pajamas into the huge country kitchen, where Stacy was sitting at the island. “Coffee’s fresh,” she said, gesturing toward the coffee pot, steam rising lazily from its spout. “Help yourself.” 
 
    Faith filled her cup and refilled Stacy’s. “Thank you for taking care of me last night,” she murmured.  
 
    “It was the least I could do,” Stacy said. “You did save my daughter’s life.” 
 
    Silence hung like a shroud over the kitchen. “She is your daughter,” Faith said softly. “I’ll never interfere.” 
 
    “How can you do that . . . just walk away from them?” 
 
    “My mind is flooding with memories.” Faith blushed as she recalled her memories of Stacy. “Some are wonderful, some horrific. Stacy, I killed a man with my bare hands.” 
 
    “You did what you had to do to stay alive and save the girls.”  
 
    “They’ve been through enough,” Faith said, sighing. “You’ve done a wonderful job of helping them live a normal life. I would never disrupt that by making them choose between us.” 
 
    “They don’t have to choose,” Stacy mumbled. “You could stay here and live with us. You know I love you.” 
 
    “I am so tempted to do that,” Faith said, “but there’s someone waiting for me in New York. I can’t hurt her.” 
 
    “Besides, you love her.” 
 
    “More than you could ever imagine,” Faith whispered. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Friday morning brought warm sunshine and little trace of the storm that had blown through the ranch. Faith dressed in her sharpest business suit and high heels for her meeting with Daniel Devon. 
 
    Stacy looked up as the click of heels headed toward the kitchen. “My God, you’re gorgeous. I made you some toast and coffee.” She held out the cup. “I didn’t think you’d want a heavy meal if your stomach feels like mine.” 
 
    “Meeting with Daniel Devon doesn’t quite intimidate me as much as it did two days ago.” Faith smiled slightly.  
 
    “What are you going to tell him?” Stacy said as she settled on the stool beside Faith. “He has a right to know.” 
 
    Faith frowned. “Does he? He’s already buried his only daughter. Once is enough. Besides, I don’t know for certain that Mariam and the girls are out of danger.” 
 
    “You mean someone might still try to harm them?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m not taking any chances with them or you,” Faith said. “I fear that as long as Tom is an heir to the Devon fortune, the children will be in danger. Not that I think Tom would harm them, but I do think those around him would.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Stacy gushed. “You can have your New York and DC. Just leave me alone in Texas.” 
 
    “I’m here to find out if there is any way to drive those wolves from your door,” Faith said, picking up her briefcase. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    Stacy leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Good luck, Faith.” 
 
    ## 
 
    The past twenty-four hours had been a stream of memories flashing through Faith’s mind. Her wedding. The births of her daughters. The loss of her mother. The horrific moment she realized her daughters had been kidnapped and she was taken prisoner. She relived the beating she had welcomed to give Stacy time to escape with the girls. 
 
    She recalled the first time she saw Kadence Pride. She smiled. She was the happiest woman in the world. No matter what happened, sometime tonight she’d be in Kady’s arms. 
 
    Faith slowed her car as she approached a guardhouse with gates on either side of it. She rolled down her window. “I’m Faith Pride,” she said. “Mr. Devon is expecting me.” 
 
    The guard nodded. “One moment please.” He walked around the car, made a note of the license plate, and handed the clipboard to Faith. “Please sign on the line next to your name.” 
 
    Faith did as she was told and handed the board back to the guard. “Mr. Devon’s home is that large white house on top of the hill.” He pointed to the sprawling stucco ranch house ahead of her. 
 
    Faith was quite familiar with the route to the house and everything in it. She had grown up there. She wondered if she could fool her father. 
 
    ## 
 
    Daniel Devon met her at the door. He held out both of his hands, and she placed hers in them. Daniel gazed into her blue eyes—eyes that mirrored his. Before she could speak, Daniel pulled her into a bear hug. “I thought I’d lost you,” he said, trying to clear the lump that had formed in his throat. 
 
    Faith hugged him back. “In a way you have. Mariam Reynolds must remain dead, for everyone’s safety.” 
 
    Daniel held back stinging tears as he grasped her hand and led her to his office. He closed and locked the door. “I had Barclay make us iced tea and those little sandwiches you love. Now tell me what’s going on.” 
 
     “Dad, I don’t think Tom is behind the move to get control of his share of Devon money. I think it’s people he’s involved with. He is so busy trying to clean up the mess Lockleer left that he doesn’t have time to worry about his inheritance. He knows he has to wait seven years for the girls to be declared dead before he can make a claim.” 
 
    Faith rubbed the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger, trying to ward off a headache.  
 
    “I know this is my fault. I’m the one who insisted that Tom be included in the trust you set up for the girls and me. I never dreamed anything like this would happen. What can I do?” 
 
    “Get him to renounce his claim to Devon money,” Daniel replied. “If the girls are declared deceased by the courts and I die, Tom will inherit everything. Those less scrupulous people around him could wreak havoc in the world with our billions.” 
 
    “Oh Daddy, what have I done?” Faith mumbled. “If I let it be known the girls and I are alive, I fear we would throw ourselves back into harm’s way. If I stand by and let Tom get his hands on the family money it could change the world.” 
 
    “I haven’t given you an easy task,” Daniel said, “but it’s one I’m certain you can accomplish. 
 
    “Enough about saving the world.” Daniel laughed. “Tell me what happened that changed you into such a beautiful creature.” 
 
    Faith related her story from the moment the terrorist had kidnapped her and the children. “And the most incredible team of doctors put me back together. A plastic surgeon, who is more an artist than surgeon, gave me this face. I asked her to give me a face she’d love, and she did. We’ve been married almost a year.” 
 
    “You’re married to a woman?”  
 
    “Yes, I am!” 
 
    “Good. You should have always been married to a woman. I was wrong to dissuade you from your involvement with Stacy. She’s a jewel. If you’d married her instead of Tom—” 
 
    “That’s all in the past, Dad, and I’m very happy with Kadence. I’ll find a way to get Tom to renounce the inheritance. You can change your will and the trust to leave everything to Stacy and the girls. Stacy will take care of them until the day she dies.” 
 
    Daniel nodded. “Excellent idea.”  
 
    Faith checked her watch. “I must go now. I have a plane to catch. Get several burner phones from the various countries you visit. You can call me on them, but don’t call on any line that can be traced back to you.” 
 
    Daniel’s blue eyes clouded. “You’re really serious about the danger still lurking?” 
 
    “Yes, Dad, I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    The girls helped Faith carry her luggage to the car and hugged her tightly as they said their goodbyes. Stacy hugged her the tightest of all. “If things don’t work out, you know where to find us,” she whispered. 
 
    Faith felt an aching emptiness as she drove through the Crawford Ranch gates. For their own safety, she knew she’d never see Stacy or the girls again. 
 
    When she reached Stephenville, her phone locked onto a cell tower and began to download messages and phone calls. Seven of the messages and calls were from Kady. She pulled into a convenience store parking lot and called her wife. 
 
    “I’m telling you, woman, it’s a good thing you called.” Kady laughed into the phone. “I was on the other line arranging for a private jet to fly me to DFW—actually, Alliance Airport. I was coming after you.” 
 
    “Oh, Kady, I love you so much. I’m headed to the airport now. My flight gets in at eleven tonight. I’ll text you the flight number. I can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    “Faith, I’ve been so worried about you and missing you and . . . I love you so much.” 
 
    “I know, baby. I love you too. I’m going to hang up now. I don’t want to miss my flight.” 
 
    “Go, go,” Kadence said. “I can’t wait to see you.”  
 
    ## 
 
    It was still dark when Faith awoke and snuggled deeper into Kadence’s arms. “Umm, you’re awake,” Kady murmured. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to wake you,” Faith whispered, kissing her wife’s naked skin. “I was just thinking what an incredible lover you are.” 
 
    “Really? Is there anything I’m not doing that you’d like me to do?” 
 
    “Um, maybe a little more of that thing you do with your tongue.” Faith liked pillow talk in the darkness with her wife. They exchanged things that made them blush—things they wouldn’t discuss in the light of day.  
 
    Kadence ran her hand down Faith’s back. “You are so silky. I love the way you feel.” 
 
    “I love the way you feel me.” Faith giggled. “You know all the right places to touch. You know just what I like. I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed this.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me,” Kady mumbled. “I know.” 
 
    Kadence shifted from her side to her back, pulling Faith onto her stomach. Faith placed her ear over Kady’s heart. “I love the sound of your heart beating,” she cooed, running her hand down Kady’s arm, glorying in the way the blonde’s heart rate increased. “I love the way it begins to race when I caress you.” 
 
    “Don’t torture me until it explodes.” Kadence pulled Faith up so their lips met. “Did I tell you how much I love your lips?” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” Faith kissed her, slowly moving her full, soft lips against Kady’s as moans escaped their throats.  
 
    “Then I’ll tell you again.”  
 
    “Later. Right now, I’d like a little more of that thing you do with your tongue.” 
 
    ## 
 
    The aromatic smell of coffee tickled Kadence’s senses. She inhaled deeply, keeping her eyes closed. The sound of Faith placing coffee cups on their nightstands made her smile. “I’m glad you’re home,” she said. 
 
    Faith lifted the covers and slid down beside her. “Me too, and thank you for the homecoming party last night.” She snuggled onto Kady’s shoulder as her wife slipped her arm under her neck. 
 
    “Stop wiggling or our coffee will get cold,” Kadence warned her. “Besides, we need to have a serious discussion.” She pulled herself up and leaned back against the headboard. 
 
    Faith joined her and handed Kadence her coffee. “What do you think we should do?” 
 
    “I think we should talk to Mecca and Jericho,” Kady advised. “They seem to know what’s going on in the world of politics.” 
 
    Faith sipped her coffee, weighing their options. “I could appeal to Tom’s sense of fair play.” 
 
    “You’d have to get through the sharks circling him first. I doubt Faith Pride could even get an appointment with the president.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right,” Faith grumbled. She took Kadence’s coffee cup and placed it beside hers on the nightstand. “For right now, I’d like a replay of my welcome home party.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    “I guess Faith got home safely last night,” Jericho said, slipping her arms around Mecca’s waist and kissing the back of her neck. Mecca turned to face her and kissed her good morning. 
 
    “Either that or Kadence was having a hell of a good time by herself.” Both women laughed as they recalled the sounds that had come from the apartment above them. 
 
    “We really should tell them how clearly we can hear them,” Jericho said. 
 
    “I can’t believe we hear so much,” Mecca said. “These are well-built apartments. They’re supposed to be soundproof.” 
 
    “You forget that’s your old apartment,” Jericho reminded her. “I removed all the insulation between our apartments so I would know every move you made.” 
 
    Mecca blushed. “Oh. So, you could hear when I . . . uh, used the—” 
 
    “Yes.” A crooked grin slowly spread across Jericho’s face. “You have no idea how much self-control it took to keep from knocking on your door and offering you my services.” 
 
    “I’m sure I would have accepted,” Mecca said, nipping at her neck. “Who could resist a gorgeous Amazon in the middle of the night?” 
 
    A knock on their door interrupted their foreplay. Jericho growled and released Mecca. “That must be our noisy neighbors.” 
 
    She opened the door, and the hugging commenced as they welcomed Faith back from her trip. “We were about to cook breakfast,” Jericho informed them. “Please join us.” 
 
    Kadence’s enthusiastic nod made everyone laugh. “I’ve worked up quite an appetite, mate,” she admitted. 
 
    Over breakfast Faith related the information she had gleaned from Daniel Devon. “I’ve got to find a way to meet with Tom in private.” 
 
    ## 
 
    After their friends left, Mecca and Jericho tried to call General Carson again. They had called every day for the past week and always reached the recording. 
 
    “We should go to Washington,” Jericho said. “Something’s wrong. I’ve worked for General Carson for ten years, and I’ve always had instant access to her.” 
 
    “I’ve only known her for seven years,” Mecca added, “but I’ve always been able to reach her. I’m never to speak with her secretary or give her my name. I just give her the code when she answers the phone, and I’m instantly connected with the general. She’s the only one who knows I exist.” 
 
    Jericho scowled. “Same here.”  
 
    “She instructed me to never visit her office.” Mecca nibbled her bottom lip, trying to decide what to do. “How can we find out where she is?” 
 
    “She can’t just disappear,” Jericho grumbled, scowling. “She’s a retired four-star general, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    “What about her husband? What was his name?”  
 
    “Roland.” 
 
    Mecca nodded. “Yes, Roland Carson. He’s a pediatric surgeon. Let’s go to DC and make direct contact with him.” 
 
    Jericho walked to her desk, unlocked it, and pulled out three burner phones. She handed one to Mecca and put the other two in her pockets. “You call him on this burner phone and make an appointment to see him. Tell the appointments secretary your daughter is eight months old.” 
 
    “Okay. I need his office number.” 
 
    Jericho found the number on the internet, and Mecca made the appointment. “I can’t get in until Wednesday.” Mecca furrowed her brow. “That’s the earliest he can see us.” 
 
    “That’s good. It will give us time to go to that company that sells lifelike dolls and purchase one. We’ll bundle it up, and I’ll carry it into the doctor’s office.” 
 
    They purchased the doll and clothes for it then returned home to pack for their trip. 
 
    Mecca laughed as Jericho carefully placed the doll into her suitcase. “It’s a doll,” she teased. “You won’t break it.” 
 
    “I’m not crazy about kids,” Jericho said. “They make me nervous.” 
 
    “So . . . you don’t want children?”  
 
    Jericho folded a shirt and laid it in her suitcase, buying time as she tried to decide how to answer the question. “Maybe we should have discussed this before we married.” 
 
    “Yes, we should have,” Mecca said. “We’re lucky we both feel the same way.” 
 
    “Whew,” Jericho said, letting the air swoosh from her lungs as she sat down beside Mecca. “You really scared me. I’m weak in the knees.” 
 
    “Our lives are too dangerous for children,” Mecca declared, and honestly, I don’t want to share you with anyone else.” 
 
    “We’re on the same wavelength,” Jericho leaned down to kiss her. “I do want all your attention.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    It was dark when Jericho pulled their vehicle into the hotel parking garage and asked the valet to keep it close. “We’ll need it for dinner. We’re checking in, putting our luggage in the room, and dressing for dinner. Shouldn’t take longer than an hour.” 
 
    They held hands as they rode up the elevator. Jericho kissed the back of Mecca’s hand. “This is certainly nicer than the last time we were here.”  
 
    “Yes, we get to sleep together tonight.” Mecca tiptoed to brush Jericho’s lips with hers. 
 
    “Dr. Carson’s office is a thirty-minute drive from here,” Jericho said, showing Mecca the Google Map on her phone. “Let’s check it out when we go to dinner.” 
 
    “Shower together?”  
 
    “It will save time.” Jericho pulled her sweater over her head. “We can kill two birds with one Storm, so to speak.” 
 
    “One stone,” Mecca said, laughing.  
 
    “No, one Storm.” Jericho grinned as she dropped her clothes on the bathroom floor. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho parked across the street from the stand-alone building that housed Dr. Carson’s practice. “We should have no problem speaking with him,” she noted. “If you sense something is wrong, thank him for his time and walk out. I’ll do the same.” 
 
    They dined in a quiet place Jericho recommended and then returned to their hotel. Mecca removed the doll from Jericho’s suitcase. “These are extremely lifelike,” she said as she held the doll up for Jericho to inspect. “The face is almost human.” 
 
    Jericho grimaced. “Whoever makes those things is really good.”  
 
    Mecca hung up their clothes for the next day. “Where are your pajamas?” 
 
    “I . . . uh, I didn’t pack any.” Jericho smiled sheepishly. “You know how I like to feel you against me when I sleep.” 
 
    “What if there’s a fire?” Mecca teased her. 
 
    “I’ll wrap the sheet around me.”  
 
    Jericho’s impish grin made Mecca laugh. “Okay,” she said as she slid between the sheets. “If there’s a fire, you take the sheet, and I’ll take the comforter.” 
 
    Jericho joined her wife in bed and turned out the lamp. She wrapped herself around Mecca’s back and sighed deeply. She buried her face in Mecca’s luxurious, soft hair. “I love the scent of you,” she whispered. Mecca pushed back against her. 
 
    She moved her hand down Mecca’s silky side, over the smooth skin of her ribs to the dip in her small waist and up the curve of her firm hips. 
 
    “This is what it’s all about,” Jericho murmured into her ear. “The soft warmth of the woman you adore. Just the feel of you drives me crazy.” 
 
    Mecca turned in her arms and kissed her lips. She pushed the softest parts of her against Jericho. “Isn’t this better?” 
 
    “Yes, but I wasn’t trying to incite you. I just love to touch you.” 
 
    “Jericho Parker, if you think you can run your hands all over my body and then go to sleep, you’ve got another thought coming! Now, pony up!” 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho and Mecca parked across from Dr. Carson’s office before sunup. “If he gets here early, maybe we can speak with him before anyone else arrives,” Jericho said. 
 
    “No such luck.” Mecca pointed out a short, dark-skinned woman walking to the door of the doctor’s office. She tried the door, but it was locked. She looked around and then walked to the end of the block and leaned against the building. The woman looked more like a child than an adult. 
 
    “Honey, no matter what happens, do not get out of this car,” Jericho warned. She slipped from the vehicle, walked to the opposite end of the building, and crossed the street before disappearing down the alley. 
 
    Mecca watched the woman leaning against the building and was surprised when a gloved hand flew across the woman’s mouth. In a flash she was yanked out of sight. 
 
    A short time later, Jericho joined her wife in the car.  
 
    “Who was that?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “Covert operative,” Jericho mumbled. “Assassin for hire. We arrived just in time to save Dr. Carson’s life.” 
 
    “Looks like the doctor is here and so is his staff.” She nodded toward a small group unlocking the office door. “Is the baby ready?” 
 
    Mecca nodded. “Finally! It’s been crying ever since you left the car.” 
 
    Jericho glared at her.  
 
    “I’m just teasing,” the brunette said, grinning. The look in Jericho’s eyes told Mecca she was in no mood for banter. 
 
    As they crossed the street, Jericho took the doll and covered it with the blanket. “Don’t want it to get cold,” she quipped, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    A cheerful chime sounded when they opened the door. “We have an appointment with Dr. Carson,” Mecca said to the receptionist. “I’m Mindy Stone. My child is very congested and having difficulty breathing.” 
 
    They were ushered into an examination room, and a nurse appeared, ready to check the baby’s vitals. 
 
    “I’d rather speak directly to Dr. Carson,” Mecca said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the insistent nurse said. “I must weigh the child and check her temperature.” 
 
