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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Early November

        Somewhere along the Afghan-Pakistan border.

      

      

      The low moon lit the sky like a beacon. Navy SEAL Lieutenant Samuel “Boxer” Myerson shifted the weapon hidden under his shepherd garb. The night breeze brushed against his neck and whipped at the legs of his pants. “You guys really stink.”

      Chuckles erupted in front. Swish turned back. “Not as bad as Peace’s sister.”

      Sam cracked a smile.

      “Eyes on the prize, boys.” Senior Chief Tommy “Gun” Locan’s voice sounded even more clipped than usual. At the front of the line, he walked so fast he almost barreled toward the enemy. They all knew where his head was at. Some things couldn’t be left at home, as much as any of them might want perfect focus.

      Sam had set one eye on Tommy’s mental state ever since the man’s teenage daughter had been diagnosed with leukemia about four months ago—give or take three days of hiking through the Afghan mountains and six hours of planning the rescue of a state department attaché.

      Their final destination was a mountain compound where the government suit had been taken after he was kidnapped. The marine convoy transporting him had been destroyed, but not before one soldier radioed-in the abduction. She’d been dead, too, by the time help got to her.

      Now the clock ran on the attaché’s life. Provided he actually was still alive, and this wasn’t a complete waste of time.

      Sam touched his shirt, where a ring hung from the chain around his neck. Wash caught the action. “Missing your lady?”

      Sam shrugged it off. “We’ll be home soon enough.”

      Wash didn’t buy it. Neither did Swish, who broke into a grin and said, “I’d be pining, too, if I was going home to the president’s ballerina daughter. All that class packed into a tiny little—”

      “Swish.” Tommy halted and spun around. “Your chatter is going to expose us. And I have no intention of carrying your sorry behind all the way back to the rendezvous point. Got me?”

      “Chief.” That was all Sam needed to say. Sam was one of two officers in their platoon, and this was his team, despite the fact Tommy had been in the Navy years longer.

      Tommy turned and started walking again. If Swish’s talking was going to expose them, then the very-obviously military way Tommy was walking would do the same. They were supposed to be Afghani shepherds—although they seemed to have lost their goats somewhere.

      The ruse wouldn’t hold up for long, given their Western coloring and the lack of facial hair. But it should work long enough to get in, get the attaché, and get out.

      Swish hung back and leaned close to Sam’s face. “Seriously, Box. How’d you swing the president’s daughter?”

      Sam’s nickname “Boxer” was born when the guys found out his father’s best friend was Sam Tura, the famous boxer he’d been named after. The boxing hadn’t come into it until middle school, when he realized he had to pack extra punch since he was smaller than all the other guys in sixth grade. Sam was a “smurf” SEAL. Five-eight and one hundred seventy-five pounds. Nearly all the other SEALs he’d ever met were taller. The name had stuck, though, despite the fact he hadn’t seen his father’s friend in years.

      Tura had disappeared from the public eye after his wife was brutally murdered. Sam had looked for him, but hadn’t been able to track the man down. Sam’s own father had passed away from cancer six years back. So what would he have had to talk to Sam Tura about anyway? Maybe there was nothing in common between them anymore.

      “The president’s daughter?” Sam pushed away the morose thoughts and shrugged one shoulder, keeping his face dead-straight. “Maybe I just have mad skills with the ladies.”

      Swish barked a laugh. “You?”

      Sam shoved him. “Beth…” He shrugged. “We met when we were kids, stayed in touch, and finally made it official a few weeks ago.”

      It wasn’t precisely the truth, but he’d explain the story to the guys later when he had more time. For now they’d get only what was in the press release.

      “Sweet.” Swish drew the word out.

      Wash snorted.

      “Does she have a sister?”

      Sam cuffed Swish on the back of the head. The man might be an adult, but he rarely acted like one. “No, bro. She does not have a sister.”

      “Shame.”

      Peace nodded. “Shame.”

      Wash agreed, “Sure is.”

      Swish and Sam shared a smile—they’d gotten their nearly silent teammate to air his opinion. Since Wash’s wife had left with their kids and gone home to New Mexico, he’d been even quieter than usual.

      It was nearly the opposite situation to Sam’s. His wife—for longer than anyone realized—was Mrs. Myerson, and yet the time they’d spent together was minimal compared to the years they’d known each other. For nearly a decade they’d done little more than snatch time together, waiting until it was right for them to go public with their relationship. They’d lived their lives, Sam doing the only thing he knew to do that would be all-consuming…to the point he’d barely have the energy, or the time, to miss her.

      Beth had gone to school. She’d danced professionally in New York for years. Her father had run for president and been elected. Once Thomas Sheraton had gotten settled in office, Sam and Beth had finally been able to bring their relationship out into the open.

      Now he had everything he’d ever wanted, but somehow it felt…exactly the same.

      He was still fighting a war, while Beth was stateside doing whatever she’d decided to do now that she’d quit dancing. He’d find out when he got home.

      And then he’d get busy figuring out what was missing.

      “I just have one question.” Peace’s thick brows were crinkled.

      “Yeah?”

      Peace nodded. “You’ve had the ring on that chain around your neck for years. You got married, but then you didn’t give it to her to keep? And you’re not wearing your wedding band.”

      “She has it.”

      “Big fuss—the president’s daughter gets married to the hotshot Navy SEAL Lieutenant. Whirlwind month-long romance, and then comes the wedding. ’Cept you’ve had her name inked on you long as I’ve known you.”

      Swish nodded. “Yeah, dude, it was there on the first day of BUD/S.”

      They’d been classmates, he and Swish. But that was six years ago. “Y’all were there. You saw the wedding.”

      Swish shook his head and went on, “And we looked slick in our dress whites. But that’s not my point. Seems to me like it was all for show—just you going through the motions. I mean, really, what did you accomplish? ’Cept stirring up all those gossip magazines.”

      Tommy snickered from the front of the line. “You’d be right about that.”

