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      His job is keeping national secrets. Her job is to ferret them out.

      Ryker, head of the private security group that ended Kerberos, discovers that not all of the men responsible were brought to justice. Someone is trying to resurrect the program. They will do anything to keep their involvement a secret, including kill the sexy, headstrong reporter who wants answers Ryker’s not allowed to give.
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      Siobahn Murphy did not like unsolved mysteries. She never put a book down in the middle of a cliff-hanger. No matter how desperately she needed the facilities, she wouldn’t leave a movie theater if a major plot point was about to be revealed. Friends had learned not to play board games with her unless they wanted a cutthroat fight. Worse, she was damn competitive when it came to figuring out whodunnit.

      All of that made her an excellent investigative journalist, if she did say so herself. Her ex-husband, wherever his philandering soul might be, had called her a damned bulldog who didn’t have the sense to take herself out of the line of fire. Given that he’d died in Iraq trying to pull one of his men out of range of a sniper’s bullet, he hadn’t really been one to talk.

      Nothing sent her journalist’s instincts into overdrive faster than receiving negative attention from the government or law enforcement. A few minutes ago, a team of FBI agents had shown up at her office. Brushing aside the objections of the senior management and their protestations about freedom of the press, the agents had presented a subpoena that allowed them to remove all of her research notes on the article she’d written about the mysterious circumstances surrounding supposedly deceased military and law enforcement personnel.

      Standing in her senior editor’s office, arms crossed and one toe tapping, Siobahn demanded, “Why does the FBI need my notes now on an article that has already run?” What she really wanted to know was why the FBI had waited so long to take action. Surely they’d discovered the same information she’d published. That men from the FBI, other law enforcement agencies, and the military had been reported as dead, then later reappeared, alive, hundreds or thousands of miles away from their last known location. The men had all been more muscular than before, suggesting an excessive use of steroids. A few of them had been spotted “Throwing things around and roaring like damn Godzilla” per one eyewitness.

      Not long after, most of those enhanced men had been dead. For real.

      Yet during Siobahn’s research she’d found no evidence that the FBI or any of the other affected agencies had been working to put an end to the situation. Although, Toby Andrews, an officer with military intelligence and the brother of her friend and former colleague Faith Andrews, had started an unofficial investigation into the matter. Unfortunately, Toby had then disappeared. Unable to find her brother, Faith had turned to Siobahn for help, fearing that Toby had suffered the same fate as the men in Siobahn’s article.

      With typical stoniness, Ajax Fairchild, the jerk of an agent-in-charge—yes, dammit, another ex, although at least she hadn’t married this one—refused to answer. “Sorry, we can’t tell you that. National security.”

      “Where were you three months ago when my story ran?” she countered. “Don’t you think the FBI should have taken action to protect its agents long before now?” Oops. Seemed she wasn’t going to hold back after all.

      But Ajax—who the hell named their son Ajax in this day and age? Even worse, what did it say about her that she’d slept with him despite his overblown name?—ignored her question. After his team boxed up her paper files, the small whiteboard she hadn’t erased because she’d been working on a follow-up article, and confiscated her computer, Ajax handed her a form. “Sign this, please.”

      She felt so smug as she scrawled her name, acknowledging that the FBI had given her a receipt for the removed items and swearing that there were no other items on the premises covered by the FBI’s subpoena.

      Her smugness lasted until Ajax pointed out that the subpoena covered any information she kept at home, as well. Angry at the violation of her privacy when she hadn’t done anything wrong, and wary because it was likely people within the FBI had been part of the cover-up, she insisted on being present, along with the newspaper’s lawyer, while the FBI entered the premises.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d ended up on the wrong side of government scrutiny because of a story she’d been chasing. Just never before inside the United States.

      Of course, this was also the first time she’d uncovered such a far-reaching conspiracy within her own government. She had evidence suggesting that the missing men had been forced into a secret government program run by a man named Dr. Kaufmann. In pursuit of their goal of creating superhuman soldiers, Kaufmann’s scientists treated their subjects as disposable tools without regard to the men’s consent, comfort, or survival. The program operated under such a high level of secrecy that some extremely powerful government officials had to be involved in covering up its activities.

      In fact, Siobahn believed the conspiracy reached all the way to the Oval Office. A little over two months ago, Faith had called Siobahn and warned her to drop her investigation into the disappearance of Faith’s brother Toby. Faith had learned that President Bryne MacAdam planned to use Kaufmann’s enhanced soldiers in an unspecified upcoming attack.