    Mecca placed her hand on the nurse’s arm. “I understand. Now, if you’ll kindly take us to Dr. Carson.” 
 
    “Please follow me.” The nurse opened the door and led them to Roland Carson’s office. 
 
    “Dr. Carson,” Mecca said as the nurse closed the door. 
 
    Jericho pushed the doll into Mecca’s arms and turned to the doctor. “Roland,” she said, beaming as she extended her hand to him. “Long time no see, buddy. Thanks for agreeing to look at our daughter on such short notice. I know you only checked her over last week, but she’s still having difficulty breathing.” 
 
    Mecca placed the doll on the examination table and held out her hand to Dr. Carson. The man shook her hand and smiled. Mecca wrapped both hands around his. “Where is Dr. Carson and his staff?” she asked. 
 
    “My brethren have him,” the man answered.  
 
    “Where’s General Carson?” 
 
    “We have her too. Female pigs should not be allowed to command a man’s army.” 
 
    “Where are they?”  
 
    “In the Anacostia warehouse district, in the abandoned Purina warehouse on the Anacostia River.” 
 
    “Have you ever killed Americans on American soil?” Mecca asked. 
 
    The man snorted. “Many.” 
 
    “You will forget this conversation,” Mecca instructed. “Ten minutes after we leave you will inject yourself with enough phenobarbital to kill you. You really should write a suicide note. Tell how many Americans you have killed, and provide any information you have on cells and terrorist activities.” 
 
    Mecca picked up the doll and walked from the office with Jericho in tow. “Thank you, Dr. Carson,” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    ## 
 
    “You left him hypnotized,” Jericho said as they buckled their seatbelts. “Shouldn’t you snap him out of it so his nurse won’t notice?” 
 
    Mecca shrugged. “It won’t matter. What about the woman on the corner? What happened to her?” 
 
    “A paid assassin,” Jericho said as she started the car. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “She was packing a gun. I didn’t care how short she was. I figured she wasn’t selling Girl Scout cookies.” 
 
    “What did you do with her?” Mecca queried. 
 
    “Neutralized her,” Jericho huffed. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca tossed the doll into the back seat and pulled up the location of the Purina warehouse on her cell phone. 
 
    They parked behind a huge dumpster a block away from the site, got out of the car, and watched for any sign of life in the old building. The door opened and two men walked out. They lit cigarettes and talked and laughed as they blew smoke rings in the air. 
 
    “I wonder if there are more on the inside or if they are the only guards here?” Jericho whispered.  
 
    “We need to get close to them,” Mecca muttered. 
 
    “We are two good-looking women,” Jericho noted. “Let’s see how close we can get. Act drunk.” 
 
    They stepped from behind the dumpster, leaning against each other and laughing loudly. As they got closer to the two men, they stumbled and held each other up.  
 
    “Where are we?” Mecca looked around and pretended to notice the men for the first time. “Can you tell us where, hic, we are?” she slurred. 
 
    “Two pretty ladies like you shouldn’t be in this part of town alone,” the larger of the two men said, his smile revealing cigarette-stained teeth. “Why don’t you come in, and we’ll get our car and take you home?” 
 
    “Do you know how far we live from here?” Jericho weaved toward them. “Because I don’t.” 
 
    “You know your address, don’t you?” The men moved to stand beside them.  
 
    “I think I do.” Mecca pretended to fall forward, and the large man caught her. She wrapped her hands around his forearm and began to talk. “I’ll bet a big fellow like you could tell me if General Carson and her husband are in that building.” 
 
    “What the hell?” The other kidnapper screamed as Jericho drove her fist into his vocal cords. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re in the warehouse. Southwest corner. In an old shipping container.” 
 
    “Are there any other guards?” 
 
    “No, just Orica and me.” 
 
    Mecca grinned. “Thank you. I want you to drag your friend to the end of the pier, and both of you jump into the river. I want you to drown yourself.” 
 
    Jericho watched in stunned silence as the big man grabbed his partner’s arm, dragged him to the end of the pier, tossed him in, and then jumped in after him. 
 
    “Let’s get the Carsons and get out of here,” Mecca said. 
 
    ## 
 
    General Carson gasped as they removed the duct tape across her lips. “Jericho! Thank God! I knew you’d come for me. The key to these handcuffs is on that table.” 
 
    “Not a minute too soon,” Dr. Carson exclaimed after Mecca pulled the silver tape from his mouth. “Damn, that hurt.” 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” General Carson insisted. “It’s just a matter of time before the others return.” She reached for the two cell phones on the table.  
 
    Jericho caught her hand. “Leave them,” she growled. “They’re too easy to track.” 
 
    Jericho helped the general stay on her feet as they moved toward their car. “We’ve been tied up in there for days,” General Carson said. “It was freezing.” 
 
    The squeal of tires announced the impending arrival of another vehicle. “Behind the dumpster,” Jericho yelled, half carrying, half dragging the general. They huddled behind the dumpster as the car drove past them. “Into the car. It won’t take them long to figure out you’re gone.” 
 
    Jericho didn’t bother fastening her seatbelt. She whipped the car around and slammed the accelerator to the floorboard, hoping to disappear before the newcomers ran out of the building. 
 
    “Did they see us, honey?”  
 
    “No,” Mecca gasped. “I didn’t see anyone come out before you turned the corner.” 
 
    “Do you have a safe house, General?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not certain anywhere is safe for me right now. These thugs had inside information on my whereabouts. Can we get out of town?” 
 
    “I’m taking you with us to New York,” Jericho informed her. 
 
    “To our home?” Mecca said, wide-eyed. 
 
    “To my safe house,” Jericho mumbled. “One that isn’t on anyone’s radar, not even the FBI’s.” 
 
    Jericho stopped at a post office in DC and mailed their mobile phones to their apartment in New York. “Just in case anyone is trying to track us,” she told Mecca. “This will keep them busy for a couple of days. I’ve got burners if we need them.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    The increasing snowfall slowed their speed and finally forced them to stop at midnight to check into a small, family owned motel in the middle of nowhere. Jericho paid cash for two adjoining rooms.  
 
    “We’ll sleep with the door between us open, so I can hear if you have any problems,” she said as she placed a chair back under each doorknob to prevent anyone from entering their rooms. 
 
    “It’s colder than hell in here,” Dr. Carson grumbled. 
 
    General Carson walked through the two bedrooms. “Where are we?” 
 
    “In the Adirondack Mountains,” Jericho informed them. “I own a log cabin in a little town called Jay in the Lake Placid region. No one will find us there. It’s in an alias, so it can’t be tracked to me.” 
 
    The motel had no heat, and the rooms were cold and drafty. Jericho pulled all the blankets she could find from the closets and piled them on their beds. When she finally tuned out the lights, she was shivering.  
 
    “Mmm,” Mecca cooed as she wrapped her shivering wife in her arms. “Bet you wish you had pajamas, Miss I-Like-Sleeping-in-the-Nude.” 
 
    “Shush,” Jericho whispered in her ear. “They’ll hear us.” 
 
    “The way they’re snoring, I doubt they’d hear a freight train go through here,” Mecca murmured, rubbing Jericho’s back to warm her. “At least you had a clean T-shirt.” 
 
    ## 
 
    The next morning Jericho was up before the sun. “We need to get moving,” she said as she pulled on her jeans and searched for her shoes.  
 
    “I’ll get dressed.” Mecca yawned and slid out of bed. “Damn! It’s freezing in here. I can’t wait to get into a warm car.” 
 
    Jericho woke the Carsons and returned to her room to help Mecca gather their things. “I’m going to start the car and get it warm. Get them out of here as quickly as you can.” 
 
    “Abigail will be ready in a minute,” Dr. Carson said, rubbing his hands together. Mecca caught his hands in hers and warmed them. 
 
     “Do you know anything about Abigail’s abduction?” she asked. 
 
    “No. When she didn’t come home, I began asking questions about where she was, and no one would talk to me. That afternoon, three men showed up at my office and took me. I have no idea what’s going on.” 
 
    “I may have some idea,” General Carson said as she entered the room. “Let’s get moving, and I’ll tell you who I think is behind this.” 
 
    A light snow began to fall as they pulled away from the motel. Jericho cast an eye skyward. “Unless this gets heavy, we should reach my cabin before dark.” 
 
    “Is there any chance of stopping for breakfast or a cup of coffee?” Dr. Carson asked. 
 
    “Sure.” Jericho tried to keep the sarcasm from her voice. “Food should always come first.” 
 
    Mecca placed a calming hand on her wife’s thigh. “I’ll watch for a restaurant, honey. You just keep your eyes on the road.” 
 
    They had driven seventy miles when Mecca saw a sign advertising “Oma’s Home Cooking.”  
 
    “There’s a restaurant that serves breakfast all day,” Mecca informed Jericho. “It’s six miles ahead on the right.” 
 
    Jericho nodded without taking her eyes off the road. “These roads are getting slick,” she muttered. 
 
    “Just take your time, baby,” Mecca said. “Your cabin will be there when we arrive, no matter what time it is.” 
 
    A smile flitted across Jericho’s face as she took one hand off the wheel to squeeze her wife’s hand. 
 
    “General, you said you had an idea who is behind your abduction,” Jericho said. “Care to elaborate?” 
 
    General Carson began her story. “Washington is more corrupt than ever. When I was in the field, I constantly butted heads with President Lockleer. He was the most corrupt lowlife we have ever had for a president. He truly was hell-bent on destroying America. Fortunately, he and his cronies underestimate America and Americans. 
 
    “They pulled every dirty trick in the book to win the election. Not so much because they wanted to be president, but because they didn’t want anyone in office they couldn’t control. 
 
    “As you know, Tom Reynolds is his own man and as honest as the day is long. He owes no one special favors, and that is driving the establishment crazy. After they got over the shock of him winning the presidency, they immediately went into attack mode and have done everything imaginable to block the good things he’s trying to accomplish. 
 
    “Washington is in the midst of crippling partisan infighting, and nothing much is getting done. There are groups that hope to exploit these divisions to grab power and further their own agenda. We need to help narrow those divisions and get Washington working again. I have great faith in America and the American people. They’re fair, open-minded, and smart. Now that we’ve moved beyond the Lockleer scandal, we may be in a better position to bring the country together. The people who ordered my abduction are trying, once again, to throw the country into chaos. My sense is that this is their last chance to undermine our government. 
 
    “The man in charge of the terrorist cell that abducted us was called Aym. He seems to be hell-bent on killing me. The two you took out were his henchmen. Someone in the White House is in cahoots with them. We have a traitor in our midst.  
 
    Mecca shivered as she listened to the general’s words.  
 
    “Is President Reynolds in danger?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “The president is in a great deal of danger,” Carson acknowledged. “Unless we’re successful, the country could be in for chaos and gridlock.” 
 
    “What about Evelyn Turner?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “The Turner family is involved in all sorts of nefarious activities . . . organized crime, drugs, trafficking. Basically, if something horrible comes to mind, they’re mixed up in it. But I don’t think Evelyn is involved in her family’s corruption.” 
 
    Mecca interrupted the conversation. “General, Evelyn Turner told me her father was running a huge Ponzi scheme and has bilked investors out of millions, and she was involved in his activities.” 
 
    “Please, call me Abby. All my friends do,” General Carson insisted. “It looks like we may enjoy each other’s company for a while, so we can do away with the titles.” 
 
    Abby mulled over Mecca’s statement for a minute. “You must have misunderstood, Mecca. Evelyn has always been a perfect lady.” 
 
    “There’s the restaurant,” Jericho blurted out, interrupting the standoff between her wife and her boss. She pulled onto the plowed parking lot and stretched.  
 
    “Let’s get inside,” Dr. Carson said. “I’m starving.” 
 
    Abby and her husband headed for the restrooms while Mecca and Jericho were seated at a table in the corner. Jericho sat facing the door. “I like to see who’s coming in,” she told Mecca. 
 
    “Honey, I’m not wrong about Evelyn Turner,” Mecca said as she caught Jericho’s hand. “I . . . I’m never wrong.” 
 
    “What makes you so infallible?” Jericho narrowed her eyes and studied her wife. “What’s so special about you, other than the fact that you’re brilliant, gorgeous, and sexy as hell?” 
 
    “You really don’t know?” Mecca whispered. 
 
    Jericho shook her head as the Carsons headed toward their table. 
 
    “You go wash your hands,” Jericho suggested. “I’ll stay with Abby and Roland until you return. You want coffee?” 
 
    “Yes, please, and breakfast.” 
 
    Jericho watched her wife until she disappeared through the ladies’ room door. “General . . . uh, Abby, are you certain Evelyn Turner is okay? That she’s not involved in her family’s criminal empire?” 
 
    Abby nodded. “The most unscrupulous family in DC is Steven Turner’s. When the smoke clears, he’ll make Bernie Madoff look like a Boy Scout. It does disturb me that the president has ignored the scandals involving Evelyn’s family. I guess love really is blind.” 
 
    The waitress filled their coffee cups and took their order. Jericho couldn’t hide the grin that captured her face as her wife returned to the room. She stood and headed toward the ladies’ room. “I ordered for you,” she said as she touched Mecca’s arm. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mecca purred. 
 
    How can two words sound so sexy? Jericho thought as she walked away. 
 
    ## 
 
    “What are you doing?” Mecca asked as she followed the Carsons back to Jericho’s vehicle. 
 
    “Changing my license plates,” Jericho said, grinning at her wife. “Just in case someone is looking for us. I have different identifications and plates. For instance, these plates will come back as being registered to a steel worker in Pittsburgh. 
 
    “Thanks to General Carson, I have several aliases with deep history and background, complete with driver’s license and credit cards.” 
 
    “Do you carry them with you at all times?” Mecca asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    General Carson raised her brows. “I told you she was my best,” she said to her husband. 
 
    ## 
 
    They drove for a couple of hours in relative silence. Then Jericho pulled into the parking lot of a busy general store that carried everything from butterfly nets to bearskin rugs. 
 
    “This is our last stop before we reach the cabin,” Jericho informed them. “Stock up on everything you might need . . . toothpaste, soap, dental floss, whatever. I’ll get food and other supplies. At the far end of the store you can find clothes. Everyone should buy what they need to tide them over for the next few days.” 
 
     She turned in her seat to face Abby. “You and Roland go in ahead of us and begin shopping. Buy clothes first. Try not to end up in the same area we’re in, so people won’t think we’re together. I’m going to gas up the car, and then Mecca and I will enter the store. I’ll leave the car unlocked, so you can leave the store and get into the car ahead of us.” 
 
    Jericho laughed as she watched the couple enter the store. “Your jeans don’t look quite the same on General Carson.” 
 
    “You mean you have no desire to pull them off her?” Mecca teased. 
 
    “None at all!” Jericho leaned in for a soft kiss. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    The relentless snowfall and slippery roads slowed their progress, and it was after dark before Jericho pulled the SUV as close to the cabin’s wraparound porch as possible. 
 
    “Honey, hand me the flashlight in the glove compartment,” Jericho said. “You stay in the vehicle, and I’ll turn on the electricity and get a fire going.” 
 
    “I can help,” Mecca insisted. “I’m not some shrinking violet.” 
 
    “I promise you, Mecca, I’ve done this a hundred times. I can move quickly and get it done. As much as I’d like your hand in mine, I’d only worry about you.” 
 
    Mecca gave her a nod and an understanding smile. “As soon as the lights come on, we’re going to start unloading the SUV. You don’t have to do all the heavy lifting.” 
 
    Jericho slogged through the deep snow and carefully climbed the wooden steps. She keyed the code into the lock on the front door and held her breath until the steel bar slid back. “Thank you, God,” she whispered, happy that the lock wasn’t frozen. 
 
    She walked to the back of the cabin, located the breaker box, threw the main switch, and said another silent prayer as light filled the cabin and the refrigerator kicked on. She always left the fireplace with logs ready to light and quickly located the box of matches on the mantel to start the fire. Smoke began to fill the room, and she realized she hadn’t opened the flue. She pulled the handle that would release the smoke into the cold night. 
 
    She walked through the first floor of the cabin to make certain no vermin had taken up residence in her house. Mecca and the Carsons pushed through the door, groceries and new clothes in hand.  
 
    “Let me look upstairs and start a fire in the fireplaces,” Jericho said. “Then I’ll help unload the vehicle. I want to make certain no creatures have hibernated in the cabin.” 
 
     When she returned, she was pleased to see her companions had unloaded the SUV. Mecca handed her the fob. “I killed the engine and locked the doors,” her wife said proudly. 
 
    “Where do you want us?” Abby asked. 
 
    “I’d feel safer if you’d sleep upstairs, just in case someone does find us. That way they’d have to go through me to get to you.”  
 
    “Works for me,” Roland said, grunting as he picked up the sacks of clothes they had purchased and headed upstairs. 
 
    Jericho carried their clothes and luggage to the downstairs bedroom and lit the fireplace. Abby helped Mecca carry the groceries into the kitchen. 
 
    Mecca seasoned beef patties, placed them into the frying pan, and put on water to boil for rice. She emptied canned green beans into a quart pan and lit the burner beneath it.  
 
    “I’ve never cooked on a gas stove before,” she told Abby. “I’ll have to pay close attention to make certain I don’t burn anything.” 
 
    “Something smells incredible,” Jericho said as she entered the kitchen. “I was expecting sandwiches or canned soup.” 
 
    “After all the driving and heavy lifting you’ve done for us today, the least we could do is make you a hot meal.” Mecca slipped her arm around her wife’s waist. 
 
    “I’m just happy to ride on your coattails.” Roland laughed as he patted Jericho on the back. “I can’t remember the last time I had a home-cooked meal.” 
 
    “That’s how it is when you’re married to the woman who’s tasked with protecting the free world,” Jericho said. 
 
    “I should keep you around all the time,” Abby said with a smile. “You’re good for my ego.” 
 
    Jericho turned on the TV and fiddled with it for a few minutes before a clear picture appeared on the screen. She tuned in one of the mainstream news stations. 
 
    “According to unnamed sources, a nationwide search is underway for retired General Abigail Carson,” the news anchor informed the nation. “General Carson heads a joint task force to protect American citizens. She and her husband are unaccounted for. 
 
    Jericho flipped to a cable news channel. “The president has called a meeting of the FBI, Secret Service, Secretary of Homeland Security, and the National Guard early Monday morning in the Situation Room. 
 
    ## 
 
    The four discussed their plan of action over dinner. “I need to contact my team,” Abby said. “Now that I know I’ve been targeted and my life is in danger, I’ll be prepared. We need to round up the masterminds who instigated this attempted destruction.” 
 