      Swish’s brows furrowed. “Why’s that, Gun?”

      Tommy spoke over his shoulder. “Because nothing has changed. Sam’s life is no different. All that changed is the public’s knowledge of the intimate details of Beth Sheraton-now-Myerson’s life. And that, gentlemen, was the point.”

      Sam pressed his lips together. “You guys knew we got hitched because the time was right.”

      “For who?”

      “That’s a good question, Wash.” Sam kept his eyes fixed straight ahead.

      He’d told Beth he was fine with coming out in the open. There wasn’t much he could give her, but he’d given her that. She’d wanted her parents to publically acknowledge their marriage. To make what amounted to a relationship between them “official.” At least outwardly.

      The rest was up to them. And if they were going to spend the time to work on their marriage he was going to have to be stateside a whole lot more. Beth hadn’t said it. She wouldn’t put that on him, so it was up to Sam to make the decision about whether or not to quit the SEALs. Too bad he wasn’t ready to do that. He liked this job. He’d been thinking he would do it for as long as he could. But she’d given up dancing, and now he couldn’t help wondering if she thought he was going to follow suit.

      “We’re here.”

      The reaction was instantaneous. Gone were the smiles and relaxed limbs. These men were trained for war. Sam saw it in the shift of their eyes, in every step as they reached the top of the ridge. Tommy lowered himself, binoculars out. The rest of them got into place, Wash and Peace staying with the senior chief while Swish went with Sam to the secondary position.

      They crouched under cover of shrubs, checking their weapons. Peace would be radioing in the fact they’d reached their destination. The green light meant breach now—a night raid to get the attaché back.

      Sam got out his own binoculars.

      “What do you see?”

      “Not a whole lot of nightlife in these parts.”

      “Just the way I like it.” Swish’s voice was lower than normal, an indication of what was about to happen. The man had joked every day during their grueling training, and every day since. Still, in the midst of it he’d developed a kind of “warrior” face. The same one Sam saw in the mirror.

      The crack of a gunshot echoed down the ridge, dislodging stones. Another shot followed it.

      A light flicked on in the building and a handful of men poured out. Eight…nine. Ten guys. Eleven. Afghans ready for a scrimmage.

      “Go.” He turned to Swish. “Find out what—”

      The radio in Sam’s ear crackled. “Box, you—”

      Crack. Another gunshot.

      “Peace.” Swish ran.

      The Afghan men raced up the incline. Sam and Swish had about a minute before they were discovered. Or had their cover already been blown? Sam spoke into his radio as he ran. “Peace? Come in. Gun? Wash? Anyone?”

      Lead settled in his stomach and thickened as he ran. It crawled up his throat with the knowledge something had happened.

      Swish stopped. “Senior—”

      His head exploded.

      Sam saw them then.

      Wash…sprawled in the dirt, blood on his face and neck. More blood—a dark stain on the thigh of his pants. Peace…face down with a bullet in his back. Swish…gone.

      “Gun, what—”

      As if in answer, a bullet thumped into the Kevlar on his back. The impact shoved Sam forward. He found his feet and snapped his head around.

      Gun locked eyes with him as he raised his rifle again. Sam planted his foot and launched himself at the senior NCO on his team, weapon first.

      Sam wasn’t going out without a fight.

      The swipe was agonizing, but he caught Tommy’s temple with his rifle.

      Tommy pulled his arm in, but Sam grabbed his wrist and twisted. He heard the bones snap, and Tommy cried out, losing his grip on his own weapon. Sam punched him.

      The pain in his shoulder was blinding, but the armor had to have protected him. Please, God. Boots struck the ground and closed the distance, but Sam didn’t let go of his teammate. He punched Gun’s jaw. His head. Again and again as shock burned through him. There were no thoughts in his head. Nothing but disbelief and the fall-back faith his grandfather had instilled in him.

      Something hard slammed against his back.

      Sam cried out, even as it came again to cut off the cry. He choked and fell to the ground. Boots kicked him. Fists punched him, over and over.

      Sam tried to get a knee under him, to find some leverage and get up. The crack of an AK47 drove a round into his thigh.

      Sam collapsed.

      The Afghan men roared in triumph as Sam stared into the eyes of his best friend.

      His brothers were dead.

      The last thing he heard before he lost consciousness was Tommy’s voice—the man who had betrayed them all.

      “It’s done.”
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        Washington D.C.

        Eight weeks later

      

      

      Grant shook out his winter coat and sat. “Grant Mason. Director, US Marshals.”

      The conference table was full. None of the men and women sitting there were happy. Not the State Department, the Secret Service, Department of Justice, the attorney general, the FBI, and most especially not the White House press secretary.

      “Good. Everyone is here.” The senator pressed her tiny purple glasses up her nose, eyes on the papers in front of her.

      She glanced up at the FBI special agent in charge. Grant knew him, a good man if not tired and ready to retire. But then, they were all tired. They’d been coming here for weeks and making little progress.

      “Mr. Bernaz, would you please begin? Then we will go clockwise around the table with updates. And be brief, people. I want to get to the bottom of this, yesterday.”

      Some of the younger ones present actually squirmed under her beady-eyed stare. Grant shared a glance with the Secret Service agents present and then the DOJ guys. He saw more than one near-eye roll.

      Special-Agent-In-Charge Bernaz cleared his throat. “Our investigation has determined the location from which the sniper took his shots. However, no physical evidence was found at the site. We know he was there, but we don’t know who he is, and he left no trace.”

      “This man killed President Sheraton.”

      “That has yet to be determined, ma’am.”

      “His bullet struck the president. The autopsy says as much.”

      SAIC Bernaz waited a second then said, “Thomas Sheraton had two types of bullets in his body. The sniper’s and the gunman’s.”

      “Clearly they were working together.” The senator’s judgment evidently surpassed that of a career law enforcement investigator.

      Grant had a couple of ideas as to who the sniper might be, and one stuck out above the others. Still, it was a hunch. If he actually said the name out loud they’d think he was crazy. A dead man couldn’t have done this.

