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Twenty-three years ago...

The sun burned hot against the back of Penny McCafferty’s head as she crossed the busy city street. At a little before midday, she found herself swallowed by the Melbourne foot traffic hustling off to small, local eateries for lunch. Men strode by in business suits while the sound of women’s high heels click-clacked all around her.

Stepping up onto the footpath, she paused to take in the enormous Parliament building towering over her. Concrete stone steps led to great gray pillars. A busker to her left played Hallelujah on his flute. The soft haunting sound stirred a sense of dread in her stomach. Penny laid a hand over the churning organ before someone crashed into her from behind. She toppled over, banging her elbow on the sidewalk.

“I’m so sorry,” a deep voice boomed. A hand appeared. “Here, let me help you up.”

Penny took the offer of help and climbed back onto her feet. Standing up, she came face to face with the very man she’d come to see. His eyes widened in surprise as his other hand rested on her arm.

“Charles.” She didn’t mean to sigh, but the reason for her visit had wound her so tight she thought she might explode. “Thank you.”

“You’re not hurt, are you? Your husband will have my hide.”

She managed a chuckle as she rubbed her elbow. It had gone numb and her fingers tingled. “Not at all. I’m fine.”

He stared at her for a long moment, his appraisal giving her enough time to back out of this ridiculous idea. After all, he didn’t know she’d come to see him. Nor did he have any idea what she was about to ask. For possibly the millionth time, she re-considered her hair-brained scheme and questioned her commitment to it. It seemed outrageous. Hell, it was outrageous. Stupid. Insane. Downright crazy.

But necessary.

If she didn’t follow through, the potential consequences were beyond dire. Her husband’s and daughter’s lives were at stake. If she didn’t do this... She shook her head to rid herself of the thought of losing them. No. There was no other way.

Behind them, a tram dinged as it clattered by, pulling her back to the present. Her palms grew damp and she shifted her weight nervously from one foot to the other. Charles still watched her. Concern darkened his eyes and he stepped closer.

“You’ve come to talk,” he said, his voice certain. He offered an elbow. “Come.”

Penny wiped her palms down her scratchy hospital scrubs before linking her arm with his. Without another word, he turned them away from Parliament steps and led them along the sidewalk for a short distance. Across the street, she saw the Princess Theater where her husband had once taken her to see CATS. On her right, the tall trees and lush green carpet of Parliament Gardens sprang up. That was where he directed them and the cool shade offered sweet relief.

People sat on benches and rugs, picnicking on their lunch breaks. Some read novels while others shuffled through what appeared to be important papers. An older man, reading the day’s newspaper, looked up and glared at them, sending a shiver down Penny’s spine. Why did everyone suddenly seem like they harbored mal-intent toward her? Ever since she uncovered her mother’s deep dark secret, Penny couldn’t help but think everyone was out to get her. 

There were times when she wished she hadn’t learned the information her mother obviously wanted to hide. Maybe then her mind wouldn’t conjure trouble around every corner, but what was the alternative? Not know and be taken by surprise? No thanks. Though the paranoia was insufferable, it served a life-saving purpose.

“Tell me.” He patted her hand. “What’s on your mind?”

Penny took a deep breath. Charles Nelson had been a part of their lives for so long, first as her husband’s senior ranking officer, then as the police commissioner and now as a treasured friend. Since his move out of law enforcement and into politics twelve months ago, his lack of authority over them allowed them to become as close as family.

“Damien can’t know I’ve come to you.”

He stopped moving and gaped at her. “Penny?”

“Promise me, Charles, or I’ll say no more.”

A frown crossed his face briefly before he gave a single nod and continued. Their pace slowed to a stroll. Her heartbeat eased in response and she felt she could breathe again. “I’ve learned something terrible, Charles, and it’s put everyone I love at risk.”

“I’m sure it’s not as dire as you think, Penny.”

Her stomach gurgled in answer. “Oh, I think you’ll change your mind once you know.”

He led them to a park bench and they sat. Detangling herself from him, Penny twisted her hands together in her lap and silently debated one last time whether she should just apologize for wasting his time, go home and put this all behind her. If she kept her mouth shut, then perhaps Hope and Damien would be safe.

“Penny, you are worrying me. Is Damien okay?”

She nodded.

“Hope?”

Her breath caught in her throat at the thought of something happening to her little girl. At four, Hope embodied innocence and joy and all things good. “God, no. She’s fine.”

“So this has to do with you?”

Heaven help her. “Yes.”

He sat back and waited. Charles had always been patient and right now, she loved him for it. She took a deep breath, praying for the confidence to know she was about to do the right thing and that she hadn’t completely lost her mind.

“You remember that my mother passed recently?”

