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Dedication
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To my cop, a completely honest one, the one that keeps me on track when I write these–Rollin–my everlasting thanks.

And to Darwin, my knight in shining armor who saw strength when I didn’t.
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Chapter One
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Brandy woke but lay still in the comfort of Jason’s arms, knowing she was more than lucky. The man she loved, loved her as well. He was a jewel of a man, though he wouldn’t think that of himself. Did he not realize that his first act upon becoming ‘free’ again was to ensure the families of his fallen compatriots had gotten their benefits? And he knew about her, about her differences, all of them, as well as where they originated. He hadn’t bolted from her after learning of them.

Brandy Carter, as she was now known, was subtly different from everyone around her. She had been reared in very unique circumstances from all but two other people on the planet. Nip, now in Africa, and Kat in Asia worked for them as she did.

The latest of her tasks, assigned by her trainers, had brought Jason Douglas into her life, and changed everything.

Why were these her first thoughts? Must be their next task, but she’d think about that when she was more awake.

She just hoped their collaboration would continue personally as well as in their work. Their task, the first they had worked together, was now completed. The investigations into the ambush that had killed all of Jason’s men and nearly him as well would continue, but the man at the top of the conspiracy had confessed, to the astonishment of way too many people. That confession was already being fought, but too many people had received copies to quash it completely.

“You’re thinking awfully loud,” That sleep sexy voice caused her heart rate to increase.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.”

“Are you sure?” He pulled her even closer, and she felt his morning tribute to her.

“Well, if you don’t have anything more important...”

He spun her toward him and proceeded to prove she was indeed the most important item on his agenda for the day.
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Brandy looked up when Jason joined her in the kitchen, his hair still damp from his shower, and accepted the cup of coffee she held out.

“I thought we might see if Jeffrey and Angela are busy tonight,” she suggested.

That was a twist for her, to see people that remembered her, and to see them purely for social reasons. Jeffrey Osborn had also come into her life due to the task that brought her Jason. He was an FBI agent who had been in pursuit of Jason to begin with. Fortunately, he’d been open minded enough to listen to Brandy, to observe and, to an extent, accept things around him that were hard to explain.

Angela Clark was the sister of Jason’s best friend, Brian-Curly-Clark. One of those killed in the ambush that had caused so much trauma and heartache for so many. Now she held place as Jason’s pseudo-sister and to both Brandy and Jason’s delight, was in a warm and growing relationship with Jeffrey.

“I’d love to see them,” he said after a sip of her excellent brew. “Any special reason?”

“Well...”

“You have a new task.”

She nodded.

“Am I invited?”

Brandy smiled and felt herself relax. “You are.”

He grinned at her. “Cool. What can you tell me?”

“We’re going to Columbus, Ohio. Ever been there?”

“Not yet. What’s the deal?”

“I’m not sure of all the details. That appears to be one of the side effects of these more complicated tasks. There’s a woman that needs our help, and a small pocket of corruption we can clean out before it grows any larger. Have you ever worked security?”

He chuckled at the question. “Depends on what you mean. Yes, that’s what the company I worked for was created to do. We were good. What type of security are you talking about?”

“You’re the lead this time.” She weighed her words, because she didn’t have all the facts yet. “You’re going to have a job at a new venue, a high-end club, in charge of security. You’re a good friend of the owner.”

“Oh? Do I know his name?”

“We both will soon. I’m going to begin packing and get started on getting us a place to live.”

“Fascinating.” He shook his head, but he was smiling.

She felt his eyes on her as she headed for her computer. Hopefully some of the skills from that last task would remain again. She was still a pretty good cook from the task that had brought her Jason, if she did say so herself.
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Jason watched Brandy head back into the bedroom. He did feel like more a part of the team this time. If she was correct about him being the lead, that meant they—the aliens that had trained her—were beginning to trust him, and he would not be hiding in a car during whatever takedown ensued. It would probably always be unnerving to him for her to receive the information about these tasks she was assigned. It had helped him accept things better when he met the other two Terrans she’d been trained with, Nat and Kip, and spent a little time with them. He knew Brandy missed them since they’d returned to their part of the world to continue their own work.

Terrans—now there was a different concept when he allowed himself to think about it.

He wondered in passing if he and Brandy would ever get to visit Africa or Asia to spend time with her friends, as a tourist rather than how he’d seen those areas previously.

After cleaning up the kitchen, he joined Brandy in the bedroom. She broke the connection on the phone as he entered. “We got the house.”

“You bought a house?” He stopped in his tracks. They’d never discussed finances, other than that thousand-dollar prize he’d won playing scratch-off at her direction. That had led him to believe her and afterward he’d just gone along. Something else he needed to follow up on. He didn’t want her to have to be the only earner in the family.

He wanted to contribute. The insurance payout for the business that no longer existed had come to him, as the last one left alive. The families of everyone else had finally received their benefits as well. That had been part of the completion of the task. Those funds needed to be invested, but that was for later.

“No. It’s a fully furnished rental and at a very specific location. It just became available and it’s part of what we’ll be working on.”