    “Do you know who to trust?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “Yes, I have fifty highly trained personnel on my security team, a special unit that has been vetted. I know each of them by name and appearance. I trust them completely.” 
 
    “Who vetted them?” Jericho queried. 
 
    “I did,” Mecca said. 
 
    Jericho glanced at her wife before returning her attention to Abby. “What’s your plan?” 
 
    “I need to contact the captain of my security detail and have them assemble so I can be on hand when the president gets his daily briefing.” 
 
     “The map you sent over was the plan for creating gridlock in DC so an assassin could kill the president. The only thing we don’t know is when they plan to make their move. We have increased security on all the targeted bridges. We’ll apprehend the bombers before they have a chance to plant their devices.” 
 
    Jericho’s attention was drawn back to the television when the meteorologist began reporting a blizzard that was threatening to bury the Eastern Seaboard. 
 
    “That’s headed straight for us,” Jericho declared. “If it hits us tonight, we won’t be able to get out of here for days.” 
 
    Mecca glanced nervously at the stack of logs beside the fireplace. Jericho knew she was concerned about their ability to survive for a long period of time in the cabin. 
 
    “I’ll bring in more firewood,” Jericho declared. “There’s plenty in the shed. We keep it stocked for weather like this.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Roland said. He pulled on his heavy coat, and Jericho grabbed her fur-lined parka from the closet.  
 
    “We won’t be long, honey.” She touched Mecca’s arm. 
 
    “We’ll clean the kitchen,” Mecca said, gathering plates from the table. Abby followed her. 
 
    As they rinsed the dishes, Abby cocked her head and studied Mecca for a minute. “You and Jericho . . . are you sleeping together?” 
 
    “Yes, we are.” Mecca placed her hand on Abby’s arm and smiled at her. “And you are okay with it.” 
 
    Abby nodded. “Yes, I am.”  
 
    ## 
 
    Dr. Carson was unprepared for the ferocious wind that pelted them with sleet and snow. By the time they made one run with logs, he was shivering uncontrollably.  
 
    “You’d better get him into bed,” Jericho advised Abby. “He’s chilled. We don’t want him to get ill.” 
 
    She quickly unloaded the log wagon and started back outside.  
 
    “You’re not going back out in this storm?” Mecca blurted. 
 
    “I must,” Jericho said. “We need to keep all three fireplaces going tonight to keep water and butane lines from freezing.” 
 
    “I’m going with you.”  
 
    “Please, honey, stay inside and get the Carsons settled for the night. I can do this in no time.” 
 
    Mecca hesitated. She didn’t like the idea of Jericho going out into the blizzard alone. She knew it was snowing so hard that one couldn’t see their hand in front of their face. 
 
    “You could lose your direction and get lost in this storm,” she argued.  
 
    “I have a rope running from the back porch to the shed. I always keep one hand on it. I’ve taken all necessary precautions. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Mecca caught Jericho’s arm and pulled her head down for a kiss. “I’ll warm you up when you return,” she promised as their lips met. 
 
    Mecca anxiously watched the time as ten minutes ran into twenty. She began to worry. The woodshed was only about thirty feet from the cabin. Jericho should be back by now, she thought. 
 
    Thirty minutes passed, and she considered calling on the Carsons for help. I’ll give her five more minutes. 
 
    Three minutes later, the door slammed open. Mecca shouted with glee when her wife trudged into the cabin. 
 
    “I thought something had happened to you!” she said as she helped Jericho remove her heavy parka and gloves. “What took so long?” 
 
    “Everything was frozen together. I had to pry the logs apart before I loaded them on the wagon.” Jericho blew a warm breath into her frozen hands and held them out to the fireplace to warm. Mecca began to unload the log wagon. 
 
    “Let me do that, honey,” Jericho said. “That rough bark will tear up your hands.” 
 
    “No,” Mecca barked. “You’re freezing. Stay in front of the fire.” 
 
    “At least put on your gloves.” Jericho pulled a pair from Mecca’s coat pocket. 
 
    “Where are we, exactly?” Mecca asked as she stacked the logs beside the fireplace. 
 
    “About thirty yards behind us is the west branch of the Au Sable River,” Jericho answered. “It’s glorious here in the summer. We should return when it’s warmer.” 
 
    “Are there wolves and bears?” Mecca shivered as she thought about the wild animals in the mountains of New York State. 
 
    “Wolves once roamed the forests around here, but they’re extinct in this area now. There are bobcats and black bears. Neither will bother you unless you corner them or make them feel threatened. I did notice some bear scat out front when I parked the car in the carport.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t they be hibernating right now?” 
 
    “Black bears do hibernate, but they usually come out sometime during the winter and scavenge for food. Cubs are born in January, so they sometimes come out when the little ones are one or two months old. There are probably a few families holed up nearby. 
 
    “There, that should hold us for several days,” Mecca huffed as she placed the last log on the stack and removed her gloves. 
 
    “I made a fresh pot of coffee,” Mecca said. She slipped her arm around her wife’s waist as they walked toward the kitchen. 
 
    “That sounds great.” Jericho grinned. “I think I’ll just sit in it until I get warm.” 
 
    “You get back in front of the fireplace. I’ll bring your coffee to you.” Mecca turned her around and gave her a gentle push. 
 
    Jericho sat on the hearth, warming her hands. She couldn’t remember ever being so cold. She wrapped her hands around the cup of hot coffee Mecca handed her. “That feels so good,” she said softly. 
 
    “What will happen if we get stranded here for several days?” Mecca whispered, not wanting to be overheard. 
 
    “Let’s discuss this in our bedroom.” Jericho’s hushed tones told her she didn’t want the Carsons to overhear their conversation either. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    Mecca put more logs on the fire as Jericho got ready for bed. She quickly pulled on an oversized T-shirt and slipped between the sheets. Jericho was snuggling into the downy mattress when her wife joined her. The howling wind and relentless snow continued to bury everything under a blanket of white. 
 
    Mecca wrapped her arms around Jericho and cuddled the blonde against her breasts. Jericho sank into the warm softness of her wife and relaxed for the first time in days. 
 
    “Lord, Mecca, you are so soft and warm. This is what I look forward to every day. I love when you wrap your arms around me and hold me.” 
 
    “I know,” Mecca cooed. “Warm your feet against my legs. They’re cold as ice.” 
 
    Jericho drifted off to sleep as Mecca caressed her and held her tightly.  
 
    ## 
 
    The silence woke Jericho. She lay still, listening for the howling wind or any sound of the blizzard. She heard nothing. Mecca stirred beside her and snuggled closer. She thought about putting another log on the fire. The flames were small flickers, and the room was beginning to get cold. 
 
    She gently moved her arms from around Mecca and slid out of the bed. She checked the time and put several logs onto the fire. She slipped into the bathroom and closed the door. Snow covered the bathroom window. She wondered how much of the white stuff had fallen during the night. She brushed her teeth and returned to the warm woman waiting for her. 
 
    “I thought you were going to spend the day in there,” Mecca said, pulling Jericho into her arms. “I’ll get you warm, and then I need to visit the bathroom too.” She lightly brushed Jericho’s lips with her own. “Mmm. Minty. You think you’re gonna get lucky, don’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Jericho gave Mecca her best little-girl grin and wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “Let me brush my teeth,” Mecca whispered as she slipped from Jericho’s arms. “I’m positive you’re gonna get lucky.” 
 
    Before Mecca could return to bed, a loud knock announced the Carsons were stirring. Jericho groaned and considered tossing Abby and Roland into the snow and locking the door behind them. 
 
    Mecca stood looking down at her wife. Silky black hair tumbled around her face, and she ran her hand through it to push it back.  
 
    Jericho gazed at her wife, fighting the fire burning in the pit of her stomach. “I may not live through the day,” she whispered. 
 
    ## 
 
    Abby Carson was frying bacon, and Roland had a roaring fire going. The cabin was warm and inviting. “Coffee’s ready.” Abby gestured toward the pot with the fork she was using to turn the bacon. “Scrambled eggs okay with everyone?” It was more a command than a question. 
 
    Jericho tried to put on a cheery face as she poured coffee for Mecca and herself. “Sounds good to me. Anyone need a refill?” 
 
    “I’ll take a refill,” Roland said, joining them at the kitchen island. “Forecaster said this is just a lull in the storm. A second blizzard is right behind the one we had last night. It’s supposed to hit around noon.” 
 
    “Did you sleep okay?” Mecca inquired as she put biscuits into the oven. 
 
    “Heavenly mattress, Jericho,” Abby said. “I can’t remember when I’ve had such a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “I suspect you were exhausted, Abby.” Jericho grimaced. “I know I was.”  
 
    Mecca massaged her wife’s shoulders. “Relax, baby. You’re neck and shoulders are hard as a brick.” 
 
    “I don’t like to be stranded with no alternatives,” Jericho said, scowling. “My only consolation is that this blizzard is shutting down Washington too.” 
 
    Roland looked out the front window. “The trees lining the drive seemed to protect it from the brunt of the storm. I can see the river from here. It’s frozen solid.” 
 
    “It will stay that way until the spring thaw,” Jericho said. She shivered as she walked toward the door and peered out. “The drive is relatively clear. After breakfast I’ll look around to make certain no one has visited us.” 
 
    They turned their attention to the TV as the meteorologist declared, “This is the worst storm in history. The Atlantic coastal states from Maine to the Carolinas are blanketed with over twenty feet of snow, with more in some areas. Everyone has been ordered to stay home. All public transportation has been closed until further notice.” 
 
    The news was a rehash of the prior evening, declaring the terrorist threat had been squashed, and more arrests had been made. 
 
    “I’ve got to get back to Washington as soon as possible,” Abby declared. “The Justice Department is sitting on more than ninety-nine arrest warrants. We need to serve them before news of them leaks and the culprits disappear underground.” 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere for several days,” Jericho answered. “It’s too dangerous.” She began pulling on her parka. 
 
    “Can I go with you?” Mecca asked, letting her wife make the decisions on their safety. 
 
    “Sure, but wear this.” Jericho pulled another parka from the closet. “It’s much warmer than your coat.” 
 
    “You two check things out,” Abby said. “We’ll clean up the kitchen and keep the fire going.” 
 
    Jericho pulled a rope from the coat hook. “I always carry this in bad weather. It’s easy to slip into a deep snow bank. We’ll tie ourselves together if we encounter a dangerous situation.  
 
    As they opened the door, all hell broke loose. Mecca jumped back behind the door, but Jericho determined where the ruckus was originating. Mecca peered around the door in time to see a huge black bear lumber onto the frozen river. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Mecca gasped. 
 
    A mournful roar rang out across the ice, as if the gates of hell had opened. “Jericho, her baby! Her baby has fallen through the ice.” 
 
    They hurried as fast as possible in the frozen snow and watched in horror as the mother bear tried to save her cub. The frozen river crackled and popped like gunshots as the ice broke open under the weight of the thousand-pound bear, plunging her into the freezing slush. 
 
    The louder her cub shrieked, the harder she fought to reach it but to no avail. As Jericho ran, she stripped off her belt and handed Mecca one end of the rope. “Wrap it around a stout tree.” 
 
    Jericho’s presence sent the sow into a rage. She thrashed violently, trying to get to her cub. Mecca secured the rope to a tree and followed Jericho to the river’s edge. “I’ll have to crawl to the cub,” Jericho said. “That will put less weight in one spot.” She dropped to all fours and carefully moved toward the cub.  
 
    Mecca began talking loudly to the mother. “Calm down. Everything’s going to be okay. Your baby’s in good hands. I trust that woman with my life. You can too. She’ll rescue your baby.” As Mecca spoke, the sow began to calm, swinging her huge head from the brunette to her cub. Mecca kept talking in the same reassuring voice she always used to calm and hypnotize patients.  
 
    The mother stopped thrashing in the ice and began trying to find something solid to sink her claws into. Mecca realized how dangerous those weapons were. The bear lunged from the water, throwing three-fourths of her body onto the ice. She sank her claws into the solid crystal. 
 
    The mother bear growled loudly as she pulled herself from the frozen river and stood, only to have the ice crumble beneath her weight and plunge her back into the frigid water. 
 
    Mecca pulled a large tree limb from the snow and began pushing it toward the bear, talking in a comforting voice as she worked the limb toward her. 
 
    Jericho stretched out on her stomach and inched toward the cub. Its pitiful mewls grew weaker as she drew closer. She caught the baby by its ear as it started to go under the water. She was thankful she was able to grip it from behind. She secured her belt under the cub’s front limbs and tied the rope to it. She pulled the small bear onto the ice, but it gave way and plunged the cub back into the water, almost taking Jericho with it. She knew the ice wouldn’t hold her and the cub, so she scooted backward until she was about ten feet from the baby. Then she began pulling the rope. A crack opened in the ice and spread toward her. She would have to get to solid ice in order to pull the cub from the lake. She could hear Mecca’s gentle, sweet voice droning in the background. 
 
    Jericho crawled the last ten feet to the shore and began pulling the cub toward her. As she reached down to pick it up, it whimpered, heaving for air. She contemplated taking it into the cabin, but knew the mother bear wouldn’t allow that.  
 
    Jericho placed the cub on the bank of the river, removed her belt, and turned to see what Mecca was doing. Her wife had pushed a large tree limb to the sow, and the bear had managed to sink her claws into it, but Mecca wasn’t strong enough to pull the weight of the black bear to the shore. 
 
    Jericho moved to help her wife. She tied the rope around the tree limb, wrapped it around a large beech tree, and motioned for Mecca to help her pull the rope. In slow motion, the bear emerged from the icy river and clung to the tree limb, content to let the two women pull her to shore. As soon as they were certain she was on solid ice, they dropped the rope and moved away from her. She remained on all fours as she cautiously approached her cub. 
 
    The mother bear picked up her baby and cuddled it against her, trying to warm it. The cub squalled like it was dying. The mother covered it with her forelegs and held it tightly to her chest, helping it find a nipple to nurse. She swung her huge head around, resting her gaze on Mecca and Jericho. Then she lumbered into the forest. 
 
    “God, I’m freezing,” Mecca gasped. “Let’s get into the cabin.” 
 
    “I’ve never witnessed anything like that in my life,” Dr. Carson said as he opened the door for the two.  
 
    “Yeah, that mother would have drowned trying to save her baby. Bears are like that,” Jericho said. 
 
    “I’m not talking about the bear,” Roland said. “You two could have been killed. You risked your lives to save that mother and her cub.” 
 
    Jericho helped Mecca remove her parka and then turned so her wife could reciprocate. She hung their coats in front of the fire to dry.  
 
    “Jericho, do you have a snowmobile?” General Carson asked. 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “I must get to a spot where we can get a cell signal. My second-in-command needs to know who to be wary of.” 
 
    “Mecca and I are going to put on dry clothes,” Jericho said. “I’ve got to thaw before I undertake another challenge.” 
 
    ## 
 
    “How many snowmobiles do you have?” Abby asked when Jericho and Mecca returned to the kitchen for a hot cup of coffee. 
 
    “I don’t actually own a snowmobile,” Jericho mumbled. “It’s a Tucker Sno-Cat. Hardly enough to mount an army.” 
 
    “Could you get me to the top of the mountain so I can pick up a cell signal?” Abby asked. 
 
    “Probably, but I don’t like the idea of leaving Mecca and Roland unprotected.” 
 
    “If we leave now, we can be back before dark,” Abby argued. 
 
    “Okay. But wear Mecca’s parka. It’s rated for this extreme cold. Put on this ski mask so your face doesn’t freeze.” 
 
    Jericho pulled two rifles and two ominous-looking handguns from her gun safe. “Can either of you use these?” 
 
    Roland and Mecca shook their heads. 
 
    “Quick gun school,” Jericho said, frowning.  
 
    She showed them where the safety was on all the weapons. “I’m going to rack both pistols and put on the safety. All you have to do to fire them is flip off the safety. Same with the rifles. Always aim low. If you don’t know what you’re doing, the handguns will kick upward when fired. If you aim at their feet, you stand a good chance of hitting them in the stomach or chest.” 
 
    Both nodded apprehensively. 
 
    “Let’s go, Jericho,” Abby commanded. 
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    Jericho pulled the key to the Sno-Cat from the gun safe, kissed Mecca goodbye, pulled on her ski mask, and walked out the door. 
 
    Abby had to run to keep up with her long-legged agent as she hurried to the barn housing the all-terrain vehicle. Jericho pulled a grappling hook and rope from the barn wall and stored it in the back. She checked to make certain the Sno-Cat was filled with gas and placed a five-gallon can of gas beside the grappling hook. She motioned for Abby to get in. It took several tries to start the vehicle, but it finally roared to life. 
 
    “What is this thing?” Abby looked around the cab of the truck-like machine, thankful they weren’t attacking the elements on the seats of a snowmobile. 
 
    “It’s a Tucker Sno-Cat,” Jericho explained. “The best snow handler US government money can buy. As you can see, it’s an enclosed-cab, truck-sized, fully tracked vehicle designed like a tank. The cabs are optimized for use in sub-zero weather or cold conditions worsened by windchill.” 
 
    “How did you get it?” 
 
    “It was in my budget you approved two years ago. The one I submitted to get the equipment necessary to protect Dr. Storm in any situation.” 
 
    “Um, yes. The one that was accompanied by a report describing dangerous scenarios you might encounter protecting Mecca.”  
 
    “That’s the one,” Jericho smirked. 
 
    They waved to Roland and Mecca as they passed in front of the cabin and headed up the mountainside.  
 
    ## 
 
    The soft snow crunched under the Sno-Cat as it struggled up the mountain. “This is slow going, General. We’re almost vertical. Keep an eye on your phone. Maybe we’ll get a signal without going all the way to the top.” 
 
    Abby squeezed the blonde’s arm, letting her know she understood. She was amazed at the excellent physical condition of her best agent and clung to her as the vehicle crawled up the incline.  
 
    They reached a large clearing, and Jericho steered the Cat to the left, turning it so she could look back down the mountain. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “This will be the last place where we can see the cabin.” Jericho gestured to the valley below, where the cabin, smoke curling from its chimney, looked like the setting for a Currier and Ives Christmas card. 
 
    “I wanted to check on Mecca and Roland. We won’t be able to see the cabin again until we reach this spot on our return trip. I’m nervous about leaving them alone out there.” 
 
    “Trust me, Jericho. Mecca Storm can take care of herself.” 
 
    On several occasions the Sno-Cat struggled to make it through snowdrifts. It was almost nightfall when they topped the crest of the mountain. 
 
    “Still no signal,” Abby hissed. “What now, Jericho?” 
 