His eyes softened. “I do. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Penny swallowed. “While tending to her affairs, I discovered something. I never knew my father and I’ve always asked her who he was. She would wave me away, saying he didn’t care or didn’t want me, and that I didn’t need him. Well, I found something in her papers.”

Oh, God. She squeezed her eyes closed and wished she’d never found the truth. Too late now. Be careful what you wish for, her mother used to say. Hm, sage advice. Why hadn’t she listened to her mother?

“I found him. I know who he is but I’m pretty sure he would never have allowed it. If he’d known she’d fallen pregnant...”

Penny knew the stories. She’d heard the rumors. If the man who fathered her knew she existed...not only was she a liability, but she could challenge his other children for her share of the inheritance when the time came. While she had no desire to take any of their money, they didn’t know that. They weren’t the type of people who would welcome her should she come looking. Quite the opposite and the thought of what they might do to stop her from petitioning for a slice of the wealth worried her more than anything.

“Who, Penny? Who is he?”

She opened her eyes and shivered, the shade around them chilling her to the bone. Turning, she met Charles’s curious stare. She could barely muster more than a whisper as she said, “Massimo Mustang.”

The blood drained from Charles’s face and his mouth fell open. His eyes darted left and right before he leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Are you certain?”

To her surprise, she chuckled. Fear did that sometimes. “Absolutely.”

They sat in silence, Charles no doubt digesting the news. The head of the wealthiest family in the country was her father but more importantly, suspicion surrounded their family. Corruption, bribery, blackmail, murder; name the crime and they were invariably linked. Although unproven, their alleged crimes spanned the entire social class, from the bottom right to the top. Moreover, there was little doubt of their guilt. No one needed a court of law to tell them whether the Mustangs were dangerous and Penny didn’t want to be related to them anymore than they her.

Worse still, she’d married the one police officer who seemed determined to expose their felonious ways.

“Massimo Mustang.” Though barely above a whisper, the wonder in Charles’s voice caught her attention. Hearing the name said out loud reaffirmed Penny’s plan of action. To keep Damien and Hope safe, she needed to do this.

“I need your help,” she continued before her courage gave out. “Damien knows the truth, but you know him, Charles. He’s been investigating the Mustangs since before Hope was born. He’s intent on bringing them to their knees, but he doesn’t know just how much danger he’s in. They’ll kill him. They’ll kill me. God only knows what they’ll do to Hope—” A sob cut her off.

Charles took her hand. “What are you asking of me?”

Staring through the tears, she met his worried glance and spoke low. “I need to disappear. I need Massimo to believe I’m dead, that I pose no threat to his family or his money.”

“Does he know about you?”

Penny’s thoughts stilled, his question catching her off guard. Did Massimo know? While she was fairly certain he didn’t, DNA proof existed. How her mother obtained it was anyone’s guess, but it was only a matter of time before someone informed him.

“It doesn’t matter,” she heard herself say. “The sooner I’m out of the picture, the better.”

He pressed his lips together, the expression on his face one of apprehension. “So, you want to go into hiding?”

She shook her head. “More than that.”

“Fake your own death? That’s a little extreme, Penny.”

“Maybe, but it’s the only thing to do, Charles. Surely you see that?”

He shook his head. “You’re safe for now. Talk to your husband. There’s enough time for you both to figure out a different plan.”

“Oh, you know Damien. This will just make him more determined to bring down the Mustangs. He’ll go after Massimo harder, which will make the backlash worse.”

Charles appeared to consider her request, before saying, “This is final, Penny. There’s no coming back. Damien will believe you are dead.”

She nodded, her heart threatening to break in two. “I know.”

He looked grim. “Hope will believe you are dead, too. It’ll take her a long time to understand.”

Tears burned her eyes. “That’s the only way this will work. If I just disappear, Damien will come looking for me and you know he’ll find me. You have the power to make this happen, and I know you’ll stand by Damien when it does. Promise me, Charles.”

Charles sighed, resignation saddening his expression, and she knew he’d say yes.
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Present day

Chaos erupted around them as the boom of a mortar rocket exploded nearby. The foundations shook under Penny Strong’s feet as surgical tools on the tray beside her clinked together and the lights overhead flickered. Monitors beeped, alarms rang, and medical staff bustled by, but she never took her eyes off the patient on the gurney.

Beside her, Rebecca Larkin filled her hands with gauze pads and pressed them to the patient’s chest, hoping to stem the bleeding. Francois Bisset worked frantically to find the bleeder in the gaping wound while blood spurted into the air. Even Christopher Georgiou, anesthetist by trade, held a clamp in one gloved hand and a suture needle in the other.

While they worked to save the dying mother, Penny stood at the end of the gurney as the pregnant woman hemorrhaged. Still alert, the patient pleaded for them to save her baby in between cries when the pain of the wound in her chest competed with birthing contractions. Despite doing this work for the last twenty years, Penny didn’t think she’d ever seen so much blood. It soaked through all of the paper covers of the gurney. It pooled on the floor at their feet. She even saw some of it splashed on Francois’s white sneakers.