      The senator sighed. “How do you even know this sniper was there, if he left no trace apart from a bullet?”

      Grant could answer that. Several of them could have. But no one said anything, leaving the SAIC to explain, “The velocity and angle of the shots.”

      She looked stumped, but he didn’t elaborate further. “Did this man kill the pres—” She hesitated. “I can’t believe I’m even saying this. It defies explanation that the president…and his wife…were murdered.” She slammed both fists on the table, red-faced with tears in her eyes. “How could this have happened?”

      Grant broke the silence. “I have explained the circumstances of Susan Sheraton and Beth Myerson being in the care of the witness protection program.” The first lady and her daughter were reported to have been the targets of multiple attacks by eco-terrorists.

      The Secret Service didn’t appreciate the fact one of their own had betrayed their oath, but that was part of the story Grant had actually stuck to the truth on. The betrayer had been killed before he could be arrested. Grant had been working closely with the Secret Service for weeks over this. He knew exactly who he trusted and who he didn’t in their organization. Still, there was a weak link somewhere. Maybe even at this table.

      He continued, “And while this tragedy has struck all of us, the evidence is…well…evident. Our precautions were sound. Someone within the small circle of people who knew the last-minute location change for the president and his detail that morning is responsible for the men knowing which hotel to breach.”

      The senator sat rod-straight. “Who were they?”

      One of the Secret Service agents motioned for everyone’s attention. He cleared his throat. “Out of the four men killed in the president’s hotel room, three were ex-military. All discharged for reasons relating to bad tempers and itchy trigger fingers. The fourth was well-known in the underground fighting circuit. All of them had the same address listed—a dive bar in Cancun.”

      “Mercenaries.” The attorney general shook his head.

      The Secret Service agent continued, “They knew each other well. Hired for this job, outfitted with specialized equipment.”

      “To kill their president?”

      “If the price is right.”

      The senator butted in. “How did they get in the country without anyone noticing?”

      SAIC Bernaz said, “They were on a watch list. Their identities were flagged when they flew into Dallas. That was three days before the president and Mrs. Sheraton were assassinated.”

      The senator sucked in a shaky breath. Weeks of these “status update” meetings and she was still riding high on her emotional distress. Not that the rest of them hadn’t been shocked to the core—the nation at large even more so, given the circumstances of the president and first lady’s deaths. But Grant was ready to get back to work and figure this out.

      As soon as his brother Ben called him back, he’d know more. Ben was OUTCONUS tracking down the president’s daughter’s Navy SEAL husband. Nothing but false leads and dead ends for nearly two months. Grant needed to update his brother as much as Ben needed to confirm he’d located the lieutenant. There wasn’t much more of that part of the world in which to look. Maybe Ben would never find him.

      “Mr. Mason.”

      Grant blinked and focused on the senator.

      Her pinchy face got…pinchier. “I fail to see why you cannot pay attention to the subject at hand. And to be entirely honest, I’m unsure why the attorney general has not decided to indict you. It was your actions which led to the death of the president and his wife. The Secret Service agents you brought in fought valiantly and died performing their duty. Your job is to protect those in witness protection. And the first time on record in which a death occurs it’s the president of the United States? This entire situation is unconscionable.”

      “I’m fully aware of that, ma’am.”

      To be honest, Grant was surprised he hadn’t been fired. But the taut thread which held him in his position was the only thing keeping whoever killed the president and Susan Sheraton from getting to their daughter. Grant woke every day hoping they wouldn’t find where he’d hidden Beth.

      The senator laid down her papers, staring at him over the rim of her glasses. “Mr. Mason, it is the decision of this committee that the president’s daughter, Beth Sheraton—”

      “Myerson.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Grant cleared his throat. “She got married.”

      The senator huffed. “I hardly consider some ill-timed whirlwind romance to be the point here. Ms. Sheraton must be relinquished into the custody of the US Army, where she will be sequestered at a top secret military facility until it has been deemed safe for her to be released.”

      Grant didn’t move. He’d figured there was a reason they were all assembled before he’d even arrived at the meeting—a full fifteen minutes early.

      Several of his better acquaintances around the room had the grace to squirm in their chairs. They’d been strong-armed. Grant didn’t hold ill will toward them. The volume of his emotions had been expended days ago, between his wife’s distance—despite the end of their formal separation and the fact he’d moved back in—and then the president’s death. Secrets piled on top of secrets until this whole thing was looking like a wide-spread conspiracy. Grant was maxed out.

      “Mr. Mason? Your answer.”

      “No, ma’am.”

      She jerked straight. “Excuse me?”

      “I will not hand Beth Myerson over to the Army.”

      “You absolutely will. It’s been decided. You’ve proven yourself incapable of protecting those in your charge, and—”

      “That was my final answer, ma’am. Beth is safe.”

      She would stay that way as long as he drew breath. He’d erred somewhere, and the president had been killed. He was going to figure out how. And then he would ensure it never happened again.

      “Yes.” She skimmed over the top paper in her stack. “We know all about this…WITSEC town. And despite its top secret nature, I hardly think it the appropriate place for the president’s daughter to be held.”

      “Unlike a crowded military base? Or an empty one in the middle of nowhere?” Grant shook his head. “And she’s not ‘being held’, as you put it. Beth is…convalescing, for lack of a better word. She’s grieving in private and wishes to remain where she is.”

      “So you’ve spoken to her?” The senator’s eyes widened.

      “I have.” They’d talked over the phone, but he hadn’t been to visit. Grant was pretty sure he was being monitored.

      Another puzzle to solve.

      “Then the committee must be put in contact with her, to determine that Ms. Sheraton is safe.”

      “That won’t be possible I’m afraid.”

      “And why ever not?”

      Grant glanced around. Everyone was riveted to the unfolding drama. “The nature of the town where Beth Myerson was placed is such that no contact is permitted except in the case of an emergency.”