    Jericho surveyed their white world, looking for a clearing. “We’ll have to climb that peak on foot to get above the trees.” Jericho gestured toward a snowcapped peak about fifty feet above them. “If there’s a signal, we’ll get it there.” 
 
    Abby nodded and followed Jericho from the warmth of the ATV to the peak. 
 
    “I’ve got a signal!” Abby beamed as she touched the button that would put her in contact with her second-in-command. 
 
    “General, thank God you’re alive,” a deep voice hummed from the cell phone. “Where are you?” 
 
    “That’s not important,” Abby barked. “I need you to arrest State Representative Darwin Davis. He’s the turncoat in our midst. Pull in my entire guard and whisk him away. You know where to take him. Tell the president, ‘Skunk removal has been activated.’ Say those exact words.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. When can I expect you back?” 
 
    “I’m not certain, but I’ll keep in touch. I’ll be watching the news tonight. Be sure Darwin is spirited away.” 
 
    “I’ll make it happen, General. Ma’am, so far there has been no attempt to destroy the bridges.” 
 
    “There will be. Don’t relax for a minute.” 
 
    “We’re vigilant, General.” 
 
    “That’s all for now.” Abby ended the call and dialed another number. “You’ll know in a few minutes,” she said before turning off her phone. 
 
    They headed back to the Sno-Cat as heavy snow began to fall. A loud rustling in the trees made them move faster. “Something is following us,” Jericho whispered as she increased their pace. “Don’t run. Just walk as fast as you can.” 
 
    They reached the Sno-Cat as a brown creature slinked from the trees. Crouching as it stalked its prey, a huge bobcat edged toward them. As Jericho opened the cab door, the cat made its move. Jericho shoved Abby into the cab and stepped on the running board to dive in behind her.  
 
    The big cat clamped its jaws around Jericho’s boot and pulled her from the cab. She hit the ground hard and fought the daze that threatened to render her helpless. She kicked the bobcat in the face with her free foot and sent it flying backward. She crawled to all fours and faced the snarling animal. 
 
    Jericho inched backward toward the Sno-Cat, never taking her eyes from the bobcat. She unzipped her parka pocket to reach the Glock. She would use it as a last resort. Her foot hit the hard rubber tracks of the Sno-Cat, and she knew the only hope of both her and the bobcat ending their standoff alive was if she could jump into the cab before the cat could reach her. She eased to her feet and took hold of the metal handle beside the cab door. In a superhuman show of strength, Jericho jumped to the top of the tracks as the bobcat charged. Hanging on to the handle and the cab door, she swung around and kicked the animal as hard as she could. Her steel-toed boot connected with the bobcat’s shoulder, sending it skidding through the snow. 
 
    Jericho slammed the door and climbed unceremoniously over Abby to start the vehicle. 
 
    The furious cat leaped onto the hood of the Sno-Cat and clawed at the windows. The snow handler came to life on the first try, and Jericho turned it around to head downhill. 
 
    “We need to get rid of him,” Abby said.  
 
    “He’ll give up after a while,” Jericho said. “There’s no chance of him breaking into this thing.” 
 
    Jericho turned on the vehicle’s lights and eased it down the hill. “This will be slow going. I can’t see two feet in front of me.” 
 
     “We should wait until daybreak to drive down,” Abby noted. “This is dangerous.” 
 
    “I want to get back to Mecca,” Jericho insisted. 
 
    “They’re fine. They’re in a secure cabin with plenty of food and heat.” 
 
    Jericho jerked the Sno-Cat to a halt, avoiding a collision with a clump of trees and sending the bobcat sailing off the hood. 
 
    “Park this thing,” Abby said. “We can keep warm in it and start back down at the crack of dawn.” 
 
    “But General—” 
 
    “That’s an order, soldier.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Jericho huffed. 
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    At the first sign of light, Jericho put the Sno-Cat in gear and moved down the mountainside. 
 
    “What time is it?” Abby asked.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. There’s enough light to see.” 
 
    “Jericho, you know I was right to command you to stop driving in the dark.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter now,” Jericho responded. “All that matters is getting back to the cabin and making certain Mecca is safe.” 
 
    “Be careful, soldier,” Abby warned. “I’m okay with you sleeping with Mecca, but if anyone else finds out, it could cause you problems.” 
 
    Jericho snorted. “You’re as high as it goes, General. If you’re okay with it, that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “She is quite a woman,” Abby mumbled. 
 
    “You have no idea, General.” 
 
    I’m afraid you have no idea, Jericho, Abby thought. 
 
    ## 
 
    The overnight snow had covered their tracks from the day before, so Jericho had to blaze a new trail. It took over two hours to reach the clearing where they could see the cabin. Smoke floated lazily from the chimney, and everything looked serene. 
 
    “We should get there in a couple of hours,” Jericho noted. 
 
    “Jericho, look.” Abby handed her agent the binoculars. 
 
    Jericho gritted her teeth as she watched two black SUVs wind their way toward the cabin. She knew they would reach Mecca before she could. 
 
    “They must have picked up your phone call,” Jericho said. “Do you have any kind of signal now?”  
 
    The general moved her phone in every direction but couldn’t pick up a signal. Jericho moved the ATV forward, frantically trying to figure out a way to reach Mecca before the vehicles did. 
 
    As they disappeared into the trees, the cabin vanished from sight. Jericho drove as fast as she dared, avoiding trees and stumps. 
 
    ## 
 
    “I wonder what time Jericho and Abby will return,” Mecca said, trying her best not to worry. “I thought they would be back last night.” 
 
    “I’m sure the second blizzard moving in slowed them down,” Roland said to console her. “They probably had to spend the night somewhere and wait until they could see to navigate the terrain.” 
 
    Mecca worried her bottom lip. “I’m sure you’re right. Still, I’m concerned.” 
 
    She cooked breakfast and made another pot of coffee. They turned on the TV to see what was happening in Washington. 
 
    “At dawn this morning, General Abigail Carson’s Washington security detail rounded up additional terrorists and whisked them to unknown quarters. Representative Darwin Davis was also taken to a more secure location. 
 
    “Although General Carson’s whereabouts are unknown, she does appear to be in full control of the detail under her command and has moved quickly this morning to further secure the White House and surrounding government facilities. A few members of the People’s Socialist Party have escaped capture. They are armed and considered extremely dangerous.” 
 
    Photos of bearded men dressed in black fatigues appeared on the screen.  
 
    Boots stomping on the front porch jerked Mecca’s attention away from the TV. “Thank God, they’re back,” she exclaimed, rushing to the door. 
 
    Before Mecca could unlock it, the door was kicked in by four burly men clad in black fatigues. The first man to enter grabbed Mecca in a bear hug as another handcuffed her arms behind her back.  
 
    Roland jumped to her defense, but a rifle butt to the head ended his efforts. 
 
    “Where’s General Carson?” the man demanded. 
 
    “I . . . I don’t know,” Mecca stammered. “Who are you? What do you think you’re doing? This is private property! I’m an American citizen. You can’t burst in here and—” 
 
    “Shut her up,” the thug commanded. Another man slapped a strip of duct tape across Mecca’s lips and shoved her into a chair. 
 
    Roland regained consciousness, and the man asked him where General Carson was. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Roland croaked. “She never tells me anything. She left last night, so I suspect she is in Washington by now.” 
 
    The four men exchanged glances, and then the leader yanked Mecca to her feet. “You two are coming with us,” he grunted. He ran the back of his hand down the side of Mecca’s face. “You and I will have some fun a little later.” 
 
    Mecca mewled, pleading with her eyes. 
 
    “You want to talk?” the man said. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “If I take the tape off will you be quiet?” 
 
    Mecca nodded again, and the man ripped the tape from her mouth. 
 
    A little yelp of pain escaped Mecca’s mouth as she parted her lips to speak. “I need to use the bathroom before we leave,” she pleaded. “I can’t make it very far.” 
 
    The leader looked her over from head to toe and nodded. 
 
    “Can you remove the cuffs, please? she asked. “I’ll need to use my hands.” 
 
    The leader exhaled loudly as he considered her request. Then he pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked the handcuffs. “I’ll be standing outside the door, so don’t try anything funny.” 
 
    Mecca nodded and hurried into the bathroom, locking the door behind her. She quickly pried open the window and pushed against the screen, praying she could punch her way through the snow accumulated against the window. In less than three minutes she was scurrying away from the cabin, heading for the cover of the forest. 
 
    A shot rang out, and a bullet hissed past Mecca’s face. “The next one will be in your back,” a voice yelled. 
 
    She was almost into the trees and considered making a dash for the forest instead of stopping, but the sound of heavy breathing directly behind her made her halt. The leader tackled her and sent her sprawling in the snow. He was on top of her before she could move. 
 
    He caught her face with his meaty hand and squeezed her cheeks between his thumb and fingers. “Have you ever had it in the snow?” He growled as he tore away her blouse. 
 
    Mecca screamed and fought to shove the heavy man off her, but she was no match for his brute strength. The other three men rushed from the cabin to see what was going on. 
 
    Mecca kept screaming.  
 
    “Shut up!” The man slapped her. Dazed, she shook the fog from her head and screamed again as the man ripped her bra from her. “Damn, those are nice,” the man leered. 
 
    “Boss! Boss!” his henchmen hollered. 
 
    “Wait your turn,” the man growled as he unzipped his pants. 
 
    Mecca’s eyes grew wide in terror.  
 
    “You’re gonna like this, Dr. Storm.” The man’s evil laughter died away as claws removed his head from his body and sent it flying. Mecca remained motionless as the mother bear hooked her talons into his torso and shredded it. 
 
    The bear turned and charged the three dazed men who were trying to make some sense of what was happening. She ripped the face off one and sent him sailing into the snowbank. She slit open the back of another as he tried to run away and lacerated the throat of the third. In a spellbinding fury, the sow ripped and shredded the bodies before turning to Mecca. 
 
    Mecca swallowed the bile that threatened to fill her mouth as the bear ambled toward her. The animal swung her head to the side and filled the frigid air with a bloodcurdling roar. Her cub ran from the trees and leaped into its mother’s arms. The bear cradled her baby, stared into Mecca’s eyes as if acknowledging that they were even, and then meandered into the forest. 
 
    Mecca pulled the remnants of her blouse around her breasts and shivered violently as she made her way back to the cabin. 
 
    Roland, still handcuffed to a chair, groaned as Mecca walked through the doorway. The cabin was cold, and the door hung on the frame by one hinge. “I’ll be right back, doctor,” Mecca mumbled as she entered their bedroom and pulled on one of Jericho’s sweatshirts. 
 
    “I think the key to your cuffs are in the slaughter out there,” she explained. “I can’t free you.” 
 
    “What happened?” Roland asked. 
 
    “The mother bear we saved from drowning killed all four men, but I don’t even know where to begin to search for the handcuff keys.” 
 
    “There’s a hammer and screwdriver in that top drawer,” Roland informed her. “I saw Jericho put them there. Maybe we can chisel them off.” 
 
    Mecca couldn’t stop the blush creeping up her neck. “There’s a pair of cuffs in our bedroom. I think Jericho left the key in them.” She scurried from the room without looking at Roland. 
 
    She found the handcuffs between the mattresses and gave a word of thanks that the key was still in them. Roland raised a brow when she returned to the room with the key in hand. 
 
    “Will it fit?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, one key fits all handcuffs,” Mecca said, sharing the information Jericho had given her to ease her concern about the shackles. 
 
    “How do you know so much about handcuffs?” Roland asked as she opened the manacles. 
 
    Mecca’s dark eyes fixed on his. “Never mind,” Roland mumbled. “That was a stupid question.” 
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    The closer the snow tracker got to the cabin, the faster Jericho drove. Abby didn’t try to slow her down. She was as concerned as her agent. 
 
    “Oh God! God, no!” Jericho screamed as she spotted the bodies strewn across the snow. She fought to remain calm as her chest threatened to explode with fear. 
 
    She stopped the Sno-Cat just short of the porch and charged into the cabin. Her knees almost gave way when she saw Mecca. Abby ran to Roland, who was removing his handcuffs. 
 
    Mecca rushed into Jericho’s arms. “They know where we are,” she cried. “We must leave here.” 
 
    Jericho nodded and started giving orders. “Abby, Roland, grab whatever you need. Honey, can you get our things? I’ll fix the door the best I can. We’ll have to take the Sno-Cat. The weather’s getting worse.” Mecca clung to her as she continued. 
 
    “We’ll try to make it to the hotel where we stayed on our way here. I’m going to get rid of the SUVs. If you can be ready when I return, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    Mecca packed their few belongings and sacked up crackers and anything they might munch on. She didn’t see a store in their future. 
 
    As they packed everything into the back of the Sno-Cat, Jericho returned with two five-gallon gas cans. “I need to refill the Cat,” she explained.  
 
    “Where are the SUVs?” Abby asked. 
 
    “Over the cliff,” Jericho replied. “They won’t be discovered until summer melts the snow, and wild animals are already dragging off the body parts left by Mecca’s pet bear.” 
 
    “That was amazing,” Mecca said, releasing the breath she had been holding. “She came out of nowhere, as if in answer to my screams. She removed the threat to us and then picked up her baby and left.” 
 
    “So now you’re an animal whisperer too,” Jericho teased as they loaded into the Sno-Cat.” 
 
    “I’ve never thought so,” Mecca murmured. 
 
    ## 
 
    It was after dark when they pulled under the motel’s portico. Jericho went inside to register. The news station on the TV in the lobby was covering a speech by the president. “I want to assure the nation and every American citizen that stability has been restored in our country. 
 
    “Thanks to the quick actions of General Abigail Carson and her officers, an attempt to disrupt operations of the government of the United States has been thwarted. The perpetrators of this most heinous crime have been arrested and will stand trial for treason. 
 
    “General Carson, if you are seeing this telecast, it’s safe for you to return to the Pentagon and assume your duties.” 
 
    “Wow, man! Some socialist radicals tried to take over our government,” the wild-eyed night clerk squealed. “What is socialism anyway?” 
 
    “The destruction of once-great nations,” Jericho said, handing the clerk her credit card. “Where a few become rulers and the majority live in poverty.” 
 
    “Really?” the young man said as he ran the card. “I thought it meant the government gave us all kinds of free stuff.” 
 
    “Who do you think pays for the free stuff?” Jericho tried to hide her amazement. 
 
    “The government.” The young man beamed, proud that he knew the answer. 
 
    “And where does the government get its money?”  
 
    “From the people.” He frowned. 
 
    “So the government takes money you’ve earned and gives it to people who won’t work. And along the way, the ruling class—government officials—skims their share off the top for doing nothing. Sooner or later the workers get tired of working and supporting those who don’t, and they stop working, because they get what they need to exist from the government. Eventually, no one works and everyone starves, just like in Venezuela.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, it’s bad down there,” the kid said. “Really bad. No food on the shelves.” 
 
    “Right.” Jericho took the room key cards from the man. “Believe me, son, you don’t want your children growing up in a socialistic country.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t.”  
 
    ## 
 
    “General it looks like the terrorists have been contained,” Jericho exclaimed, sliding into the car. “Just now on national TV the president issued a request for your return to the White House.” 
 
    “Thank the Lord,” Abby cried.  
 
    “No one knows that Mecca and I are with you,” Jericho said. “We should keep it that way.” 
 
    “Yes,” Abby said. “Let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a killer day. No pun intended.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    They showered together and then slipped into the bed to warm each other. “I was so scared when I saw the carnage in front of the cabin,” Jericho whispered. She held Mecca tightly, burying her face in soft dark hair. “God, Mecca, my life would be a living hell without you.” 
 
    “I know, baby.” Mecca nuzzled her face between Jericho’s soft breasts and slid her hands down her wife’s sides to her firm buttocks. Jericho moaned and shifted her weight until she was between Mecca’s legs. 
 
    Resting on her elbows, Jericho looked into the blackness of Mecca’s eyes. “I love you so much.” She kissed Mecca’s full, soft lips and teased her tongue with her own. Mecca pushed her tongue hard against Jericho’s and caressed it. 
 
    Jericho kissed her way down Mecca’s neck, nipping and sucking as she reached the pulse point in the valley of the brunette’s throat. Mecca moaned loudly and clutched Jericho’s body hard against hers. “Don’t play with me,” she pleaded. 
 
    Jericho savored the offering before her, kissing and stroking full, taut breasts that were beginning to heave as Mecca writhed beneath her. Mecca gasped and mewled when Jericho circled her areola with her tongue, careful not to touch her nipple. Jericho slowly inched her way around the hard nipple, moving her tongue closer with each rotation. Then she began to suck. 
 
    “Dear God, you’re killing me,” Mecca cried as she arched her body hard against Jericho’s.  
 
    “Shush, honey. The general will hear us.” 
 
    “Then stop tormenting me and do something,” Mecca whispered. 
 
    Continuing to stroke and caress breasts that seared her senses, Jericho kissed her way down to Mecca’s thighs. Mecca tangled her hands in long blonde hair and pulled Jericho’s mouth to the spot that was throbbing for her touch. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho collapsed onto her side and pulled Mecca into her arms. “I can never love you enough,” she whispered. 
 
    “Good,” Mecca giggled, “because I’m not through with you.” 
 
    “Hmm . . . .” Jericho murmured. 
 
    “I want you to put on—” Soft lips interrupted her. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Always,” Mecca whispered. “Hurry.” 
 
    Jericho was back in a flash. “You must not cry out,” she reiterated. “The general is right next door.” 
 
    “I can’t make you any promises,” Mecca said, giggling. “Just please don’t make me beg.” 
 
    Jericho slid down in the bed, pulling Mecca’s breast into her mouth while caressing the other one, gently increasing the pressure on the nipple. She rose above the brunette beauty and rested on her elbows as she watched her eyes. She loved the way Mecca’s eyes widened then closed as she pulled her in tighter. 
 
    A growl started low in Mecca’s throat. “Bite me,” Jericho commanded as she pulled Mecca’s mouth against her shoulder to muffle the scream she knew was coming. Mecca smothered a moan. “Please,” she whispered. “Please don’t ever stop loving me.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho lay on her back with Mecca’s head resting on her shoulder. She marveled at how perfectly they fit together. Mecca stirred and snuggled closer into strong, loving arms. “Are you awake?” she murmured, sleep making her voice low and husky. 
 
    “Yes,” Jericho responded, stroking Mecca’s tousled black hair. “Go back to sleep. It isn’t daylight yet.” 
 
    She could feel Mecca’s heart beating as the brunette eased on top of her. “I think I need to return a favor to someone. Tit for tat.” 
 