      The President’s involvement explained why Siobahn’s contacts had shut the door on her inquiries, but it drove her crazy that she’d failed to ferret out the details. All she’d had were Faith’s reassurances that capable people were working to stop the attack.

      Then, several weeks later, President MacAdam had mysteriously resigned. The animated politician who’d loved to talk to the public in person had read a prepared statement from an undisclosed location, wearing a fixed expression that would have done Stonehenge proud.

      The short speech had included an unconvincing line about him still being unable to come to terms with his son’s death five years ago at the hands of terrorists. Since his resignation had occurred shortly after the anniversary of the day his son died, the statement had been taken at face value by the press.

      Except, nope, Siobahn hadn’t bought it.

      While she didn’t have any direct evidence—only Faith’s statement about the President’s involvement—Siobahn had pieced together a story she believed was closer to the truth. President MacAdam had decided to destroy some unnamed target in retaliation for the death of his son five years ago. He’d planned to use Kaufmann’s enhanced soldiers, including Faith’s brother Toby, to carry out the attack. Then some unknown group had stopped the attack and forced MacAdam to resign.

      As if to prove her theory, once the President resigned Siobahn’s contacts started talking to her again. Suspicious? No, not all.

      Uh-huh. Ri-ight.

      Unfortunately, her contacts didn’t have anything more to add to what she’d already discovered.

      Then, a month ago, the news had broken—her paper had been scooped by their main rival, damn it—that MacAdam had died of an apparent heart attack. While her newspaper’s White House correspondent had handled the immediate coverage, Siobahn had gone to her editor and received approval to include the former president’s death in her follow-up investigation regarding the missing law enforcement and military personnel.

      She found the timing of his death suspicious.

      Treading carefully, because if she was right and MacAdam had been murdered Siobahn didn’t want to draw unwanted attention to herself and risk physical harm, she’d begun mining her contacts for information regarding the former president. So far, she hadn’t received any responses beyond the expected expressions of sorrow over his death.

      But apparently she hadn’t been careful enough, if the FBI had suddenly decided she was worth investigating.

      What Siobahn didn’t know was whether this FBI raid was a result of high-ranking government officials covering their tracks, or a genuine effort by the FBI to finally investigate what had happened to their men. Either way, it was a good thing she only performed innocuous household tasks on her home desktop, such as paying bills and emailing friends. The personal laptop where she kept the majority of her research was currently locked in a safe deposit vault in Baltimore.

      After the FBI’s team finished with her home, Ajax asked her to accompany them down to headquarters for questioning. If it had been anyone else but Ajax asking, Siobahn would have refused, remembering Faith’s warning.

      “Please,” Faith had said. “Don’t draw any attention to yourself, Siobahn. I mean it. Lock your notes away so no one suspects you’ve kept them. Then focus on other things. A lot of very powerful people are running scared right now. Until they’re all rounded up, you’re in danger of being killed.”

      Siobahn had scoffed at that.

      “I’m serious, Siobahn. I can’t tell you what I know because I’m under oath not to talk about it, but the people who hid Kaufmann’s program will not hesitate to kill you if they think you’re a threat.”

      Even if others at the FBI couldn’t be trusted, Siobahn knew that Ajax was an honest man and would do his best to protect her. So she’d agreed to go with him to FBI headquarters.

      Now Siobahn and the newspaper’s lawyer sat across from Ajax in a small room while he interrogated her regarding her investigation.

      “Give me the name of your sources regarding the missing men, Siobahn,” Ajax said as casually as if they were out on a date and trading mundane details about their day.

      “No comment.”

      “You know my client can’t answer that question,” her lawyer added.

      “Who else did you talk to about your investigation?”

      “No comment.” Ajax understood enough about journalism to know that Siobahn had talked to her editor about her original article. If he didn’t also know that Siobahn had been helping Faith to find Toby, which involved sharing her notes, then Siobahn wasn’t going to enlighten him.

      “Does the name Kerberos mean anything to you?” Ajax asked.

      Siobahn hid her surprise. Damn straight she recognized the name. When she and Faith had started inquiring about a CIA black ops group called Kerberos that possibly had ties to the missing men, their research had hit a wall. For the first time in her life, Siobahn couldn’t get people to talk to her. She’d investigated many sensitive topics before. Dug up dirt on people who thought they’d scrubbed clean all traces of their misdeeds. But not even her most skilled cajoling moved her contacts past their fear regarding Kerberos. People saw her coming and ran. Faith’s contacts also refused to talk.