      Or on Sundays, when his brother Nate—formerly the Dolphins quarterback—had a standing appointment to video call their nephew, who lived in the town. Grant’s third brother, John, was the sheriff of the WITSEC town of Sanctuary.

      “I hope you can understand that the safety of the other residents of the US Marshals’ WITSEC town would be at risk with such a public method of communication. Even if it was contained to the people in this room and bound by every non-disclosure agreement you can imagine. The red tape alone would take weeks.”

      “I insist.”

      “Very well.”

      If she wanted to jump down that road, so be it. Grant would drag the process out for months. Vice President Gunderson, sworn in before the new year, didn’t even know the location of Sanctuary. And he had every right to know. Grant was stalling there, too.

      When he knew where the continuing threat was coming from, he would reassess. But this had cost the president his life, and Beth her father. And it wasn’t over. Grant wasn’t going to let someone else pay the price for any more of this. Worse than the professional consequences of his actions, these people had been his friends, and their lives were now destroyed.

      “Next on the agend—”

      Grant’s phone vibrated in his jacket pocket. He slipped his hand in and pulled it out. The screen said, Ben.

      She gasped, galled that he’d even looked at his phone. “Excuse me, Mr. Director.” Three people around the table winced in sympathy at the senator’s tone. “We happen to think that this is of the utmost importance.”

      Grant stood. “You’ll have to excuse me I’m afraid.”

      “Mr. Mason!”

      He let himself out of the conference room into the cavernous hallway, his dress shoes clicking on the marble floor. No one was around. “Did you find him?”

      “I got a location,” Ben said.

      “You’ve said that three times already.”

      “I’ll call you when it’s complete.”

      Meaning either Ben would confirm the lieutenant had been killed in action, or he’d bring the young man home.

      Not that there was much for Sam Myerson to come back to. A life in witness protection wasn’t most people’s idea of a good future, and that was what Sam was looking at. If he was alive, Grant couldn’t see how Sam could ever be able to be a SEAL again.

      Ben said, “Anything else?”

      “Tommy Locan is claiming Lieutenant Myerson killed his teammates and left him for dead before he defected to a local warlord.”

      Ben’s huff told him exactly what he thought of that.

      Grant gripped the phone. “Get Sam out of there and we’ll reconvene.”

      Ben didn’t say bye. He just hung up.
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        “Sanctuary”

        Somewhere in the Idaho mountains

      

      

      “Miss Beth?”

      Beth Myerson squeezed the little boy’s gloved hand as they walked. “Yes, honey?”

      “Are you going to throw up today?”

      Beth chuckled. “I feel pretty good, actually. Hopefully Miss Gemma won’t have to clean her carpet today.”

      She waved at the librarian as the school’s eight students spilled into her building. Gemma had been good natured about the mess and the smell. Both times. And about the kids tracking in snow.

      Thankfully the blanket of white only sat on the mountains right now. Mountains which surrounded the town like an impenetrable border. The snow on the basin floor had melted, but the air was still crisp with a January chill.

      The books were lined up on shelves like soldiers at attention. In the center was a circle of couches around an alcove of four tables pushed together. The eight computers were back-to-back, not being used. Gemma blocked out a two-hour period after lunch every work day for the kids to check-in with their online public school teacher. The librarian also brought in town residents once a week to speak to the kids. The stories were always interesting and frequently colorful.

      Beth set her hand on her stomach as she walked, finally able to feel the swell of Sam’s baby growing inside her. The nausea had abated a week or so before yesterday’s ultrasound. That had been an interesting experience—having the military fly in an ultrasound machine. But the medical center and all its resources had burned down nearly two months before. Even though it was almost ready to re-open, it was still basically empty, and they had no permanent doctor.

      “Okay, let’s try and keep the chatter to a minimum today.” She eyed the two teen girls, who much preferred talking about boys over doing their work. Were this anywhere other than a witness protection town, they’d have been texting in class and posting selfies on Instagram. But that was the price of living a protected life.

      Each of the nearly two hundred residents of Sanctuary, and their families, were the Marshals’ highest profile witnesses—people whose faces had to be hidden from everyone. Together they’d made a community that thrived, despite being largely cut-off from the outside world.

      The kids got to work, and Beth helped out the younger ones when needed. Gemma sat behind her counter, clicking away at her computer. Beth imagined her crafting some literary tragedy that would never see the light of day. Like some abstract genre of writing that was incredibly creative but would never be popular, yet Gemma still gave every ounce of energy to it because it was art. Beth sighed and sat. It had to be the artist in her that devised these things. Normal people didn’t think this way. Though in Beth’s case, the tragedy was her life.

      A wrinkled hand squeezed her shoulder.

      “Hello, Michael.”

      The old man chuckled. “Can’t get anything by you.” He circled the couch and settled his creaky bones beside her, his elbow tucked to his side. When she’d asked him how he’d come to lose his left arm, he’d shrugged and mumbled something about bad blood.

      “Where’s your shadow?”

      Beth sighed. “I had a bizarre craving for pickles and ice cream this morning, so she’s at the store.”

      The tiny grocery store was at the east end of town, just before the road that led to the farm. Main street sat between there and the library, which was on the west side where the ranch stretched out. North and south of the town were parallel streets lined with residences.

      “Did you really have a craving?”

      Beth shifted so she could look at the old Italian’s craggy face. “Maybe.”

      He grinned, flashing a row of false teeth. “It’s not a sin to dislike your mother-in-law.”

      “It’s more than that.”

      “So tell me. Maybe I’ve caught the same sense, and we’ll both know we’re on to something, instead of thinking we’re alone and crazy.”

      She took a breath. Was she really going to voice this out loud? “She’s just—there’s something about her that’s…”

      “Off?”

      She bit her lip. “I can’t even describe what it is.” It felt like being captive. As though she had been ensnared by a scientist and was now being observed for experimental purposes.

      “I’ll keep on keeping my eye on that.”

      Beth lifted her eyebrows. “I bet you will.”