    “You have such a way with words.” Jericho chuckled as she lost herself in her wife. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    They left the motel before sunup  
 
    “We’ve got to get a regular vehicle,” Jericho said. “We’ll attract too much unwanted attention in this baby.” 
 
    They parked the Sno-Cat at a Walmart in Dundalk, Maryland, and walked to a restaurant to eat breakfast. Mecca engaged their waitress in conversation, casually asking her where the closest car dealership was located. 
 
    They purchased a Ford Escort and pulled into a small motel outside of Washington, DC, after nightfall. They got a good night’s sleep and headed to Pennsylvania Avenue. The heightened security presence near the White House was evident everywhere one looked.  
 
    “I’m not sure we can get in.” Jericho frowned as she parked the car.  
 
    “I think I can get us in,” Mecca said.  
 
    “How?” Jericho asked as they followed Mecca toward the White House. 
 
    “Keep your fingers crossed,” Mecca whispered as they checked in at the guard’s desk and walked through security. 
 
    “I’m Dr. Mecca Storm,” she said to the guard. “I have an appointment with the president.” 
 
    Mecca placed her hand on his arm. “Please have someone take us to the president,” she instructed. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the guard said. He made a call, and two uniformed Secret Service officers appeared and took them to the West Wing and then to the Oval Office. The president was sitting at the Resolute Desk, used by every President since Ronald Reagan. 
 
    Tom Reynolds was having coffee and going over information with a staffer when they entered his office. 
 
    Tom stood to greet them. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see you.” He shook hands with the Carsons and Mecca then extended his hand to Jericho. “Major Parker, I presume,” he smiled. “We’ve never been introduced but I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
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    “We have averted a panic situation,” the president said. “I’ve been told that there are small pockets of terrorists still moving about, but for the most part, all the culprits have been arrested. 
 
    “We apprehended all the bombers before they could plant their explosives. You should be proud, General. Your agents saved the day.” 
 
    “Did you apprehend a man named Aym?” Carson asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Tom replied, “but I’m certain your second-in-command has a complete list of names for you.” 
 
    The president and General Carson thanked Jericho and Mecca profusely for keeping Abby safe. Then they asked Jericho to leave the room so they could speak with Mecca alone. 
 
    ## 
 
    “What was that all about?” Jericho matched her stride to her wife’s as Secret Service officers led them from the White House to a government-owned car. 
 
    “Just get in and drive,” Mecca whispered. 
 
    Jericho slid behind the wheel and pulled into DC traffic. “Am I headed anywhere special?” she asked. 
 
    Mecca held a note in front of her with the address printed on it. Jericho nodded and accelerated. 
 
    “Tell me when it’s safe to talk,” Jericho whispered. She knew Mecca feared they were being monitored. 
 
    Mecca flipped on the radio and turned up the volume. “Just make small talk,” she whispered. “Make certain no one is following us.” 
 
    Jericho turned off the radio. “Do you mind if we don’t listen to that? I need to concentrate on driving until we get out of DC.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that,” Mecca replied. “If you’re okay, I’m going to close my eyes and try to get some sleep.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” Jericho gave an animated nod, checking the rearview mirror and looking around for any signs of a tail. She spotted him in a nondescript gray Ford. 
 
    “I need to get gas before we get too far out of town.” She squeezed Mecca’s knee, smiling at the way Mecca reacted to her touch. 
 
    “Seems like years.” Mecca looked up at her through long lashes and flashed her most flirtatious smile. 
 
    “Are you flirting with me?” Jericho almost giggled. 
 
    “Um, maybe,” Mecca cooed.  
 
    Jericho flipped on the turn signal and exited to a service station. “I’ll be right back,” she said as she left the car. 
 
    The car following them pulled in, and the driver got out and started pumping gas. 
 
    Whistling under her breath, Jericho slid her credit card into the pump, placed the nozzle into the gas tank, and opened the car’s trunk. She found a pair of socks in the duffle bag, rolled them together, and stuffed them into her jacket pocket. 
 
    Jericho eyed the man who had been following them. He was big. Tall with broad shoulders, like a linebacker or a blocker. She knew she wouldn’t win in hand-to-hand combat with him. 
 
    The man replaced the gas nozzle in the pump’s slot and walked toward the men’s room. Jericho casually walked behind his car and stuffed the socks into the car’s tailpipe. She was screwing the gas cap onto her car when he returned. 
 
    “What did you do?” Mecca whispered as Jericho closed her car door. 
 
    “All full and the tires look good,” Jericho said. “We should be able to make it home tonight.” 
 
    As they drove, Jericho watched the man’s car in her rearview mirror. It took almost an hour for him to succumb to the carbon monoxide seeping into his vehicle. Jericho scowled into her mirror as the man’s car careened off the side of the road and rolled into a massive tree. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to talk now,” Jericho said, wrinkling her nose. “I have no idea who he is. I do know he isn’t with the government. I’m guessing he’s a straggler from the terrorist cell. 
 
    “What is the address of the safe house the general wants you to take me to?”  
 
    Mecca showed Jericho the slip of paper again. “She wants you to contact her in the morning, and she’ll give you your orders then.  
 
    “Tom Reynolds is coordinating a speech to the nation with the news stations. He wants to tell the American people what happened and reassure them that everything is under control and democracy is safe.” 
 
    “When is the speech?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “I’m not certain. They were still trying to coordinate it with the news stations.” 
 
    “I wonder why she wants us there?” 
 
    Mecca shrugged. “You’ll have to ask Abby. I’m sure she has her reasons.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
    Jericho fought the urge to hug her wife tighter. Mecca’s soft slumber made her happy. She knew Mecca felt safe in her arms. Their lovemaking had been slow and easy, each taking their time to please the other. Still, Jericho knew Mecca was holding something back. Something she wasn’t at liberty to share. 
 
    I’ve protected her for over seven years, Jericho thought. Five years as a shadow and two years as her wife. I hope I’m not forced to protect her from our own government. I would bring them all down before I’d let anything happen to her. She planned for Mecca’s safety as she drifted into sleep. Even General Carson had no idea of what Jericho Parker was capable. 
 
    The ringing of Mecca’s burner phone jerked them from their sleep. Mecca crawled across Jericho to reach her cell on the night table. Jericho tried to control the wave of desire that swept through her as Mecca let her breasts slide over Jericho’s naked back. 
 
    Mecca let her body sink into Jericho’s as she answered the phone. “Good morning, General. . . . Yes, we’re safe.” She listened for a long time as General Carson gave her instructions and then asked to speak with Jericho. 
 
    Mecca placed the phone next to Jericho’s ear, and the blonde raised a hand to hold it there. “Good morning, General.” 
 
    It took all the self-control Jericho had to listen to the instructions General Carson was giving her. As she talked, Mecca spread her legs and slipped between them. She ran her hands forcefully down Jericho’s firm calves then followed them with soft lips. 
 
    Jericho smothered a moan and bucked slightly as Mecca kissed her way up her legs, over rounded hips, and up her back. Silky breasts followed the kisses up Jericho’s spine. General Carson’s instructions became, “Blah, blah, blah.” 
 
    “Give me a second, General,” Jericho said, trying not to pant into the phone. She slid the cell under her pillow and flipped her wife onto her back. “Don’t move,” she instructed. “We’re talking about your safety. I don’t need to be distracted.” 
 
    Mecca did as she was told and lay quietly on her back. The cell slid to the floor as Jericho ended the conversation. “You are so going to pay for that,” she said, grinning as she pulled her wife beneath her. 
 
    “One can only hope,” Mecca whispered in her ear.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
    Mecca checked herself in the mirror. A women’s shop had delivered a conservative black suit, complete with a white blouse and a skirt that reached below the knees. It was perfect for the general’s plan. Black heels and a handbag completed the austere look.  
 
    “You look very sexy in your Secret Service outfit,” Mecca smirked. “I do love a woman in uniform.” 
 
    “A black pant suit that hides a sidearm is hardly a uniform,” Jericho pointed out. “I’ll look like half the people there tonight. You, on the other hand, look like a million dollars.” 
 
    “Um, thank you, love.” Mecca tiptoed to kiss her wife. “You know what to do?” 
 
    “Yes. What I don’t know is what you’re going to do. I need to know, Mecca. If I don’t know, how can I protect you?” 
 
    Mecca frowned. “Just stay close to me. As long as you’re close to me I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “You know I will, honey.” Jericho slipped her Glock into her shoulder holster and put an extra clip into each hip pocket. And God help anyone who tries to harm you. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
    The leader of the security detail couldn’t help looking Mecca up and down as she opened the door. “Dr. Storm, we’re here to escort you and Captain Parker to the Capitol.” 
 
    Jericho draped Mecca’s coat around her shoulders and pulled on her own. She followed her wife to the limousine that was waiting for them. 
 
    Inside the limo, Mecca slipped her arm through Jericho’s and snuggled into her side. “Relax, darling. Everything will be fine.” 
 
    Jericho tilted Mecca’s face to kiss her lips lightly, careful not to disturb her makeup. “You are so beautiful,” she whispered. 
 
    Upon arrival at the Capitol they were escorted into the rotunda. General Carson spotted them and rushed to greet them. Jericho’s apprehension increased as she viewed the military presence in the room. Obviously, all the danger hadn’t passed. She moved closer to her wife. 
 
    The president was huddled with the secretaries of homeland security and state and his national security advisor. He raised his eyes to meet Mecca’s as General Carson led them toward the group. 
 
    “Dr. Storm, thank you for joining us tonight. I was just telling the speaker that I’d like to have you join us in the House Chamber for my speech. I’d like you to open our address with a prayer.” 
 
    Mecca nodded. 
 
    “General Carson has a few notes for you,” Reynolds continued. “You may use the office off the foyer to discuss anything you have questions about.” 
 
    Jericho and Mecca followed Abby to the office. “You need to wait here,” the general instructed Jericho. “Make certain we’re not disturbed.” 
 
    Jericho didn’t like letting Mecca out of her sight but obeyed the general’s orders. She rested her back against the office door and waited. 
 
    “That could be extremely dangerous,” Mecca said, her voice rising an octave as she argued with General Carson. 
 
    Jericho considered charging into the room but stayed at her station as commanded. A minute later, the door swung open, and a furious Mecca charged from the room. 
 
    “Jericho,” General Carson said as she caught her agent’s arm, “don’t let her out of your sight. She has a major role to play in our little production tonight, and she must do it. Our nation is counting on her.” 
 
    “What is her role?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “You have no need to know.” General Carson pasted a smile on her face as she walked away to greet a senator. 
 
    Jericho had a bad feeling in her bones. She rushed to catch up with her wife. 
 
    “Mecca, tell me what’s going on,” Jericho pleaded. 
 
    “I . . . I can’t,” Mecca mumbled. “I need to check out the House Chamber before the president’s national address is televised.” 
 
    Using her credentials, Jericho ushered Mecca through the various checkpoints set up to make certain only the main players were allowed in the Chamber for the televised address. 
 
    Mecca surveyed the room, until her gaze rested on the TV cameras and a sound booth. She smiled her sweetest smile as she approached the two audiovisual technicians. “Will you be running the sound and audio that is telecast to the nation tonight?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the two said, grinning. “Will you be in here?” 
 
    “I’ll be the one giving the invocation tonight,” Mecca said. She placed a hand on each man’s arm. “I’m a little nervous, but I’m certain you will take care of me. That everything will be perfect.” 
 
    Jericho listened as her wife crooned to the men, and they nodded like bobbleheads to everything she said. 
 
    “When I get to the mic,” she continued, “I want you to cut the broadcast from this room. I want you to make certain that the only people who see me or hear my voice are the people in this room. Are you able to do that for me?” 
 
    They nodded. “Yes, ma’am,” one of them said. “Only the people in this room will see or hear you.” 
 
    “As soon as I say amen, you’ll turn everything back on and remember nothing about this conversation.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Mecca turned to find Jericho gaping at her. “Close your mouth, darling.” She placed her fingertips below Jericho’s chin and gently pushed her lips together. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho didn’t question her wife any further. She knew enough about Mecca Storm to know it was futile. She stayed close to Mecca, lightly touching her elbow to guide her. “I need some place quiet,” Mecca informed her. 
 
    Jericho led her back to the small office where she’d met with General Carson. “Will this do?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Should I wait outside?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “Heavens no, honey.” Mecca caught her hand and pulled her into the room, closing the door behind them. “I need to read this prayer a few times, so I don’t stumble over the words on national TV. How embarrassing would that be?” 
 
    Mecca slipped her arms around Jericho’s neck and pulled her in for a soft, slow kiss. “Have I ever mentioned I love kissing you?” 
 
    “Once or twice.” Jericho’s eyes twinkled a she nibbled at her wife’s lower lip and then kissed her soundly. 
 
    Jericho waited patiently as Mecca silently reread the prayer several times before stepping into the bathroom to fix her makeup. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” Mecca sighed as she opened the door and stepped into the milling crowd in the rotunda. 
 
    “Follow me,” General Carson commanded, and the two fell in behind her. “The president will make his entrance after he is announced by the sergeant at arms. Before he begins his address, he will ask you to pray for the nation.” 
 
    “Won’t that bring down the wrath of several groups?” Jericho said, concerned for Mecca’s safety. 
 
    Carson shrugged. “Possibly. Depends on how quickly Mecca gets their attention.” The general led Mecca to a microphone on the podium in front of the speaker’s rostrum. “Everyone in the House will be able to see and hear you from here. 
 
    “Jericho, you stand down here beside her. As soon as she finishes her prayer, get her out of here. The Secret Service officers who brought you here will be waiting in the rotunda to return you to the safe house. The president and I will be wearing these. You should too.” General Carson held out a pair of earplugs. 
 
    As the senators and representatives entered the House Chamber, they were surprised to find themselves directed to the galley seating instead of their usual seats in front of the speaker’s rostrum. Both parties found themselves seated next to members of the other party. An uneasy hush fell on the congressional leaders as they took their seats next to avowed adversaries. “This is highly irregular,” and “What does he think he’s doing?” were the complaints heard most. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, the president of the United States,” the sergeant at arms announced. 
 
    Nervous applause greeted Tom’s entrance. He walked to the speaker’s rostrum and spoke into the microphone. “I’ve asked Dr. Mecca Storm to lead us in prayer in seeking God’s blessing and guidance on what we hope to accomplish tonight.” 
 
    A low murmur spread through the galley but quieted quickly as Mecca’s reassuring voice rang out over the Chamber’s sound system. 
 
    “Most gracious heavenly Father,” Mecca began, “we are gathered here tonight to reinforce the strength and sovereignty of our one nation under God. 
 
    “To ferret out those who would seek to destroy the freedom and rights for which so many have died.” 
 
    Jericho felt it before she realized that Mecca’s voice had changed. She was no longer offering a prayer to a higher being. Her soothing, reassuring voice was gaining control over everyone in the House. 
 
    “I would like for everyone who had anything to do with the attempted disruption of our government to leave the galley and take a seat in any of the arm chairs on the House floor. In each chair you’ll find a legal pad and a pen. Please use them to write down your detailed involvement in the attempted debacle. Sign it and hand it to the police officers as you leave the room. If you are responsible for the death of another human being to further your own nefarious gains, you should commit suicide within the next forty-eight hours. Be certain to leave a written confession detailing your crime. I want everyone in this room to work together to enforce America’s constitutional rights and do what is best for the United States and its citizens. 
 
    “When I say amen you will remember nothing but how much you want to confess your criminal acts.  
 
    “All this we ask in Christ’s name, amen.” Mecca nodded to the sound man, and President Tom Reynolds began reassuring Americans that their future, and the future of their children, was safe 
 
    Jericho watched in amazement as men and women from both parties stood, made their way to the House floor, and began scribbling on the legal pads. Over a hundred of the 535 congressional leaders were admitting complicity in the attempted disruption of the operations of the government. 
 
    As Mecca stepped from the podium, she dropped the prayer. Jericho picked up the sheet of paper and slipped it into her jacket pocket. 
 
    Mecca tucked her arm through Jericho’s, and the two of them walked to the rotunda, where their escorts were waiting to whisk them back to the safe house. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho took off her jacket, and Mecca’s notes fell from her pocket. She picked up the sheet of paper and began reading. “Is this what you were supposed to say?” she whispered, fighting back the lump in her throat. 
 
    Mecca nodded. 
 
     “We need to pack and leave,” Jericho said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You disobeyed them. Trust me on this, baby,” Jericho insisted. “Change into something comfortable. We’re going home tonight.” 
 
    Within fifteen minutes they had their things packed and were ready to walk out the door. Jericho checked the street and saw nothing. Satisfied no one was watching them, she picked up their luggage and dashed to the car. Mecca was already fastening her seatbelt when her wife tossed their luggage in the back and joined her in the vehicle. 
 
    They drove for an hour without a word. Silence filled the vehicle and squeezed Mecca’s heart. She knew Jericho was upset. She took a deep breath and softly said her wife’s name. 
 
    “Jericho, please talk to me.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” Jericho mumbled, her jaw clenched, “I know you did the right thing.” 
 
    “I was confident I did,” Mecca replied.  
 
    “I’m not sure you know the ramifications of disobeying a direct order from the president.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll ever know I disobeyed their order,” Mecca said. “I think I handled it so there will be no repercussions for us. Only time will tell.” 
 
    Jericho reached for Mecca’s hand and pulled it into her lap. “Whatever happens, honey, we’ll face it together.” 
 
    ## 
 
    It was dark when they reached New York City.  
 
    Jericho pulled the vehicle into her parking space in the garage and wondered where her SUV was. Probably somewhere in DC, she thought. 
 
    “We’ll carry our things into the apartment and then watch the news to see how the rest of the world is faring.” 
 
    “I’m going to take a quick shower,” Mecca said. “Then I’ll fix dinner while you shower.” 
 
    “Shower and food. That’s the best thing I’ve heard today. The only thing that would make it better is a willing woman.” 
 
    “Umm . . . I’m willing to do anything you’d like.” Mecca’s sultry voice sent shivers through Jericho. “Anything,” she repeated as Jericho leaned over and kissed her. 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca was frying bacon when Jericho finished her shower. She grinned as her wife entered the kitchen. “I know how much you like your breakfast, so I thought we’d have breakfast for supper.” She tiptoed to kiss Jericho’s lips. 
 
    “I knew there was a reason I married you,” Jericho teased, pulling Mecca into her arms. 
 
    “Hmm. Who would have believed bacon would trump my womanly wiles?” Mecca murmured against her lips. The vibration of Mecca’s lips made Jericho tremble. 
 