      Surfing the Internet, even delving into little-known forums about supposed government conspiracies had yielded nothing. Although they couldn’t provide sufficient verification, Faith and Siobahn believed that Kerberos had funded Kaufmann’s lab and used the enhanced soldiers for special missions, such as the President’s anniversary demonstration.

      “No comment,” she finally replied. Given the secrecy around Kerberos, she wondered if Ajax had permission to drop the name, or if he’d done it to startle a reaction out of her. He should know better. Neither Siobahn or Faith broke under pressure. They wouldn’t have survived years of overseas assignments in the war-torn countries of the world without being tough.

      As if reading her mind—a trait Ajax had definitely not displayed during their short affair, thank heavens—he asked, “Are you aware that your former colleague Faith Andrews had been conducting similar research? And that her house burned down?”

      “I saw the news report of the fire.” Afterward, Faith had told Siobahn to stop investigating. She’d pointed out that if the men involved with her brother’s disappearance had no compunction in burning down her house, they wouldn’t hesitate to hurt Siobahn as well. Even worse, Faith feared for Toby’s life if the men felt too threatened.

      Which, of course, had only made Siobahn more determined to get to the truth. But in order to prevent any retaliation against Toby, she’d reluctantly agreed to temporarily halt her research. In the privacy of her own home, however, Siobahn had written up her notes and documented a variety of theories, making certain she’d be prepared to restart her investigation as soon as it was safe.

      And she’d kept her ears open for any relevant pieces of information.

      None of which she intended to share with the FBI.

      Ajax’s questions went on and on, often asking for the same information but in a slightly different manner. Yet Siobahn didn’t dare tell Ajax the truth, even if she’d wanted to.

      Not that the uptight agent would ever dream of breaking or even slightly bending the law, but who knew if one of the guilty parties had access to his files.

      “For the last time,” Siobahn said. “No comment.”

      Ajax leaned forward. “Dammit, Siobahn. I’m trying to protect you, here!”

      She rolled her eyes. “Right. Sure looks that way from here.”

      “Siobahn—”

      She put her lips to his ear. “If you’re really determined to help, you should think about who among your colleagues you’d trust with my life.”

      His eyes widened as he sat back. Yeah, they might be completely incompatible even as friends, but the guy wasn’t stupid. He knew she was implying someone in his agency was involved.

      Ten minutes later, she was free. Siobahn bid a cheerful good-bye to her lawyer and headed to her favorite restaurant to wind down.

      Poor Ajax. The FBI’s raid had only reignited her determination to write that follow-up article. She was damn sick of everyone trying to muzzle her. Even Faith.

      After Toby had been rescued, Faith had made Siobahn promise not to write that follow-up article. “Toby and the other survivors of Kaufmann’s program don’t need their story making the news,” Faith had said, the pain in her voice touching Siobahn’s soft spot. “They’re struggling to regain their humanity. It’s not something that should be splashed across the front page. So please, let it go.”

      “You know I can’t do that. I’ll hold off on the article for now, but I need to know when it’s okay to pick up the story again.”

      Faith’s unhappy inhale had been audible. “I don’t know if that will be…advisable.”

      Siobahn’s ears had perked up. Advisable was their code for a story that was too hot at the moment, but would be exposé material once things changed. She’d understood that Faith would give her permission to proceed once it was safe.

      With that in mind, Siobahn had made the promise to drop her investigation. And meant it.

      Well, the FBI had just pushed her out of her play-nice zone. Their raid came too soon after MacAdam’s death to be coincidence. Forget subtlety. It was time to bust some balls.

      She dialed a number. When no one picked up, she left a message. “Faith, darling, you and I need to talk. The rules of the game have changed. Your grace period is over. You need to tell me what you know about MacAdam’s ties to Kerberos. Call me.”

      

      Dammit, she was late again. Two days after the FBI questioned her, Siobahn re-clipped her press pass to her blouse’s front pocket, picked up her purse from the metal detector’s scanner, and waved good-bye to the guard as she slung the heavy bag over her shoulder.

      “Henry, tell your brother he still owes me twenty bucks!” she called to the guard standing by the elevators. Henry gave her a grin and a thumbs up as she hurried past on her way to the staircase. His wolf whistle and “Nice legs, Murphy” made her roll her eyes, but secretly she was pleased. Hey, call her vain, but she had to admit that at forty-eight, she liked knowing her body was still considered attractive.