      Michael chuckled. “Hey, it ain’t my fault she’s easy on the eyes. I have a thing for uppity women.”

      Beth gulped down a laugh. She surveyed the kids to make sure they were all working but felt him touch the wide silver band on her thumb. “Should be here soon.”

      “Does everyone in town know my husband is on his way?”

      Sam had been “on his way” for weeks now. Maybe he wasn’t coming.

      Michael shrugged one shoulder. “It’s not a secret John and Grant sent their brother to pull your husband off his mission.”

      And it wasn’t a secret Michael and his friends took shifts watching out for Beth. Even in a town where they were safe, the men still took it upon themselves to ensure she was doing okay.

      Too much had happened in just the few weeks she’d been there. “I’m not sure that’s even possible. They’d have to wait until Sam finished his mission. He’s a SEAL, not a plumber. Whatever it is, it’s important. Too important to interrupt.”

      “The brothers know what they’re doing.”

      Beth sighed. “I told them he didn’t need to come if he doesn’t want to.”

      Michael frowned. “Now why would you go and do that? You don’t want your husband here with you and your baby?” He left unspoken the fact she’d lost both of her parents. Too many people wanted to talk about it. Beth didn’t. She’d rather be left alone in her grief.

      “Not if he doesn’t want to be.” She sighed. “Sam and I… It’s complicated.”

      Michael chuckled. “Marriage is marriage, not rocket science. Maybe you just haven’t been doing it long enough.”

      “We’ll have been married ten years this summer.”

      Michael frowned. “But you—that’s not…”

      Beth smiled. “It was a summer camp, right before my senior year. I went with my cousin to this tiny town in western Virginia. Rock climbing, canoeing—all the stuff that’s supposed to build character or whatever.” She laughed. “It was painful. For me and for my geeky cousin.”

      “And Sam?”

      “Lifeguard at the lake.”

      Michael laughed. “Saw that one coming. How’d you end up married?”

      “His grandfather found us in his barn in the middle of the night, told us he’d tell our parents what we’d done unless we got married.”

      “That’s the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”

      She laughed. “I think he only said it to scare us into realizing how big it was, what we’d done.”

      These days everyone acted like sex was no big deal. In reality it was precious, and who each person chose to share it with was a huge decision. Sam’s grandpa had wanted them to realize that, even though it was done already.

      She stared back into her memories. “I looked at Sam, and he had this face, like, ‘why not get married?’ I was sold. There was no one else. Not before, and not since. I knew my dad was going into politics. I’d had that ‘what you do reflects on me’ speech a thousand times. And as crazy as it sounds, I just knew Sam was the one.”

      “So you got married.”

      “In a baggy camp T-shirt and cut-off shorts in the middle of the night at seventeen years old.”

      “Good Lord.”

      Beth laughed. “I’ve always known my own mind, my whole life. I knew it wasn’t like we could be together all the time. Sam was on summer break before he started college. I was going to dance professionally, and I was determined to make that happen. Being married connected us in a way I liked, a lot. We stayed in touch with emails and phone calls, but we couldn’t tell anyone we were married. It’s a requirement of the route he went into service. He wanted to be an officer, and they have to be single.

      “Then he graduated from the US Naval Academy with orders to report to SEAL training right after. He was gone for the better part of three years after that, but we saw each other when we could. Bizarrely, it worked for us. We could focus on our lives, but we always found our way back to one another.”

      And now they were having a baby. One who would have Sam’s compact build and her blue eyes.

      “And the wedding that was all over the papers a few weeks ago?”

      “My parents had told us a while back we could bring it out into the open now that Dad was settled in his presidency.” Her voice hitched, and Michael grabbed her hand. “We waited until the timing worked, and then we had a ceremony. Renewed our vows—this time in public.”

      “Well I’ll be.”

      Beth shot him a smile. When their marriage had come out in the open it should have ended the secrets, but she’d simply traded one lie for another: a secret that had killed her parents. A secret that would keep her here now, indefinitely. Unless she finished it.

      Pushing away the cloud that seemed to never want to clear, she got up. “I’m going to browse the shelves for a minute. Would you keep an eye on the kids?”

      Michael nodded. His eyes searched hers. For what, she didn’t know.

      Beth meandered between the shelves. A new route to the same spot where she always headed. It was a nineties edition of a self-help book based on a bizarre premise, but it served her purpose.

      She pulled the book off the shelf and flicked through the pages. No note.

      The one she’d placed in the pages was gone. Message received.

      But no reply?

      Beth tapped the toe of her ballet flat on the thin carpet. How was she supposed to figure this out if all she got was no answer?

      “Stress isn’t good for the baby.” Her mother-in-law stood at the end of the aisle in her pink skirt suit and white blouse with matching pink pumps. Her blonde hair was perfectly styled as always.

      Beth felt like a hobo in comparison with her black leggings, the long wool sweater that hung to her thighs, and her hair in a loose bun.

      “Not to mention, if you frown for much longer you’ll get lines on your face.”

      Beth pushed the frustration of the empty book away and smiled. “You’re right, of course.”

      Abigail tucked her arm into Beth’s and led her from the stacks. “I purchased everything you need, so we’re all set at home.”

      “I should be done here in an hour, but I was planning on stopping by the bakery on my way home.”

      “Is that wise? All that sugar. Dye. Flour!”

      It was true Beth hadn’t been resisting the chocolate croissants very well lately. But after years of professional ballet, and now being pregnant, she had little will power left. And why should she? “I actually was just going to visit with my friends for a while.”

      “I’ll come with you!”

      “Uh, that’s great.” Beth hoped her smiled appeared genuine.

      Sam’s mom hadn’t been a feature in most of his life. He’d told Beth as much, explaining she was a JAG officer and very busy. Though how a mother could be too busy for her only son was anyone’s guess. She hadn’t even attended their second wedding, saying she had a prior commitment she couldn’t miss.