    They finished eating, cleaned the kitchen, and walked into their bedroom. “We need to talk,” Jericho whispered as she scanned the bedroom for any listening devices that might have been planted during their absence. To her surprise, their apartment was clean. 
 
    A noise from above made them both laugh. “They still haven’t slowed down,” Mecca said. 
 
    Jericho pulled Mecca onto the bed. “Tonight I plan on giving them a little competition.” 
 
    “Good,” Mecca muttered. “I was afraid we were going to have a talk first.” 
 
    Jericho smiled. “That can wait. I can’t.” 
 
    “Neither can I, darling.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca fell forward onto Jericho’s chest. “God, you wear me out,” she whispered. She lay still for a long time, enjoying the way Jericho stroked her back. She placed her ear over the blonde’s heart and smiled as her wife’s heartbeat began to slow. “You’re almost back to normal.” 
 
    “I’ll never be back to normal,” Jericho whispered as she kissed the top of her head, “after loving you.” 
 
    Mecca sighed. 
 
    “We still need to talk,” Jericho insisted. 
 
    Mecca sat up and looked at her wife. “You know what I am?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jericho whispered, “you’re a—” 
 
    Soft fingertips pressed against her lips. 
 
    “Don’t say it out loud.” Mecca climbed off her wife and walked to her closet. She moved several items and pulled out a large box. Inside it was a smaller lock box. She placed it on her desk, punched in the combination, and removed a stack of cards bound by a thick, red, rubber band. 
 
    Jericho pulled on a T-shirt and handed one to Mecca. “I love you naked,” she said, grinning sheepishly, “but I think we should be clothed for this conversation.” 
 
    Mecca slipped the shirt on and sat down at the desk. Jericho took the cards Mecca held out to her. She thumbed through them. During the five years she’d been protecting Mecca, the brunette had received a baker’s dozen of the cards. Only Tom Reynolds’s card had a different message: “Please take care of this gentleman for me.” 
 
    All the other cards simply had the person’s name on it. “Assassination Authorized” was stamped across the name on each card, along with the date and General Carson’s signature authorizing the death. Jericho recalled the deaths of all the people named on the cards. 
 
    “You’re an assassin.” Jericho gazed into eyes so soft and warm they could melt one’s soul. “A United States government assassin. You have the ability to be a mass assassin.” 
 
    “Yes,” Mecca whispered. 
 
    “All of these people committed suicide at your suggestion,” Jericho continued. “You were ordered to be the executioner when justice couldn’t reach them.” 
 
    Mecca nodded. 
 
    Jericho studied the names on the cards. Warren Kline had been charged with kidnapping, murder, and trafficking Caucasian women to Mexico and Africa. Bart Davis had been charged with running a child pornography ring and the death of several children.  
 
    Clinton Clark had run a website called Wonderland, where a pedophile could pay to select a child and have it murdered, the entire act filmed so the pervert could watch it over and over.  
 
    The cards represented the dregs of society. The most despicable human beings on earth. All of them had beaten the court system on technicalities and walked away free men after committing the most heinous crimes imaginable. 
 
    Mecca had touched them, hypnotized them, and instructed them to commit suicide if they were indeed guilty of the crimes for which they had been charged. Justice had been meted out by a general and a beautiful psychiatrist. 
 
    Jericho carefully stacked the cards, placed the rubber band around them, and handed them back to Mecca. 
 
    “You didn’t follow orders at the president’s televised address,” Jericho said. “They’ll remove you for that.” 
 
    Mecca grimaced. “I know. I just couldn’t commit mass murder. I couldn’t televise the suggestion that anyone who had murdered another person should take their own life.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because of extenuating circumstances. What if a father murdered a man caught in the act of raping his daughter? He did what any father would do. If I’d read the note they told me to read, that father would take his own life for protecting his daughter. In a world that isn’t black and white, one must do what is right. I did what is right, Jericho.”  
 
    “I know, baby. I know. I’m just afraid they’ll send an assassin after you.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll realize I didn’t deliver the message they commanded. I had the technicians cut the feed to the TV stations. The only ones hearing my words were those in the House. Their suicides have probably already started. 
 
    “The president and General Carson were wearing earplugs, so they had no idea what I said. I think I’m safe.” 
 
    Jericho nodded. “Let’s hope you’re safe. Was your prayer recorded?” 
 
    “No, I never let that happen. One could replay the tape, and my voice would be just as effective as it was originally. I never let myself be recorded.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Jericho mumbled. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
    Jericho leaned back against the headboard as Mecca placed two cups of coffee on the nightstand. “Did you sleep well last night?” Jericho asked her wife. 
 
    “I did, darling.” Mecca slid into the bed beside the blonde. “First good night’s sleep I’ve had in weeks.” 
 
    “Me too.” Jericho accepted the coffee cup Mecca held out to her and sipped the hot liquid. 
 
    “Let’s go about our business as usual,” Jericho suggested. “I’ll be watching you like a hawk. If anything looks wrong, I’ll stop it. I’ll pack us a bag, just in case we’re forced to make a run for it. 
 
    “Where do you bank most of your funds?” Jericho asked. 
 
    “In a Swiss account,” Mecca said. “All my . . . uh, fees are deposited there. And you?” 
 
    “Same.” Jericho leaned down to kiss her. “No matter where we are, we’ll always have plenty of money.” 
 
     Mecca nodded. “I need to call my office and let them know I’m back in town. My legitimate practice is suffering, because I’ve been spending all my time saving the world.” 
 
    “If you ever have the opportunity, make the Carsons forget everything they know about the Adirondack cabin. I’d like to spend time there with you.” 
 
    Mecca took Jericho’s half-empty cup and placed it beside her own on the nightstand. She slid down into the bed, pulling her wife with her. “Tell me why you love me,” she whispered. 
 
    Jericho nuzzled her nose in Mecca’s soft hair and inhaled deeply. “I love the scent of you,” she murmured. “You please all my senses. I love the feel of you and the thrill of your touch.” Firm hands slid down Mecca’s arms to the curve of her waist, pulling her closer. 
 
    “The sight of you drives me mad. You’re so damn beautiful. Everything I’ve ever wanted in a woman.” She kissed Mecca, massaging the brunette’s lower lip with her own, slow and easy. 
 
    Mecca moaned and pushed harder against Jericho. 
 
    “I love the sound of you.” Jericho kissed her ear, down her neck, finding her lips again. “The way you whimper and moan. The way you call my name. 
 
    “And I love the taste of you. Every glorious inch of you. I love it best when you can taste yourself on my tongue and lips.” 
 
    “Jericho,”—Mecca breathed her name—“I need you.” 
 
    “I also love your mind, how brilliant you are and kind. I love—” 
 
    “Shh,” Mecca commanded. “Just make love to me.” 
 
    Later, they showered together and then dried each other with soft, warm towels. “Thank you for this morning,” Jericho whispered into her wife’s ear as she dried her back. 
 
    “Um, don’t touch me,” Mecca warned. “We’ll never get out of here, and I need to go into my office. We have no idea what went on here during all that government overthrow business.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Mecca spent the morning returning patients’ phone calls and answering Julie’s questions. She was surprised to see Clarissa Turner’s name on her appointment calendar as her last patient of the day. She wondered why the president’s future mother-in-law was coming to see her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 50 
 
    Faith answered her private line. “Hello, darling,” she cooed. 
 
    “Right through me,” Kadence moaned. “How do you do that?” 
 
    Faith giggled. “Are you taking me to lunch?” 
 
    “Do we have to eat?”  
 
    “Yes, baby. I have to be in court this afternoon, but we’ll have tonight,” Faith promised, “and I need to discuss something with you over lunch.” 
 
    “I’ll come by your office as soon as I finish the consultation with my next patient.” 
 
    Faith hung up the phone and reread the letter from Willard Fram demanding a settlement of the Devon trust fund on the behalf of President Tom Reynolds. 
 
    Faith closed her eyes and thought about Tom Reynolds. He wasn’t the kind of man who would demand a settlement. She wondered who was directing Fram. She knew Tom was getting married. Maybe his new wife required more than a president’s salary could cover. In any case, she wasn’t going to let her daughters’ rightful inheritance be stolen by their father and his new wife. 
 
    As promised, Kadence tapped on Faith’s office door an hour later. “Gallant knight here to take fair lady to dine.” She grinned as she pushed open the door. 
 
    Faith’s smile filled the room with sunshine. “How did I get so lucky?” She laughed as Kady leaned down to kiss her. 
 
    “I’m the lucky one,” Kady declared, openly appraising Faith as she stood. “Few women get to build their perfect woman. But I loved you long before that.” 
 
    “I know.” Faith slipped into the coat Kady held for her. “That’s what makes it so wonderful. You loved me when I was an ugly duckling.” 
 
    “I sure did,” Kady whispered. 
 
    ## 
 
    Over lunch, Faith told Kady about the letter from Willard Fram. “I can’t believe Tom would make such a demand,” she concluded. “He’s not like that.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I think I’ll go see him,” Faith said. “See if I can talk him out of taking money from the Devon trust fund. I need to talk to Father. Tom deserves something. He is the father of my children.” 
 
    Kady grimaced slightly. 
 
    “What’s wrong, baby? Why the frown?” Faith touched Kady’s cheek with the tips of her fingers.  
 
    “I know it’s crazy,” Kady said with a shrug. “It always makes my stomach queasy when I think about you being with someone else . . . having their children.” 
 
    “That was another woman. Mariam Reynolds. I’m nothing like her.” 
 
    “I think Mariam Reynolds, Faith Doe, and Faith Pride are the bravest women I’ve ever met.” Kady pulled Faith’s hand to her lips and kissed it. 
 
    “I’m certainly the luckiest,” she said, blushing at Kady’s praise. “I did manage to land New York’s most eligible bachelorette.” 
 
    Kady laughed out loud. “You certainly did that. 
 
    “Isn’t it almost impossible to get an audience with the president? I mean, he doesn’t know Faith Pride from Adam.” A serious look crossed Kady’s face. “We should get together with Mecca and Jericho and brainstorm this. They’ve been in Washington for weeks. Are they back yet?” 
 
    “One way to find out.” Faith pulled her cell phone from her purse and tapped the screen, dialing Mecca’s personal phone. 
 
    “Faith, it’s so good to hear from you,” Mecca said when she picked up the call. 
 
    “Kady and I are checking to see if you’re back in town.” 
 
    “Yes, we got in late last night,” Mecca chirped. “It’s so good to be home.” 
 
    “We need a brainstorming session with you and Jericho. I think I’ll invite Teagan and Nikki too. How does dinner at our place tonight at six sound?” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Mecca declared. “We’ll bring wine.” 
 
    “Six it is. I’ll call Teagan and Nikki.” Faith ended the conversation and called Teagan. 
 
    “All set,” she informed Kady. “Now I must go to court.”  
 
    Kady walked her wife back to her office. “I’m a little excited about tonight. The six of us haven’t gotten together in ages.” 
 
    “Baby, could you pick up a half dozen steaks and baking potatoes?” Faith squeezed Kady’s hand. “I’m not certain how long I’ll be in court.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll put the potatoes in around 4:30, marinate the steaks, and make a salad,” Kady volunteered. “Everything should be ready by the time you get home. Call me when you leave court, and I’ll put the steaks on the grill.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
    Jericho was in her usual surveillance spot across the street when the limousine stopped in front of Mecca’s office. She recognized Clarissa Turner when the bleached blonde stepped from the vehicle.  
 
    All her husband’s money couldn’t hold back time. Even Botox, plastic surgery, and bleached hair hadn’t been able to sustain the beauty she once was. She had reluctantly settled into the role of matriarch to the Turner clan and a much-applauded hostess to the Washington political crowd. 
 
    Jericho wondered why she was seeing Mecca. The limo pulled to the corner and parked, waiting for Clarissa to return. Jericho turned her attention back to the three individuals she had been observing all morning. Two men and a woman had arrived at the end of the block soon after Mecca entered her office. 
 
    Although the men were dressed nicely in slacks, turtleneck sweaters, and leather jackets, they still looked like bouncers for a strip club. The woman—who looked familiar—wore jeans, a hoodie, and a jacket. Jericho knew all three were packing guns. She also knew they were surveilling Mecca. What she wasn’t certain of was whether they were there to protect Mecca or kill her. 
 
    She watched as one of the men walked toward the coffee shop. She quickly unbuttoned another button on her shirt and tousled her hair. The man walked inside and ordered coffee. He looked her up and down and smiled. Jericho smiled back, hoping to engage him in conversation. She tilted her head and gave him her best “come hither” look as she gauged the force it would take to render him helpless with a throat punch. She switched on the camera in her wristwatch. 
 
    The barista shoved the man’s order toward him, accepted his payment, and returned his change. Jericho nodded to the chair across from her and the man swaggered to her table. “May I?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Jericho said. Will you walk into my parlor, said the spider to the fly? 
 
    “Do you live around here?” The man stirred sugar into his coffee. 
 
    “Yes, I’m meeting a friend for lunch, but I think I’ve been stood up.” Jericho sipped her coffee and ran her tongue along her upper lip. “I’ve never seen you around here before.” 
 
    “Just checking out the area,” he replied. “I’m thinking about moving in this direction.” 
 
    Jericho nodded. “It’s a nice area. Very expensive, though.” 
 
    “Look, honey, I’m busy right now,”—the man’s eyes gleamed—“but maybe we could have dinner tonight, and you could show me around.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” Jericho’s smile was warm and inviting. “There’s a nice Italian place a couple blocks over, Rosa’s. Seven okay?” 
 
    “Seven it is,” the brute said as he got to his feet. “See you then.” 
 
    Jericho watched him strut to the door. A few minutes later, the other man entered and ordered coffee. Jericho caught his eye and he turned away, but not before she was able to capture footage of him with her watch. 
 
    Now if the woman will come in, I’ll have everyone’s photo to run against our databanks, Jericho thought as the man left the coffee shop. 
 
    Jericho’s gaydar clanged in her head as she checked out the woman entering the coffee shop. They both scanned each other, and their gazes met at the same time. The woman smiled and winked. She ordered her coffee, paid for it, and walked to Jericho’s table. 
 
    “What’s a looker like you doing here all by herself?” she quipped. 
 
    Jericho laughed. “Is that your A-game, Dade?” 
 
    The woman pulled back her hoodie and shook her head, revealing blonde hair that rivaled Jericho’s own. “Is this better?” she purred. 
 
    Jericho licked her lips. “Much better.”  
 
    Dade Dayton, Jericho thought as she got a good look at the woman. Deadly and ruthless. Dade never failed to complete an assignment. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” Dade insisted. 
 
    Jericho shrugged. “Stood up. My lunch date never materialized, so I’m just sitting here wondering what to do with the rest of my day.” 
 
    “Hmm. I’m working right now, but I’d love to take you to dinner later,” Dade murmured. 
 
    “I’m busy tonight,” Jericho said. “Tomorrow at seven? There’s a nice Italian place a couple blocks over. Rosa’s Place.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be there,” Dade confirmed before whirling around and heading out the door. 
 
    Jericho watched Dade cross the street and speak to the two men. Like Jericho, she was a lethal weapon for General Carson. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho observed the three as they continued to spy on Mecca. They paid little attention when Clarissa came out of Mecca’s office and got into her limo. Must not be working with her, Jericho thought. 
 
    Mecca’s usual Uber driver pulled to the curb in front of her office as the brunette came out the door. Jericho watched the three who had surveilled Mecca all day. She couldn’t wait to get home and run background checks on the two men. They’re not very good, she thought as she watched them meet on the street in front of Mecca’s building. She was surprised they hadn’t followed Mecca’s car. She wondered if they were going to break into Mecca’s office when Julie left.  
 
    Julie walked out about five minutes later, and Jericho called the police. Three patrol cars were on the scene before the thieves could get out of Mecca’s office. Jericho watched as the three were led from the building in handcuffs. 
 
    “Well, there goes my date for tonight,” Jericho chuckled as she headed for her vehicle. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
    Mecca met Jericho at the door of their apartment. “What took you so long?” She kissed her wife as she handed her a glass of wine. 
 
    “Your office was burglarized,” Jericho blurted. “Since I was on the scene, I thought I’d stop it.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Mecca said, leading Jericho to sit on the sofa in front of the fireplace. 
 
    “Yes, I just called the police and had the burglars arrested. Why would someone break into your office?” 
 
    Mecca scowled. “I don’t know. Tom Reynolds’s future mother-in-law paid me a visit today.” 
 
    “What did she want?’ 
 
    “She said if I didn’t give Tom and Evelyn’s marriage my stamp of approval, there’d be consequences.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Jericho placed her wine glass on the coffee table. 
 
    “I told her that if she had evidence of her husband’s crooked dealings, she should turn it over to the US Attorney General, along with a signed statement detailing all her family’s illegal activities.” 
 
    Jericho fell sideways onto the sofa, laughing. “Seriously? She threatened you, and by tomorrow she and her husband will be in jail.” 
 
    Mecca’s phone rang, and Teagan’s face filled the screen. “We’re starting without you,” Teagan chided her. “I’m on my second glass of wine. Put your clothes back on and come join us.” 
 
    “I’m not . . . we’re not . . .” 
 
    “Just teasing, sis, but do get your butt up here.” 
 
    Jericho thought about running the three faces she had on her phone through the National Crime Information Center (NCIC) but decided it could wait. 
 
    ## 
 
    “How do you want your steaks cooked?” Kadence asked her guests. The meat sizzled when it touched the grill grids. 
 
    Jericho and Nikki joined Kady on the terrace as Faith put the finishing touches on the salad. Mecca and Teagan set the table. 
 
    As they dined, they discussed the events of the past two weeks. “We have had an inordinate number of suicides,” Nikki declared. “It’s as if every crooked politician in New York is taking their own life.” 
 
    “All law offices are being inundated with requests for criminal representation. Litigators are swamped,” Faith noted. “The problem is that the criminals gave the prosecution detailed signed confessions of their crimes.” 
 
    “You two were in DC,” Kady exclaimed. “What went on in the House? There was a ninety-second period when the stations lost the signal. We didn’t get to hear any of Mecca’s invocation. And all those senators and representatives signing confessions of illegal activity. The corruption in both parties is disgusting, and both the past and present house speakers have committed suicide.” 
 
    “Our president is a persuasive speaker,” Jericho said. “He did an excellent job.” 
 
    “He did make the nation feel safe and more at ease,” Nikki added. 
 
    “Faith has a bit of a problem,” Kady interjected. “The attorney for Tom Reynolds is demanding a settlement of the Devon trust fund.” 
 