He only nodded. He’d get more information when she did, probably on the drive to Ohio.
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Chapter Two
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Krystal Beck tensed as she heard the door from the garage open. That was a constant in her life, tension... and fear. Her husband, Roger, was home and she had to be on her guard. What kind of mood would he be in this evening? Her day at work had been good. As supervisor of the Accounting Department for Carson Properties that wasn’t always true. It would be so nice for that to continue this evening. She pasted a smile onto her face and turned toward the door.

“Hi,” she said, and he smiled. Thank goodness. A tiny part of her remembered how she’d been drawn to that smile a long time ago. Slightly crooked, he’d used the grin to good advantage. Roger had been attractive to her then. He might still be considered so by some, those that didn’t live under his thumb. She struggled to see that now. He’d gained some beer weight and didn’t exercise as much any longer, wearing the same size pants he’d worn when she met him, but they rode a little lower now. He left chasing down perps to the younger officers. His hair had thinned a little on top, but nothing that needed a comb over yet. He kept it regulation short, nothing she could grab in an attempt to protect herself.

“Something smells good.”

She relaxed a little more. He seemed okay. “I remembered you mentioned you were thinking about that corned beef and cabbage casserole your mother makes, so I made one. I hope it turned out okay.”

“I’m sure if you followed Ma’s recipe it will be good.”

“I did.” She came around the island and saw his eyes go to her skirt and harden.

There shouldn’t be a problem with her attire. It wasn’t a pencil skirt, it was a-lined and fell to just at her knees in a demur navy. The blouse she wore was white, with long sleeves of course, to hide the bruises. It wasn’t low cut and she’d worn a navy and white scarf with a gold edge. Just a few days ago he’d been upset that she had worn slacks. She was always on edge, never knowing what would set him off. It never took much.

“That’s what you wore today?”

“Yes.” She smoothed the fabric at her hips.

“A skirt?”

“They don’t like us wearing slacks all the time at the office. We can wear them, but not every day.”

“Did that decree come from that letch, Meyers?”

“No. Mrs. Mitchum from Human Resources mentioned it. Not just to me, to all of the assistants.”

“Mrs. Mitchum?”

“Yes, you’ve met her.”

“One of his whores?”

“No, not at all.” Damn, she needed to defuse this before he got any angrier.

“How old is she?”

“I’m not sure, but she has two grandchildren. From their pictures on her desk they’re—” She shrugged. “Six and ten? You met her at the company picnic.”

“Gray hair, about five foot two?”

“Yes, that’s her.”

He nodded, grudgingly then angered again. “And Meyers ogled your legs all day.”

“Actually, he wasn’t in the office today. He had to go out of town for a meeting.” She didn’t bother to say he wouldn’t have eyed her in any case. Roger wouldn’t believe her. He never believed her, and she didn’t want anything to set him off again.

Before he could comment, the timer on the oven dinged. Hopefully that would distract him.

It did, and he looked in that direction.

“I hope the casserole turned out okay. What would you like to drink? I have tea and beer.”

“Tea. I might be called back in.”

“Go wash up and I’ll get the food on the table.”

He hesitated for a moment, then nodded and left the room. She had to put her hand on the island for a moment to support herself, her knees had gone weak with relief, but it looked like he was calm again. She’d be sure to wear slacks tomorrow and let him see her before she left.

Krystal had cleaned up the kitchen as she cooked, as per his long-standing instructions, but he still looked everything over as he took his seat, looking for a reason. Any reason would do.

His food was arranged carefully on his plate, no food touching any other food, a cloth napkin at the side of his plate. His favorite glass held his iced tea to the top right of his plate, above the knife.

He took a bite of the casserole and nodded. The tightness in her chest loosened a little more and she took a bite herself. Maybe tonight would be pleasant after all.
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Mike Sidney looked around his hotel room. It was adequate for now, but he needed to find a permanent place of his own if he was going to truly move back to town. He wanted to stay, right? In any case he needed more room than this place offered. Columbus was a good center for his operations, and he was very familiar with the city, having grown up here. His parents’ home had been sold years ago. He’d driven by the place last time he was here and noted that the neighborhood had changed significantly. Older homes had been torn down and new McMansions inhabited the area. His old house was still there and a few more—one in particular—but he didn’t know if anyone he knew still lived there. There was no one to ask.

He’d find something when he got the time. No, he’d need to make the time to find a place to settle.

There was no need to worry about running into someone he didn’t want to see. Columbus was a city, and he ran in different circles than the people he’d grown up with. At least from one of the people he’d grown up with. He shut down that train of thought immediately. He couldn’t change the past. Life had moved on. That was the way of the world. Regret didn’t have to be part of his everyday life.

He could find a woman to spend time with. It wasn’t that hard in his position. The problem was finding one he cared about or could stand for more than a few weeks. Were his standards really that high?

Hell, if he was going to get maudlin about it, he needed to decide on another city for his base. He’d screwed up and Krystal had moved on. Deal with it.
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