      So why be this attentive to the mother of her future grandchild now? Was it because Beth was the president’s daughter? Grant wouldn’t have told Abigail everything about why Beth and her mom had come to Sanctuary—at least as far as he knew. But what he would have said proved Beth was the target of people wanting to kill her.

      Despite what she’d told Michael, and just about everyone else, she actually did want to see Sam. The one good thing in ten bleak years of life was the weekend she’d quit dance, realized what she’d done, and then shown up at Sam’s apartment in tears.

      Now she was pregnant with his baby.

      As much as she might secretly want him there with her, finally being her husband for real and not just in their hearts, he had to stay away. If he came, he would want answers. He would want the truth. And if the truth came out…

      Sam would ruin everything.
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        * * *

      

      The boom of gunfire echoed in his ears, and then evaporated into nothing but suffocating silence. How many days had passed, Sam didn’t know. All he knew was the dirt floor beneath him and the thrum of pain that refused to loosen its hold on his body.

      Wash was dead.

      Peace was dead.

      Swish was dead.

      Tommy had walked away.

      For days he’d waited for his captors to haul him in front of a camera and cut his head off.

      Then a week.

      Near as he could figure it had been more than a month since Tommy betrayed them and Sam had been captured. Weeks of waiting. Questioning. Laying in the dark. The freezing cold nights, followed by too hot days. Dirty water. The air thick with cigar smoke. The room little bigger than a jail cell with only a bucket in the corner. Sam’s arms and legs didn’t want to move, and he didn’t like the way his ribs protruded more than they should have.

      He tried to shift into a better position and fire shot down his leg. The wound on his thigh oozed.

      “I don’t know if I can do this, Pop.”

      The old man looked over from his fishing pole. “You’re not supposed to. This is the SEALs we’re talking about, son. The best of the best. If you think it’s going to be a breeze, then you’re in for a big surprise. A healthy respect for hard work—”

      “Didn’t kill no one yet.” Sam chuckled. “Yeah, I know.”

      Sam touched his chest, where the ring hung from the chain around his neck.

      “She’ll be proud of you either way.”

      “Her father’s going to be president. She just got invited to join the most prestigious ballet company in the country.”

      Pop’s bushy eyebrow rose. “Because she’s such a fantastic ballerina they just had to ask her?”

      “She worked hard.” Beth had told him herself that she didn’t naturally move like a ballerina, but she’d trained her body to go where she needed it to. He hadn’t understood what she meant then. “She’s the most focused person I know.”

      “So take a leaf out of your girl’s book and bust your butt. She got her dream, now you go get yours. If you don’t make it, it’s not failure. It just means the Good Lord has something else for you to do.”

      Sam shifted on the dock, his bare feet dangling in the water. “Why can’t He just tell me what that is?”

      Pop chuckled. “If God told you what was to come, you’d miss the fun of discovering it for yourself.”

      “I guess.”

      Pop laughed harder.

      Sam crawled to the bucket and relieved himself of the little that was in there. It turned out Afghan mercenaries weren’t big on the stipulations of the Geneva Convention. Go figure. At least they’d left him his underpants.

      The wounds on his chest and arms, little cuts they’d given him either for information he didn’t have, or for the fun of it, stung almost as much as his leg. It probably wasn’t a good sign that the gunshot wound was still sticky even despite them giving him the tools to get the bullet out and sew it up.

      But if they intended to kill him, why not just get it over with instead of leaving him to death by infection?

      He coughed and the air rattled through his bare chest. That wasn’t a good sign, either. He didn’t figure he had a whole lot of time left. If the worst did happen, Sam knew that Beth would be okay. Her parents would take care of her.

      He and Beth had always known there was a possibility he might not come home. He just hadn’t expected it to be now. Or like this.

      The steady clip of boot steps—two people—moved from left to right on the other side of the locked door. He’d tested it when they first brought him in. Looked for weaknesses. Something he could use as a weapon.

      All he had was a flimsy plan, provided he was strong enough to stand on his leg.

      The footsteps receded into nothing, and Sam let out a slow exhale.

      When he woke the sun was peeking between his curtains, falling across her hair so that it shone gold in the light.

      Sam pulled her closer, memorizing the feel of her tucked against him. It wouldn’t be long before she would slip off her ring and leave it on the nightstand, taking his silver band and putting it on her thumb. She would leave his apartment before breakfast and become Ms. Elizabeth Sheraton, the president’s daughter, once again.

      These moments were few and far between, but that only made them all the sweeter. They had to make the most of the times they could be husband and wife without the world intruding on what was between them; what had been there since that day on the beach at the lake when she’d seen him for the first time. Her eyes had flared, and then she’d blushed and looked at her feet.

      He’d been a goner from day one. Only Beth. Always Beth. Knowing she felt the same, it made him love her all the more.

      The lock clanged, and the bar slid back.

      Two men entered, garbed like warlords with old AKs slung over their shoulders. Sam curled his fingers around the rock under his hand. They hauled him to his feet, and Sam settled his weight on his good leg. The man on his left muttered something in Farsi about a stinky goat. The other laughed.

      Sam bent and brought the rock up in an undercut. He grabbed the AK and put two bullets in the second man. One more bullet into the unconscious man and that guy went to meet his maker, too.

      Sam gritted his teeth and hobbled to the door. He pushed all thought, all mental recognition of the agony that pulsed through his body, into a tiny box he shoved deep inside.

      The hall was clear. He turned right and slowly made his way toward a window. The outside looked nothing like the compound where the attaché was supposed to have been held, though the landscape was the same. Grass and mountains.

      Voices brought his head around, and before he even saw them he’d pulled the trigger. The first stepped into the path of the bullet, and he’d killed the second before the man understood what had happened to his buddy. How many guys were there?

      Sam turned.

      The girl, or maybe a short woman, stood halfway down the hall. He had no idea what her age was, given he couldn’t see much more than her eyes. She gripped the door frame, half hidden inside the room. She’d brought him a bowl of mystery-meat soup a couple of times, but food wasn’t what he wanted from her.

      “Where is it?”