    “It’s not like Tom to make such a demand,” Faith added. “If I could just talk to him, let him know the girls are alive and happy. He wouldn’t interfere with their lives or expose them to the world. We both know how dangerous that would be for them as long as he’s president.” 
 
    Kady bowed her head. “How would you let him know about the girls without exposing yourself?” 
 
    “I’m the attorney representing them.” Faith took Kady’s hand in hers. “We’ll discuss this later, okay? 
 
    “My biggest roadblock will be getting an appointment with Tom.”  
 
    “I may be able to help you with that,” Mecca volunteered. “When do you want to meet with him?” 
 
    “The sooner, the better,” Faith answered. 
 
    The friends planned, laughed, and talked as they shared their experiences of the past weeks. “It’s almost midnight,” Jericho informed the group. “If I know surgeons, you all have early morning operations scheduled.” 
 
    “I know I do,” Kady agreed. 
 
    “As do we.” Teagan stood. “Thank you both for a wonderful dinner and stimulating conversation.” 
 
    Faith laced her fingers through Kady’s as they walked their friends to the door. “I’ll contact the White House first thing in the morning,” Mecca promised Faith as she hugged her good night. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho locked the door to their apartment and turned to Mecca. She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and thumbed to the pictures of the three burglars. “Do you recognize them?” she said, holding the phone so Mecca could see. 
 
    “I’ve never seen the two men, but isn’t the blonde your undercover girlfriend?” Mecca teased. 
 
    “They’re the three who broke into your office. I’m going to run them through the database while you get ready for bed. They don’t work for General Carson, so I don’t know why they’re working with Dade. I’m going to run a search on Dade just to see what her current cover is.” 
 
    Jericho started the NCIC search and then walked to their bedroom. Sounds from the apartment above her made her chuckle. “I hope we don’t have to listen to that all night.” 
 
    Mecca slipped her arms around her wife’s neck and kissed her slowly, fanning the flame that had been flickering all evening. “We could drown them out,” she whispered. 
 
    Jericho moaned. “Mm-hmm.”  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
    Jericho slipped from their bed and padded into her office. She wanted to see if the database search had turned up anything. She knew she should have checked sooner but had fallen asleep in Mecca’s arms instead. 
 
    The two men had rap sheets that went on forever. They had been arrested many times but were released without charges being filed. They were local thugs.  
 
    Just as Jericho suspected, Dade was a ghost. There was no record of her in any database in the world. Just like Jericho, she did not exist. Jericho wondered if she and Mecca had become expendable. 
 
    Jericho pulled her Glock and gun cleaning kit from her desk drawer. “Time for your weekly checkup,” she mumbled to the firearm that was an extension of her. 
 
    She cleaned the gun, slid the loaded magazine into place, and racked the pistol before returning it to the desk drawer. She washed the gun oil from her hands and tapped her computer screen to bring it back to life.  
 
    Soft hands massaged her shoulders and moved up her neck. “What are you doing, honey?” Mecca asked. 
 
    Jericho swiveled her chair around to face her wife. “I’m pretty certain someone has a hit out on you,” she said, gazing up at Mecca. “God, you’re beautiful!” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so.” Mecca straddled her and settled onto her lap. “Why don’t you take care of this little problem I have, and then we can talk about hit men or whatever makes you happy.” 
 
    They made love, and Mecca collapsed against Jericho’s chest. “Is the room spinning, or is it just me?” Mecca murmured. 
 
    Jericho kissed her. “Must be the room. I’m having the same sensation as you.” 
 
    They sat still for a long time, Mecca listening to the beat of Jericho’s heart and Jericho inhaling the fragrance of Mecca’s hair. 
 
    A rhythmic thumping sound from overhead drew a comment from Jericho. “Geez, do they ever stop? What are they doing now?” 
 
    “The same thing we just did,” Mecca said, kissing her lips gently. “Come into the kitchen, Grumpy. You can tell me about your hit man while I make coffee.” 
 
    “Hit woman, actually.” Jericho followed her wife, relating the events of the day before. 
 
    “Who would want me dead?” 
 
    “Anyone who knows how powerful you are,” Jericho said. “Don’t you know how dangerous you could be in the wrong hands? Your little prayer might have alerted someone to your abilities.” 
 
    Mecca sighed. “I don’t see how it could. I was very careful. Everyone should have been under my spell.” 
 
    “There may be others like me,” Jericho pointed out. “People who don’t succumb to your prowess. People who fear you.” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I believe you’ve succumbed to my prowess.” Mecca grinned impishly. 
 
    Jericho chuckled. “No doubt about it.” 
 
    Faith’s picture popped onto the screen as Mecca’s phone rang. “Good to see Kady got off her,” Jericho mumbled. 
 
    Mecca silenced a giggle as she answered her cell. She began answering Faith’s questions immediately. “Tomorrow afternoon? . . . Yes, we can do that . . . I’ll set it up. We can leave early in the morning and reach DC by noon. I’ll let you know as soon as I have something definite.” 
 
    “Faith cleared her calendar and wants to see Tom Reynolds tomorrow afternoon,” she informed Jericho. 
 
    “Work your magic,” Jericho said. 
 
    Mecca called General Carson. “I need to see the president tomorrow afternoon,” she informed her. 
 
    “What time?” Abby asked. 
 
    “Any time after one.” 
 
    “Hold on.” The general left the line and returned after a few minutes. “Three tomorrow afternoon,” she said. “It’s shown on his calendar as a meeting with me.” 
 
    “That’s perfect,” Mecca affirmed. 
 
    “After you finish your business with the president, Roland and I would like to have dinner with you and Jericho.” Carson added, “He worries about you two worse than a grandfather.” 
 
    “We’d love that,” Mecca said. 
 
    “We’d love what?” Jericho asked after Mecca hung up the phone. 
 
    “Abby and Roland want to have dinner with us.” 
 
    “What about Faith? I don’t think we should take her around Carson. Just to be safe, she needs to fly under the radar,” Jericho declared. 
 
    “Maybe Kady can go with us,” Mecca said. “They can dine together while we’re with the Carsons.” 
 
    “Good idea, honey. But please make certain their room isn’t above ours.” 
 
    “Is Kady making you feel inadequate?” Mecca teased. 
 
    “What do you think?” The sultry look in Jericho’s eyes made Mecca squirm in her chair. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be late for my first appointment today.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 54 
 
    Faith reread the documents she needed Tom to sign. If everything went as she hoped, Tom would renounce any claim he might have to the Devon fortune and return the entire estate to the control of Daniel Devon. She slipped the forms and a check from the Devon Trust into her briefcase as her cell phone rang. 
 
    “We’re two blocks away from your office, baby.” Kady’s exuberance was obvious over the phone.  
 
    “I’ll be in front of the building,” Faith said as she gathered her things and headed for the door. 
 
    ## 
 
    “How can you sound so happy?” Jericho asked. “This won’t be a picnic in the park.” 
 
    Kady shrugged. “She’s so nervous about this entire thing. I want to put her mind at ease. This is very difficult for her. 
 
    “She’s going to face her former husband, the president of the United States, the father of her children, and pretend she’s never met him before. There she is by the lamppost.” 
 
    Jericho slowed the car to a stop directly in front of Faith. 
 
    Kadence opened the car door and slid over so her wife could get in. She put her arm around the smaller woman and pulled her against her side. “I’m excited about a road trip with you,” she whispered into Faith’s ear. 
 
    Faith caught Kady’s free hand. “I’m excited about anything with you, darling.” She snuggled into the safety of Kady’s embrace. 
 
    “How long do you think this will take?” Jericho asked Faith. 
 
    “Uh, she’s asleep,” Kady whispered. “She didn’t sleep much last night.” 
 
    “Wonder why?” Jericho snorted. 
 
    Mecca playfully slapped her wife’s thigh, and Jericho caught her hand and pulled it into her lap.  
 
    As she drove, Jericho wondered what had happened to the trio arrested the day before. She called her contact at the police station and was told the three had been released on their own recognizance. She thanked her source for the disturbing information and began watching in her rearview mirror for any followers. 
 
    She picked up their tail where Baltimore-Washington Parkway turns into I-295 as it crosses US-50—New York Avenue, NE. A black SUV parked on the side of the road pulled in behind them as they sailed past. 
 
    “Jericho?” Mecca didn’t need to say anything more. Her wide eyes asked the same questions Jericho was asking. 
 
    “I don’t know how they knew we were going to DC.” Jericho spoke softly so her sleeping passengers wouldn’t hear. “The only person who knew you were coming to see the president is General Carson.” 
 
    Mecca nodded and wondered if they were walking into a trap. 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho and Kadence waited in the car as Mecca and Faith headed inside. 
 
    “I don’t like them going in alone,” Jericho mumbled. “But we have no choice. The clearance was for Faith and Mecca.” 
 
    “Surely they’ll be okay in the White House,” Kadence reasoned. 
 
    “One would think.”  
 
    ## 
 
    When Mecca and Faith arrived at the guard’s desk to check in and go through security, an aide was waiting to escort them to the president’s office. Once there, they found two staffers vying for Tom’s attention. He quickly waved them off as he spied the women. “Mecca, so good to see you.” Tom Reynolds’s warm greeting to the psychiatrist was extended to the beautiful woman accompanying her.  
 
    Mecca held Tom’s hand as she introduced him to Faith Pride. “Mr. President, Faith needs to talk with you. Would it be possible for the three of us to be alone?” 
 
    “Of course,” Tom said as he shook Faith’s hand. “Let’s go into my study.” 
 
    He motioned for the two to take a chair. “Please forgive me for staring,” he said to Faith, “but your eyes look exactly like Mariam’s . . . my wife I lost a few years ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Faith said. “I’m certain she’s proud of you and the way you’ve bowed your back and braved the storm you’ve created in your efforts to clean up Washington.” 
 
    Tom laughed out loud. “A storm, huh? I’ve found it to be more like a hurricane and a Texas tornado colliding. But that’s my problem. What can I do for you, Mrs. Pride?” 
 
    “Sir, I represent your three daughters,” Faith began. “They are safe and thriving, but we do fear for their safety if their location is ever revealed.” 
 
    Tom stumbled backward as if he’d been sucker punched hard. He caught the corner of his desk to maintain his balance. Tears filled his eyes as he tried to speak.  
 
    “My . . . my daughters are alive?” he said, nearly choking on the words. 
 
    Faith nodded, fighting the desire to hug him, to comfort him. 
 
    “My wife? Is Mariam okay?” 
 
    “No,” Faith whispered. “Mariam is deceased.” 
 
    Tom looked into her eyes for a long time. She held his gaze without wavering. “Are you married?” he finally asked. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I am,” Faith blurted out. “To a woman.” 
 
    Tom swung his gaze to Mecca. “Not me,” Mecca said. 
 
    “Where are my daughters? I want to see them!” 
 
    “Sir, your daughters have been through so much,” Faith answered. “They were kidnapped and mistreated. They watched their mother stab a man to death to save them. They are in a safe place, a home where they are deeply loved and well cared for. And most of all, they are happy.  
 
    “You of all people know how ruthless some of the people in this town are. As long as you are active in politics, we dare not let anyone know your children are alive.” 
 
    Tom looked around the room as if he were lost. Then he seemed to gain control of himself. “Of course. What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Your attorney, Willard Fram, is threatening to take Daniel Devon to court to force a settlement so you can get your hands on the Devon fortune.” Faith watched Tom’s eyes as she delivered her information. 
 
    Tom shook his head. “I . . . I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know anyone named Willard Fram. I’d never hire an attorney to go up against Daniel. He was pretty cruel to me when Mariam and the girls disappeared, but I’d never take him to court.” 
 
    Faith nodded knowingly. “I need you to sign this document denouncing any claim you might have to the Devon estate. Daniel Devon will then have his will rewritten so the girls receive everything when he dies.” 
 
    Tom didn’t hesitate. He took the papers Faith held out to him, picked up the pen from his desk, and scribbled his signature in all the places Faith had tabbed. 
 
    Faith double-checked to make certain all the signatures were in the right places before handing him an envelope. “Daniel said to give this to you. He said Mariam would want you to have it.” 
 
    Tom took the envelope and pulled back the flap. “This isn’t necessary,” he said, stopping to clear his throat. “Just knowing my girls are safe is enough for me.” 
 
    “As I said, Mariam would want you to have it,” Faith said softly. 
 
    Tom pulled the document from the envelope and gasped as he read it. “I can’t take this. It’s . . . it’s a trust fund in my name for a billion dollars.” 
 
    “It’s a distribution from the Devon Trust. Mariam would want you to have it,” Faith repeated. “You’re a good man, Tom Reynolds. She would be proud of you.” 
 
    Tom gently took Faith by the shoulders and leaned down to kiss her lips. Faith let him. 
 
    “I loved my wife very much,” he said as he stepped back from her. “More than she will ever know.” 
 
    “Sir,” Mecca said as she stepped toward him, “I think you should be aware that the Turners are trying to get their hands on the Devon Trust.” 
 
    Tom frowned. “I had no idea. When one is taking care of the problems of a nation, they tend to ignore their own personal problems.” 
 
    “Have you ever given anyone a power of attorney?” Faith asked. 
 
    “Yes. Evelyn. She needed it to handle our personal banking and the construction of our new home. I don’t have time to deal with all that.” 
 
    “I suggest you revoke it,” Faith advised. “It is being used to attack Danial Devon. You might also take a closer look at the Turners. They have skeletons in their closet.” 
 
    “I’ll do that immediately.”  
 
    “We’ve taken enough of your time,” Faith said. “Thank you for everything.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Tom whispered. “I’ll always love Mariam Reynolds.” 
 
    As the women turned to leave, Tom touched Faith’s arm. “Mrs. Pride, do my daughters know I’m the president?” 
 
    “Yes,” Faith chuckled. “They’re very proud of you and all you’re accomplishing.” 
 
    “Do you think I can see them when I’m no longer in office?” 
 
    “I’m certain you can, Mr. President.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 55 
 
    “What have the Pride’s planned for tonight?” Jericho asked her wife as they took the elevator to the lobby. 
 
    “They rented a car and drove back to New York,” Mecca informed her. “They are ready for their lives to return to normal. Whatever that is for them.” 
 
    “General Carson’s limo is already out front,” Jericho pointed out as they walked through the lobby. “I’m a little uneasy. How about you?” 
 
    “It concerns me that those three thugs knew we were headed to DC in time to arrive here before us,” Mecca said. 
 
    “If you get a chance, do your magic tonight,” Jericho said. “Make the Carsons forget the cabin.” 
 
    “I will, honey.” 
 
    ## 
 
    Jericho spotted them as she walked through the restaurant. The two men were seated together, and Dade Dayton was alone at the table next to the Carsons’. The entire thing felt like a setup. 
 
    During dinner the Carson’s chatted about nonsensical things and toasted their success in preventing the crippling blow to the government. 
 
    They finished their dessert and were having coffee when the general slipped her hands into her lap.  
 
    “You have a gun trained on my midsection, don’t you?” Jericho asked.  
 
    “I do.” A sad smile crossed the general’s lips. “I hate when things go sideways like this.” 
 
    Jericho nodded. “I understand. What about Mecca?” 
 
    “She’ll be okay,” Carson smirked. “As long as she does as she’s told.” 
 
    Jericho knew she could take out two of them, but no more. She opted for the two thugs, who were most likely to accidently shoot Mecca. 
 
    Dade stood and walked toward their table. The two men moved in on them. “The barrel of this gun is pointed at your chest,” Dade said, baring strong, white teeth as she moved the pocket of her coat in front of Jericho. “You can come with me or die here where others might get hurt.” 
 
    “Not today.” Jericho stood and fired two shots, each one striking a thug between the eyes. She steeled her self for Dade’s shot that would end her life. 
 
    Another shot rang out, and the blonde staggered backward. “How did you know?” she rasped to General Carson as she raised her gun. Carson fired one more shot, hitting her target in the left eye. 
 
    ## 
 
    “Everyone out,” the police lieutenant commanded as he assessed the bodies scattered around the restaurant. “Do you want us to work this or your military police?” he asked General Carson. 
 
    “You can handle it,” Carson said as she handed him her pistol. She pointed to Jericho’s Glock on the table. “She shot the two men. You’ll find the bullets will be a match to her gun. I shot her, and the bullet will match my firearm.” 
 
    Roland took Mecca’s arm. “May we go home?” he asked the lieutenant. The officer nodded, and Roland steered Mecca toward the door. 
 
    Mecca leaned her head back against the car seat. The Carsons flanked her.  
 
    “I’m sorry you had to see that,” Abby said. “I’ve known for months that someone had a contract on me. I just didn’t know who it was. I’d also heard of a contract on Mecca and Faith. I apologize for using you as bait, but I knew no other way to bring them into the open. Fortunately, they were stupid enough to try to assassinate me while I was dining with you.” 
 
    “They’ve been following Mecca,” Jericho noted. “I thought they were after her.”  
 
    “Probably after both of us,” the general said. “I wish I knew who they were working for.” 
 
    “It’s a shame all three of them are dead,” Mecca said. “I could have found out who hired them. You two really should utilize my talents instead of killing everyone who draws a gun on you. You’d get a lot more information that way.” 
 
    “We’ll run checks on their bank accounts and everything else imaginable,” General Carson informed them. “We’ll find out who put the hit out on us.” 
 
    “General, since you and the president have the government stabilized and things seem to be calming down, Mecca and I would like to take some time off,” Jericho said. 
 
    “How long?”  
 
    “A year or so.” Jericho grinned.  
 
    “Whatever for?” Abby snorted indignantly. 
 
    “We never had a proper honeymoon.”  
 
    “I wondered when you were going to tell me you’re married,” General Carson smirked. “You do know I’m okay with it. The only thing I ask is, if you disappear, be sure Teagan knows how to reach you.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Jericho snapped a sharp salute to her commanding officer as they stepped from the limo. 
 
    “Is there any place you’d like to spend some time with me?” Jericho slipped her arm around Mecca’s shoulders. 
 
    “I’ve heard Belize is nice,” Mecca said with a smile. 
 
    “Belize it is.” 
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    Java Jarvis is like no heroine you ever met. The kind of woman every girl wants to meet at least once in their lifetime. She’s every woman’s dream and every criminal’s nightmare.  
 
    Again, thank you for being a reader of Erin Wade novels. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Classy slumped onto the stool as the bartender pushed an Irish coffee to her. She sipped it and marveled at the taste as it warmed her throat and insides. “Thanks, Randy.” 
 
    “You through for the night?” Randy asked. 
 
    “The sun’s up isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yeah, I just wondered,” Randy ignored her querulous answer. “Pender was in here looking for you. Said he had a whale.” 
 