      “Don’t let your wife hear you say that, Henry,” she called back as she hit the stairs at a pace dangerous to one less skilled in running in four-inch heels. Aware that her pace had hiked up her skirt to nearly indecent levels, she tried tugging it down once she was out of sight of the guards. Damn you, Farsil. You owe me one.

      She hated covering Congress. Unfortunately, Farsil, another senior reporter at the newspaper, had finally taken a long overdue vacation with his family this week. Leaving Siobahn filling in on the Capitol beat. She’d done six months of legislative and White House reporting during her early years and hadn’t been able to get out of the political morass fast enough. She’d rather be embedded with a military unit in a hot zone than forced to listen in on hours of boring testimony just to extract one interesting tidbit.

      Of course, because Siobahn didn’t want to be here, she’d left the office with little time to spare to get to the congressional hearing on climate change. Thanks to nearby construction detours, she was now late.

      She barreled across the first landing, took a deep breath—damn, even with the amount of aerobic exercise she got every week she still didn’t have the cardio stamina of her twenty-year-old self—and hurtled up the next flight. As she reached the top of the enclosed stairwell, a man turned toward the stairs from the corridor.

      Siobahn collided with him and bounced back. One narrow heel slipped off the edge of the marble stair, throwing her off balance. She gave a little squeak of shock.

      Strong hands caught her arms, steadying her and keeping her from falling down the stairs. Siobahn gasped and grabbed onto the man’s forearms to anchor herself. He twisted slightly to the side, giving her enough room to get her feet underneath her on the slippery corridor floor while avoiding full body contact.

      The man had moved so quickly, and held her with such strength, that Siobahn just blinked at him. Not many men—hell, none at all came to mind—would have gone out of their way to avoid plastering themselves against a female. Yet this man kept a polite distance between them, and his fingers didn’t make any inappropriate side trips as he slowly released her.

      For a moment she just stared in confusion at the suit covering a lean, runner’s body. In her towering heels, she still came a few inches short of looking him in the eyes, which put him at slightly over six feet.

      Six feet plus of considerate male who’d just backed up another couple of inches to give her more space. She looked up into his face, wondering who the hell had such good manners.

      Whoa. The man’s narrow, aristocratic face had the kind of enduring good looks that made women do double takes no matter what age group they fell into. His nutmeg brown hair showed silver at the temples. She’d heard other women say natural gray made a man more distinguished. Siobahn just found this man sexy. His mouth was a bit on the thin side, but she could work with that. She had the feeling that when he set his sights on a woman, he knew how to give her what she needed. Her nipples tightened just thinking about the possibilities.

      She inhaled and caught the faintest scent of soap and aftershave. Nothing overpowering, which fit with his impeccable manners.

      Most striking of all, his eyes were a pure, light gray. Almost silver. They gazed at her with an intensity that made her squirm and want to reveal all her secrets. Which would be totally embarrassing, given the way he made her think of hot, sweaty sex.

      Hold on. What? Sex? Was she really thinking about sex now? In the middle of the freaking Capitol? She choked back a laugh. Well, at least her libido was alive and healthy. Given the recent drought in her love life, she’d been beginning to wonder.

      Forcing her thoughts back onto the straight and narrow, Siobahn said, “Sorry. I should have been watching where I was go—” Remembering the committee hearing, she checked her watch and swore under her breath. “Thanks for keeping me from falling.”

      She flashed him a smile, took a firm grip on her purse, and sidestepped around him. Then she headed down the corridor at a fast walk. Damn, damn, damn. The first interesting man I’ve met in months and I can’t stay to flirt.

      “Siobahn, girl, you’re still racing around like your tail is on fire. You nearly bowled poor Ryker right over.”

      Siobahn stopped, glancing over at a portly man with a shocking mop of thick gray curls beaming at her. “Hello, Uncle Sheldon.” Sheldon Wallace, the senior senator from Pennsylvania, had grown up with her father and the two had remained close. Their families had spent so much time together when she was a kid that Siobahn and her brothers felt like part of the Wallace family.

      “I thought you’d outgrown your recklessness, Siobahn.” Wallace smiled to take the bite out of his words.

      Used to his polished censorship of her behavior, Siobahn turned to look back at the man who still stood calmly where she’d left him, those piercing gray eyes making her shiver. She had the feeling that it would take more than one reporter in a hurry to unbalance the sexy Mr. Ryker.