      She didn’t move or even blink. For nearly a minute she just stared at his battered and bruised body with her hard eyes.

      Then she turned and disappeared into the room.

      Sam hobbled after her to the doorway, gun at the ready.

      The girl—woman—was crouched at the wall, removing a brick. She put her hand in the hole and pulled out a small object. When she walked to him it was slow and hesitant, as though she wasn’t sure he wouldn’t snatch it from her and kill her on the spot.

      Her fingers uncurled, her hand shaking.

      The chain was a knotted mass, the ring in the center of her palm. Sam took it from her hand with the barest touch. He snapped the chain and slipped the ring onto his pinkie finger. Then he bowed his head very slightly. In Farsi, he said, “Thank you.”

      Her eyes widened, but he was gone from the room before she could reply.

      Down two hallways, he followed the freshening air to an outside door. Sam touched the handle just as two gunshots broke the quiet outside. He backed up and glanced out a yellowed window. A man dressed as a goat herder, much like Sam had been before all this happened, stood in the open. An Afghani ran toward the intruder, yelling. One shot to the head and he fell. Dirt puffed in a cloud around his body.

      Sam eased the door open, but it creaked anyway. If this was the day he died, so be it. He would go meet his fate.

      The man’s attention shifted to him.

      Sam’s gun was aimed and ready.

      “Seriously?” The man flung his arms up, gun and all, and then let them fall back to his sides. “You ruined my entire hero routine.”

      Sam stepped outside. The fresh air ran across his exposed skin like a thousand biting ants. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

      The goat herder strode toward him, gun at his side. He wasn’t relaxed but completely alert and ready for any threat. It was in every inch of him and the way he moved. His eyes. Even as he talked like they were at a ball game, not in a hot zone in the Afghani mountains.

      “The next person I have to rescue, I’m going to specify they only be a useless victim. They’re always way more grateful.”

      Black spots winked at the edges of his vision, like a vicious storm rolling in. Sam planted his foot, but his leg gave way. Strong arms caught him, along with an odor of grass and goat fur. This guy was good.

      Sam would have fought his way out and collapsed on the ground just outside the front door like a Caucasian beacon. I’m unconscious and not from around here, please shoot me.

      The arms hauled him upright.

      “Let’s get you out of here.”

      Sam could only nod. “Who…?”

      Where was the rest of this man’s team? The marines? The helicopters?

      “Ben Mason, at your service.”
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      The clothes Ben had borrowed—okay, stole—from a dead man were made for someone considerably taller than Sam, and they itched. But it was better than walking through the wilderness in his underpants.

      After the initial rush of adrenaline left him near collapse, Sam had rallied enough that he could walk. So they did.

      Ben trudged beside him. In front of him. Behind him. Never said anything, never tried to start a conversation. That was fine with Sam. He was content with silence, but didn’t the man realize Sam would want to know something about his self-proclaimed rescuer?

      “Who are you, anyway?”

      Ben kept walking, now up ahead leading the way.

      “Who do you work for?”

      Nothing.

      Sam asked the same question in Farsi.

      Ben kept walking.

      He asked again in German but got no reaction.

      He tried Chinese.

      Still nothing.

      Still in Chinese, he said, “I need a…”

      His brain tripped over the words, so he switched back to English. “What’s the Chinese word for cheeseburger?”

      Ben kept walking. “Ganlao hanbaobao.”

      Sweat streamed from his temple and down his back, soaking the shirt. When Sam couldn’t stand the pain in his leg any longer, he stopped at the next decent sized boulder and sat. Ben whipped around, saw him sitting, and his shoulders slipped from their immediate battle-ready stance. Who was this man? Ben pulled a canteen from his backpack and handed it over.

      Sam sucked down the slightly warm water in sips and then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “How far are we walking?”

      “It’s another quarter mile to the car.”

      “I need a phone, if you’ve got one in there.”

      Ben didn’t immediately reach for the backpack. Sam still had the gun he’d stolen. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to use it on his American rescuer, but he didn’t know what this man’s end game was. He didn’t even know if Ben was a friendly.

      “Let’s keep moving. You can make your call from the car.”

      The Jeep was covered in a film of dust, probably supposed to be maroon but currently more rust than paint. Sam reached for the door handle, but there wasn’t one. Just a hole in the door where it was supposed to be. Ben reached in the window and pulled on the handle. At least he didn’t wait until Sam got in so he could close the door for him. That would have been fight-worthy. Instead Ben was around the car by the time Sam dragged his injured leg in the vehicle, still fighting the pull of unconsciousness.

      “Soon as we can we’ll have a doctor look at that leg.” Ben started the engine. “You’ve been in there eight weeks. Happy Thanksgiving. Merry Christmas. Happy New Year.”

      The breath got caught in Sam’s throat, and he coughed. The fire in his belly over what Tommy had done to their brothers raged still. It would not be abated until he had repaid like for like. It wasn’t pain and sorrow that drove this revenge; it was pure and simple justice. A price had been paid by his men, and Tommy would write the check. Sam was going to make sure of it.

      “A lot has happened in that time.”

      Sam glanced at him as he drove over rutted grass and dry shrubs. The sun fought a valiant battle, but it was still freezing. Though Ben didn’t seem to be affected by the same air that was making goose bumps pop on every inch of Sam’s skin.

      “I need to call my CO. Tell him I’m alive.”

      Once he got the ball rolling, Sam would be able to get back to regular life. At least as regular as military life was. Or life without a full-time wife.

      Maybe something did need to change.

      “You’re gonna want to hold off on checking in.” Ben hesitated. “There’s a lot to go over. Are you up for this?”

      “Does it have anything to do with who you are?”

      Ben nodded. “I was asked to come and get you by the director of the US Marshals. Grant Mason is my brother.”

      “Okay.” Was that name supposed to mean anything to him? “Why did he send you to get me, instead of a team of marines?”