    “Yeah, that probably means he wants me to do a four-hundred pounder.” 
 
    “Jesus Classy, why don’t you get out of this business. A looker like you, you could find a decent job.” 
 
    “You think Pender would just let me walk away,” Classy huffed. “I’m his biggest meal ticket right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, and he’s using you up. How many last night? Ten johns in twelve hours.” 
 
    “Look, Randy. I told him I wanted out. He said the only way I was leaving this job was in a body bag.” 
 
    “He’s just trying to scare you. Pender’s all bark and no bite. That’s why he runs girls. He can intimidate them. 
 
    “Just take your money and run, Classy. Get the hell out of Dodge.” 
 
    Classy studied Randy for a long time. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should leave. Go back home and start over. This certainly isn’t what I had planned for my life.” 
 
    Another customer entered the bar. “We’re closed, sir,” Randy advised him. 
 
    The man asked for directions and Classy closed out the sounds around her. As she always did, she withdrew to a place where no one could reach her. A place where Classy didn’t exist. A place where . . . where . . . she couldn’t even recall her own name. 
 
    “Hey, you deaf?” Pender shook her elbow. “I swear. Classy. Sometimes I think you go into a trance or something.” 
 
    “Sorry, Pen. I’m just exhausted.” She drained her coffee cup and slid from the bar stool. “I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    “Wait, I need you to take care of one more john.” 
 
    “Seriously, Pender. I can barely stand up.” 
 
    “Thousand bucks. Twice your usual take,” Pender dangled the carrot in front of her. “He’s waiting for me to call him. He’ll pay with PayPal.” 
 
    “Like I’d ever see that,” Classy snorted. 
 
    “I’ll pay you cash, right now. Just . . . please Classy. He requested you. Look!” Pender pulled a wad of money from his pocket and started counting out hundred-dollar bills. Your twenty-five hundred from last night and another thousand for this fellow.” 
 
    Classy licked her lips as she recounted the money. With this and what I have saved I can get out of this town, she thought. 
 
    “Okay, but he’s the last one today.” She slipped the greenbacks inside her bra. 
 
    ## 
 
    Barron Windom drove his Mercedes through the gates of his thriving business, Mulch & More Landscaping Supplies. His daughter was getting married tomorrow and he needed to move some money around in his accounts to cover the expenses that had skyrocketed. 
 
    “Boss, you’d better come look at this,” his manager skipped from one foot to the other. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Barron laughed. “What is so exciting you can’t stand still, Willie.” 
 
    “At the back of the lot, where the road dead ends.” Willie’s wide-eyed glare made Barron pay attention. 
 
    “Is it something bad?” 
 
    “Yeah, boss, really bad.” Willie sprinted a few feet ahead of Barron as if checking out things before his boss proceeded. 
 
    “There,” Willie pointed a shaking finger toward something half buried in the mulch pile. 
 
    Barron pushed past Willie for a closer look.  “Oh, dear Jesus,” he exclaimed before he threw up. 
 
    ##  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Java Jarvis half listened as the Director droned on about the purpose of the new task force. She was more interested in the brunette at the other end of the conference table.  
 
    They were introducing themselves, their name, rank and serial number. Each talked about their specialty, areas in which they excelled.  
 
    “I have a license to . . .” the redhead faded away as Java wondered which of her own licenses would be required for the assignment they were undertaking. Java had a driver’s license, a commercial drivers license, a concealed carry license, a license to practice medicine, a license to perform weddings, baptisms and funerals, a license to kill, a license from Microsoft declaring her a computer genius—to go with her degree from MIT, a notary license, a license to practice law in the US, a liquor license and did I mention a license to kill? Her weapons of choice ware a knife and her bare hands. 
 
    “Java, its your turn,” the director repeated. “Would you like to share your areas of expertise with us?” 
 
    “Umm, I have a driver’s license and I love computers.” 
 
    “That’s it?” The brunette smirked. 
 
    “Oh, and a concealed carry license,” Java added smirking back. 
 
    “You look like a girl scout,” the brunette taunted her. 
 
    “That’s my other specialty,” Java grinned. “I look harmless.” She wiggled her eyebrows at the brunette. “Trust me, I’m not!” 
 
    The brunette gave her a sultry look and shrugged. 
 
    She’s flirting with me, Java thought. Yep, she’s flirting with me. 
 
    “Your base of operation is a restaurant called Home of the Blues,” the director continued. “Java actually owns it and has operated out of it for several years. It’s amazing how much information one can glean from a tongue loosened by booze. As always, Java will run the operation.” 
 
    “Barbie, you’ll do your dumb blonde waitress routine.” The Director addressed a cute little blonde with dimples to die for, who was anything but a dumb blonde. 
 
    “I need a better cover than a waitress,” the brunette demanded. 
 
    “Oh, we have a better cover for you,” Java grinned. “You’re the chief dish washer.” 
 
    The brunette didn’t rise to the bait. She knew she’d be front and center in the operation. That was why she was here. 
 
    “Chris you’ll take over as head cashier and part-time hostess. Kat, you’re the resident blues singer during this maneuver.” 
 
    The brunette raised a perfectly arched brow and gave Java a “I told you so” look. 
 
    Katrina Yvonne Cane was one of those breathtaking beauties that drove both sexes mad. Brown bedroom eyes with a permanent “think you can handle this” look and a right cross that would lay low anyone who tried, made her irresistible. 
 
    “You’ll report to Java,” the Director concluded. 
 
    Java locked gazes with Kat. “That means you’ll be working under me,” Java’s devilish grin made Kat blush and scowl. 
 
    “It means I’ll file sexual harassment charges against you if you even glance at me sideways,” Kat threatened. 
 
    “Oh, she scratches,” Barbie giggled. “I see claw marks and blood in your future, Java.” Everyone laughed. 
 
    “Ladies,” the Director quieted them. “We’re after a killer—or killers—that travels between Louisiana and Texas. “Java, you want to bring us up to speed?” 
 
    ## 
 
    Java pushed a remote control that raised a panel exposing their electric white board.  
 
    “I miss chalk,” Barbie spouted. 
 
    Java zipped a “Z” across the electric whiteboard with her finger. “I don’t know,” she grinned. “I rather like fingers, don’t you Kat?” 
 
    “Director, must I work with her?” Kat glared at Java. 
 
    “You four were handpicked, Kat,” FBI Director Karen Pierce snorted, “You know Java’s just trying to get a rise out of you. This is one of the goriest cases I’ve ever worked. Before we finish, I think you’ll welcome Java’s attempts to distract you.” 
 
    “Personally,” Barbie laughed, “I’m looking forward to working under Java. She’s a legend in the world of—.” 
 
    “Bedrooms,” Kat butted in. 
 
    “I was going to say criminal investigation,” Barbie smirked. “But maybe you know more about Java then I do. 
 
     “Thank you, Barbie,” the smile disappeared from Java’s face.  “Each of you were selected for this assignment because you have special skills.  
 
    “Although Kat looks like a sexy cream puff, her abilities in hand-to-hand combat are phenomenal. Trust me she can kill a man faster than you can blink an eye. Kat’s married and I respect that. As far as I’m concerned that takes her off the market, which makes my teasing harmless. Have you noticed that I keep the table between her and me when I razz her?” 
 
    Everyone laughed, and the group relaxed. Beginning to meld into the cohesive killing unit they would need to be to survive their assignment. 
 
    “Although we’re all licensed to carry guns, we won’t during this operation. We were selected because of our hand -to-hand combat abilities. 
 
    “Chris Canton’s weapon is pressure points. Let Chris get her hands on you and you can be dead or paralyzed within a few seconds. 
 
    “The newest member of our team, Barbie Wallace is as deadly as a rattlesnake. Her specialty is poisons. I’m guessing that Barbie has enough poison on her person right now to kill everyone in this room. Am I right, Barbie?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Barbie blushed.  
 
    “Don’t be fooled by her innocent, blushing. She’s a blonde. Blondes can blush at will.” Java demonstrated letting a slow redness creep up her chest to her face. “It’s in our genes.” 
 
    “How many women has that worked on?” Kat demanded. 
 
    Java cleared her throat. “I’ve lost count.” 
 
    “Director Pierce will supply us with every gadget imaginable. If we need it Karen will get it for us.” Java continued. 
 
    “Drop the titles and ranks. Always call each other by your first names. Use the alias last names we’ve assigned to you. They’re all backed up in every database imaginable. Beau Braxton will be our police coordinator with the local authorities. He’s working another decapitation murder right now and couldn’t make this meeting. He’ll join us for dinner and drinks later tonight.” 
 
    “This case has been turned over to us because we have the heads of four women and no bodies. We think we are dealing with one or more serial killers.” 
 
    “Were all the heads found in Louisiana?” Barbie asked. 
 
     “No, two in Louisiana and two in Texas.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I buy you a drink, Kat?” Java asked. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’d like to,” Java grinned her best little girl grin settling into the seat next to Kat. “Where’s your husband? If I had a woman like you, I’d never get very far away from her.” 
 
    “If you had a woman like me, you wouldn’t know what to do with her.” 
 
    “Try me,” Java growled. 
 
    Kat leaned over and whispered in Java’s ear. Java’s eyes darted around the room as Kats soft lips brushed her earlobe. 
 
    The team watched as the two sparred with each other. “Is that a controlled blush that just enveloped you,” Chris laughed, “or is Kat setting you on fire?” 
 
    “I was just asking Java an innocent question,” Kat purred. 
 
    Java cleared her throat and licked her lips. “There’s no such thing as an innocent question.” 
 
    The four talked and danced as they waited for Beau to join them. It was obvious Barbie was enamored of her new boss. 
 
    “I swear Java, I keep expecting you to rip open your shirt and expose a big S on your chest,” Barbie giggled as she touched Java’s arm. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure she’s had a big ass on her chest,” Kat retorted. 
 
    “S a big S as in Supergirl,” Barbie hissed. 
 
    Java smiled, enjoying the good-natured sparing going on between her teammates. Kat shot her a smoldering look and Java sobered. “Enough teasing ladies. We’ve got some nasty work to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Slow dancing with Java was an exercise in self-control. Kat watched as Barbie almost climbed the lithe frame of their team leader. The smaller woman slid her hand behind Java’s back and found the hem of her pull over. She slipped her fingers beneath the top and slid her hand up Java’s back pressing skin against skin. 
 
    Java locked gazes with Kat and grinned sheepishly. Time to save her ass, Kat thought. She sipped one last swallow of her wine then walked to the dancers. “Cutting in.” She dared Barbie to deny her request. 
 
    “It’s about time,” Java released her breath. “I thought you were going to let her seduce me.” She pulled Kat into her arms and reveled in the feel of the brunette. “You on the other hand are welcome to succeed.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t ride me so hard in front of them,” Kat whispered in her ear as their bodies melded, and Java moved her gracefully around the dance floor. “It’s a turn on you know.” 
 
    “Meant for you and no one else,” Java pointed out. 
 
    “Note to Java,” the blonde grinned, “don’t ride Kat so hard in public. What about in private?” 
 
    “In private, you can ride me as hard as you like.” Kat bit Java’s ear hard. 
 
    “Ouch,” Java squealed jumping away from Kat. “That hurt.” 
 
    “I’m going to the lady’s room,” Kat smirked. “Go charm your teammates.” 
 
    Java ambled to the table where the others were laughing at her. 
 
    “She scratches and bites,” Chris poked fun at her boss and the others laughed as Java continued rubbing her ear. 
 
    Java finished her drink then followed Kat into the foyer of the immaculate lady’s room. The brunette was washing her hands at the sink next to the wall. She dried her hands and turned to face the woman that often made her heart race. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be in here,” she purred as Java backed her to the wall. 
 
    “I don’t want to be anywhere else,” Java whispered in her ear as she pressed her body against Kat’s. “You drive me crazy.” 
 
    Kat raised hands Java knew were lethal weapons. She caught Kat’s wrists in her left hand and forced them against the wall above her head. 
 
    “Someone is living dangerously,” Kat mumbled. 
 
    “You know you’ve wanted this all day,” Java kissed her neck and shoulder. 
 
    “Sometimes I could kill you,” Kat threatened. 
 
    “And other times?” Java continued to kiss and gently suck Kat’s neck. 
 
    “Other times I could fuc—," Soft lips pressed against Kat’s— “your brains out.” 
 
    “I’m hoping this is one of those other times,” Java pressed her lower body harder against Kat and let her free hand edge under Kat’s sweater. 
 
    Kat couldn’t stop her foolish heart’s acceleration as Java’s soft hand moved closer to her breast. “I hate you,” she mumbled as she sucked Java’s lip between her teeth. “Hate you.” 
 
    “Incoming,” Kate whispered.  
 
    Java groaned loudly. 
 
    Kat’s movement was imperceptible. One-minute Java had Kat’s hands penned to the wall over her head and the next minute Java lay on the floor curled into the fetal position cursing loudly. “Son-of a- I think you broke my ribs.” 
 
    “I won’t be so gentle next time, Java,” Kat kicked at her team leader as she headed for the door.  
 
    “Oh, I thought we were alone,” she shot a hot glance at her two teammates pretending to notice them for the first time. “You might want to help your boss, you know the one with five hands.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Kat wrapped her arms around Java’s waist and pulled the blonde on top of her. “Ouch, I think you cracked my ribs,” Java whined. “That really hurts.” 
 
    “I could move from your arms and sleep on my side of the bed, as far away from you as possible.” 
 
    “Hum,” Java hummed. “A little hurt sleeping with you in my arms or sleeping without touching you. You know me, I like a little hurt.” 
 
    “I thought so,” Kat giggled as she tightened her arms around Java. 
 
    “God, Kat, you’re killing me.” 
 
    “Let me do something that will take your mind off the pain,” Kat purred. 
 
    “What do you want from me, Kat?” Java looked into dark eyes that owned her soul. 
 
    “Everything you’ve got to give,” Kat mumbled just before she bit Java’s lip. She sucked on Java’s full lower lip. “I love the taste of copper.” 
 
    Java pulled back from her and let a drop of blood fall from her lip to Kat’s. “Sometimes I think you enjoy hurting me,” she mumbled. 
 
    “You know I do,” Kat kissed her hard, sucking the soul from her. “Because I know how much you like it. You drive me wild. You’re the other half of my soul, Java.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about this all day,” Java breathed in Kat’s ear. She slipped her hand up to caress Kat’s other breast.  
 
    “Do you know what I’m going to do to you?” she whispered as both her hands paid homage to Kat’s ample breasts. 
 
    “Surprise me,” Kat challenged. 
 
    Java pulled Kat back against her and the brunette moaned loudly as Java rubbed her bare breasts against Kat’s back. “You like that, hum,” Java cooed. 
 
    “You know I do.” Kat gasped. “I love the feel of you touching me anywhere. I want you all over me.” 
 
    Java splayed her hands down Kat’s torso to her abdomen stopping just above the area that was her intended target. She buried her face in soft fragrant hair and nibbled at Kat’s shoulder. She hoped she was arousing Kat because she was driving herself insane. 
 
    “Oh God, Java,” Kat cried out. “Do something, anything. You’re killing me.” 
 
    Java pushed Kat onto the bed face down and slipped between her legs. Supporting herself so she was barely touching Kat she slowly rubbed her breasts from Kat’s soft buttock up her silky back until her body covered the brunette’s. She kissed and nipped Kat’s neck as she let her weight press Kat into the mattress. 
 
    “Please, Java, don’t make me beg.” 
 
    Java trailed long fingers down Kat’s side and slipped her hand between Kat’s legs. “Yesss,” Kat hissed. “A thousand times yes!” 
 
    ## 
 
    Much later they lay wrapped in each other’s arms. “That was incredible,” Kat gasped for air. “After all these years you still turn me into a simpering, begging wench.” 
 
    “And I’m still your slave,” Java laughed softly. “You are bewitching and addictive. I still can’t get enough of you.” 
 
    “Good,” Kat snuggled in closer. “Because I’m not through with you yet.” She rolled Java onto her back. “Prepare to beg, darling.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “I’ll get into the club around four,” Kat handed Java a cup of coffee and sat down on the bed beside her. “I want to run through a couple of new songs with the combo.” 
 
    “Umm, I wish I could stay with you until then,” Java looked longingly at the brunette, “but I need to be there before the others to make certain things get off to a smooth start.” 
 
    “I know, baby.” Kat cooed. “It’s best we arrive at different times. If the agency knew we were involved with one another, they wouldn’t let us work together. I’m surprised they assign me with you as often as they do.” 
 
    “I always request you,” Java grinned. “I tell them you’re hard as hell to work with, but the best agent I’ve ever met. They’re all about results so they don’t care. The way you treat me convinces them you hate me.” 
 
    “Oh, but they have no idea how phenomenal the makeup sex is,” Kat smirked. 
 
    ## 
 
    Java was stacking drink glasses in the bar when Barbie Wallace arrived. “You’re early, Barbie.” 
 
    “I just wanted to get the lay of the land before others arrived.” Barbie tied an apron that said, “Home of the Blues.”  Is it okay if I walk through the place?” 
 
    “Sure. Do you need a guided tour?” 
 
    “No, I want to commit it all to memory,” Barbie raised her brows, “and I’m pretty certain you’d be a distraction.” 
 
    Java shrugged her shoulders and turned away. The last thing she needed was to get involved with another member of her team. Kat was more woman than she could handle anyway. 
 
    Chris Canton joined Java in the bar. “I wanted to thank you for requesting me,” she said as she settled onto one of the bar stools. 
 
    “You might change your mind when you find out why,” Java smirked. 
 
    “Do tell?” The redhead hid a smile. 
 
    “You fit the description of all the victims. You are the bait in our little trap.” 
 
    “Ah,” a thoughtful expression crossed Chris’s face. “I assumed the bait would be Kat.” 
 
    “Kat does seem to attract the crazies,” Java chuckled. 
 
    “Does that include you?” A smile ghosted Chris’ lips. 
 
    “We’re all crazy,” Java avoided the question. “Otherwise we’d have sane jobs instead of putting our lives on the line to catch psycho killers.” 
 
    “Why don’t you give me a quick run through of your system?” Chris nodded toward the computer system used to run Home of the Blues financial activities. 
 
    “All the waitresses have hand-held devices similar to mini iPads,” Java led Chris to the computer. “They enter the customer’s order as they take it and it goes to the cooks in the back and into the processor here. At any point in time you can see how many orders are working and how many orders have been filled. It keeps a running total of daily sales so you will always be able to see how business is doing.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Chris said. “Did you set this up?” 
 
    “Of course,” Java grinned. 
 
      
 
    Watch for Java Jarvis coming in September 2019. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