      She shot a grin at Wallace. “No harm, no foul,” she countered. She moved in, accepted his bussed kiss across her cheek, then tapped her watch. “Climate change hearing. I’m late.”

      Wallace nodded. “Of course. But if you’re going to make a habit of gracing our halls again, young lady, then I expect a chance to catch up with you over lunch.”

      “I’ll set it up. I want to get a quote from you about the death of President MacAdam.” With a jaunty wave, which she admitted was mostly for Ryker’s benefit, she hurried down the hall, dodging a group of men filing out of a conference room. Wallace was one of the few congressmen she had any respect for. He might be old-fashioned in his attitudes towards women, but he wasn’t creepy. He just thought women were special creatures who deserved pampering and that it was a man’s privilege to smooth the way for the women in his life. He’d been highly opposed to her career as an investigative journalist, but then none of the males in her family had approved of her dangerous job, either.

      Still, Wallace was one of those rare men whose word still meant something. She might sometimes disagree with his politics, but he always took time to listen and to examine his opponent’s point of view before reaching a decision.

      Forced to keep to a more sedate pace due to the slipperiness of the floor, Siobahn wondered who Ryker was. It had been a while since she’d closely followed the machinations inside the Capitol, but she knew he wasn’t a congressman.

      Besides, with that well-balanced posture and his quick reflexes, she’d peg him as military. Or, given that he looked to be in his early sixties and had been dressed in a high quality wool suit and not a uniform, more likely he was former military.

      Too bad. She’d been married to a military man. Once had been enough.

      Hold it right there, girl. Marriage? You just laid eyes on the man for the first time.

      She’d have thought by now she’d have learned her lesson regarding being impulsive in matters of the heart. And, in fact, she hadn’t had a serious relationship in… God, was it two years? Something that was unheard of for her. But then, becoming a team leader at the paper had kept her so busy between her own investigations and editing the team’s pieces that she’d only had a few short-term lovers.

      So what was it about Ryker and his penetrating gray eyes that intrigued her so much?

      Spotting the door to the hearing up ahead, she buried all thoughts of romance, slipped her notebook and pen out of her oversized purse, and prepared to try and make a congressional hearing interesting for her readers.
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      “Watch out for that one,” Senator Wallace told Ryker as he started down the stairs. “She’s a reporter. I’ve known her since she was in diapers and she’s always been tenacious. If she gets a scent of the reason you’re here, she won’t let go until she’s uncovered the entire story.”

      Ryker nodded and joined the senator on his march to the lower level. He didn’t bother pointing out that he’d noticed Siobahn Murphy’s press pass. Or that he’d recognized her name. The Surgical Strike Unit, the privately run special operations group Ryker headed, had been keeping tabs on Ms. Murphy since the publication of her article about missing military and law enforcement personnel. After the Department of Defense and the FBI had failed to make any headway into locating their missing service members, they’d hired the SSU to investigate, so Ryker had been particularly interested in Ms. Murphy’s conclusions.

      At the time her article was printed, she’d hinted at a cover-up of the disappearances and suggested that the missing men had been funneled into an experimental government program attempting to create a super soldier. Although she’d given no names or other incriminating details, the SSU had continued to keep tabs on her.

      “You’re doing good work, boy,” Wallace said when they reached the bottom of the stairs. He clapped Ryker on the shoulder once before striding out.

      Ryker shook his head and shared an amused look with the guard. At seventy-six, Wallace called everyone under seventy “boy,” but it was a word sixty-three-year-old Ryker didn’t usually hear describing himself.

      He turned in his visitor’s pass and signed out of the logbook before following the senator into the bright D.C. sunshine. Slipping his sunglasses on his nose, he took the least crowded sidewalk away from the Capitol. His office was within walking distance and he needed the time to think. Not to mention that he preferred to check for a tail while on foot, rather than in the snarl of city traffic.

      Several times lately he’d had the sixth sense of being watched, as he did right now. Listening to his instincts, he decided to take a circuitous route through the nearby streets. His current tension wasn’t fully due to the invisible threat, however. He’d just come from a testy meeting of the joint House and Senate committees on intelligence, something that always left him edgy.

      As expected, the congressmen had ranted and blustered about being kept in the dark regarding the ultra-black ops group Kerberos that Wayne Jamieson, the former Director of In-House Projects at the CIA, had been operating right under the CIA’s noses. Because the SSU had been hired by the DOD and FBI to look into the reappearances of the supposedly dead service personnel, and because the SSU had made the connection between Kerberos and the missing men, Ryker had been stuck explaining to
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