      “Because the US Navy has classified you as a defector. If they find you, you will be arrested and charged with the murders of Sergeant Dane Walker, Petty Officer Hendrix Hayes and Corporal Macario Potomi.”

      Swish. Peace. Wash.

      The fire in him petrified into stone. “And Tommy?”

      “He is home, claiming to be the only survivor of an op in which you snapped and killed the rest of your team and then tried to kill him also. You’ve been completely discredited, while he is being proclaimed the hero.”

      “He…what?” Sam blinked.

      “It’s also worth noting at this point that his Swiss bank account has two million in it, and all of his daughter’s medical expenses have been paid in full.”

      All the words got stuck in his throat. Any minute now he’d start vomiting all over himself and the car. Betrayer.

      Ben pulled out the canteen, and Sam took a few sips. He put his head in his hands as they jolted toward who knew where.

      “It gets worse.”

      Sam said, “The traitor who killed my men is blaming me, and there’s something worse?”

      Ben swallowed. “I’m hesitating in telling you because I think you might injure yourself more if you get upset.”

      “We’re about four hundred miles north of upset at this point.”

      Ben nodded. “Noted. Nevertheless, prudence is the name of the game for the foreseeable future.”

      “Just tell me all of it. Get it over with.” At least when he knew all he’d missed, there would be someone around for Sam to punch. “Then I can hike to the nearest airstrip, get a ride home, and go shoot Tommy Locan in the head.”

      “I’m going to have to advise against that.”

      “And why is that?”

      Ben said, “Because your mother-in-law and father-in-law were murdered. Your wife is in witness protection until I can figure out who killed them and who paid Tommy to take you out.”

      He kept talking about cover stories and more about his brother Grant. Sam’s hearing tunneled into only the engine noise, and the sound of Ben’s words—deeper and louder than they should have been. It was unreal.

      “I know.” Ben sighed. “I can barely believe it myself.”

      “And Beth is in some kind of secret witness protection town?”

      Ben nodded.

      “Isn’t that a seriously risky idea? I mean, putting all those people together? You find one, you’ve got all of them. Easy enough to sell their identities to the highest bidder.”

      “Sometimes the craziest idea is the one that’s totally genius. I’d never think to look for someone in a whole town of witnesses, cut off from most of society. They have a little contact with the outside world through the military bringing supplies and a doctor and dentist every few months. The mail every Monday. That kind of thing. But it’s been forty years. No leaks, no breaches.”

      “So you hid my wife there.”

      “My brother said she’s doing very well, considering.

      “Does Grant go there?”

      “Actually, I was talking about my other brother, John. He’s the town sheriff.”

      The volume of information Sam’s sluggish brain had to assimilate made him nearly get sick all over again. Beth’s parents were dead, and she hadn’t been able to attend the funeral. The vice-president had been sworn in. Sam was a traitor. Tommy had been paid to betray them.

      “In all the ways she can be, your wife is being taken care of.” Ben paused a beat. “Your mother actually made a request to be sent to her, so she’s helping, too.”

      Yeah, right. Sam could imagine the help his mom was giving. Under normal circumstances his wife would be well capable of fending for herself.

      He should go to her. He wanted to go to Beth. But she would never accept a traitor for a husband. He had to clear his name and fix this with Tommy before he could ever step foot in that witness protection town. Sam was going to have to fly under the radar all the way home, no contact with anyone—except for one necessary stop-off to check in with his grandpa, and then get this business taken care of.

      Then he would go see his wife.

      “So what’s my next move?”

      This Ben guy seemed to know what he was talking about, and Sam wasn’t above hearing other people’s opinions. So long as they understood when he went his own way.

      Ben turned a sharp left. “Something is going on, and it’s pulled you into its tendrils. I’m working on it, but everything I uncover only gives me a hundred more questions.” He reached down, rummaged in the backpack, and then turned a sharp right between two trees.

      Sam gripped the door with one hand and took the dirty white envelope Ben held. The paper was from the desk of a major general of the Army whom Sam had heard of before. It wouldn’t have meant much if there hadn’t been a hand-written note on the bottom in Rear-Admiral Sanchez’s handwriting.

      That was a man Sam knew and respected.

      If both of them had signed off, it meant at least two good men knew what was really going on with Sam. Two men who would be allies when he wanted to clear his name, or allies if everything went wrong.

      “These are transfer orders.”

      Ben nodded. “You work for me now.”
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      Beth stared at the scrambled eggs and tried to breathe through her mouth. She would be in her second trimester next week. The nausea should have passed already. Maybe she’d just eaten something bad, like that bizarre attempt at chicken pot pie they’d had for dinner the night before.

      Sam’s dad had been the one who cooked in his house when Sam was growing up. It was why Sam was so good at it. His chicken parmesan was amazing.

      Although thinking about it now made Beth want to hurl.

      She took a sip of coffee and got up. Maybe she could just eat the toast later.

      Abigail stood in the doorway. “You don’t like my eggs?”

      Beth put a hand on her stomach. “I’m not feeling very well this morning.”

      “Oh no.” Abigail rushed over and put her hand on Beth’s arm. Her perfume had a weird floral tone to it that didn’t help. “Do you think it was those cupcakes you ate last night? Maybe I should call Frannie.”

      How Sam could have come from this woman was anyone’s guess. Although, maybe all married women thought that about their husband’s mother at one point or another.

      “Or maybe I’ll call the doctor. What’s her number?”

      “One-four-seven.”

      Sanctuary’s phones only dialed within the town. Like extension numbers. The only person who could call the outside world was the sheriff, from his fancy satellite phone. The only internet connection was in the library. No one had a cell phone, or an iPad. Sheriff Mason had laughed and said it was like living in nineteen seventy-two.

      Abigail picked up their home phone, the curly chord dangling between the handset and the base. “Although she’s not even a real doctor anyway...”

      That wasn’t exactly true. Remy had a medical degree—among others—she just didn’t regularly practice medicine. But she was all they had until someone more qualified entered the witness protection program.

      Abigail muttered, “Maybe
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