The large round belly before her rippled with a baby’s movement. The high-pitched squeal of the fetal heart rate monitor sliced through the mayhem and signaled that they didn’t have long. The baby was in distress. The mother was bleeding out. There was no time for anything less than a miracle. From between the woman’s legs, a gush of blood gave way to the crowning head. Penny met the victim’s wild, wide eyes and gave a nod, silently urging her to push. Screams pierced the air but were soon drowned out by the whistle of yet another mortar rocket.

Penny’s heart raced and she had to resist the urge to take cover.

The fighting had never come quite this close to the hospital before, but it wasn’t unexpected. Reports this morning foreshadowed the danger. Why both sides of the war converged on their location was anyone’s guess but if she knew one thing for sure, it was not random. There was growing unrest about their presence in the port of Aden and despite their foreign aid flag out the front, their sanctioned service received more and more threats each day. They were supposed to be protected by international law but in the midst of battle, such decrees often went unheeded.

“We’re going to have to evacuate,” Francois announced. The expression on his face was one of despair when he looked at Penny.

“Soon,” she agreed, reaching forward for the baby’s emerging head. “But not until this babe is delivered and you save the mother.”

His thick, dark eyebrows knitted together. “No pressure, eh?”

The long running joke fell flat today. Usually, they enjoyed a little macabre humor. Death humor, some called it. Others referred to it as black humor. Laughing in the face of danger often helped them get through it, but she suspected the closeness of the fighting had rattled all their cages. It wouldn’t be the first time they’d had to run for their lives, but it would be the first time here in this war-torn corner of the world.

When the second mortar hit, the impact rocked the ground. Concrete dust fell onto her from the building structure as the vibrations reverberated up her legs. Surgical implements jumped off their table and clattered to the floor. The stand for the IV drip rolled away until the tube connecting it to the patient pulled taut. Rebecca used the tube to pull it back toward them. When it appeared the brake had snapped, she put her right foot on the base and held it in place while balancing on one foot to assist Francois.

“Push!” Penny instructed over the din of the small hospital. Screams, wails and groans filled the air. “Push now!”

The woman moaned, looking ready to give up. Her skin paled and her eyes glazed over. Not now. If she lost consciousness in the middle of delivery, it would spell the end for both mother and baby, and Penny wouldn’t let that happen again.

“Pinch her ear, Bec.”

The nurse did as instructed, taking the earlobe between thumb and forefinger to give a mighty squeeze. That woke the mother up and when she laid eyes on Penny, she nodded. With a roar she bore down and helped the bub right out into the world. Penny caught the slippery shape and went to work preparing the umbilical for sever.

The lights went out completely for two blinks before flashing bright again. Penny worked faster, clamping two points of the cord before cutting the section in between. Wrapping the baby in a blanket, she rubbed the little boy’s chest with her knuckles and was rewarded with his first cry for air.

A moment of euphoria flowed through her before she realized the frantic movement around her had ceased. Christopher shook his shock of black hair and closed his eyes, Bec drew the sheet over the mother, and Francois checked his watch.

“Time of death, fifteen-oh-two.”

Penny blinked at the suddenness of the call. “How?”

Francois ripped the latex gloves from his hands angrily. “I don’t know how she stayed conscious as long as she did. Her heart was torn.”

Sometimes miracles did happen.

Penny cradled the baby boy and rocked him in her arms. The senselessness of the war around them struck her dumb. Twenty years and she still didn’t understand how humans could commit such atrocities upon each other. The reason for fighting didn’t matter, nor the means, but the outcome? More than a hundred years had passed since the first great war and no one had figured out how to protect the innocent.

She gazed down into the chubby red face to see dark eyes staring back at her. She’d lost count of how many babies she’d delivered only to be orphaned within minutes or hours but she’d never forget the feeling each one left her with.

Longing.

A desire to run back to her past, to pick up her daughter and feel those limbs cling to her struck her for possibly the thousandth time. Shame flamed her cheeks as loss filled her chest. The efforts she’d gone to in order to save her family a mere waste. Life stole them from her—not the way she’d feared—but taken all the same. She’d sacrificed everything to save their lives, so she wouldn’t be the last one standing. All for naught, as she remained the last of her family. Penny hugged the newborn with everything she had.

“Pen.”

She ignored the call.

“Penny! We have to go.”

Francois took the child and gave him to a nurse. He shook Penny by the shoulders, snapping her back to the present and out of her nightmare.

Out of the frying pan and into the fire.

The florescent lights flickered and shook, the fittings swaying on their chains as the building took a direct hit. Chunks of concrete rained down around them. Before her, Francois nodded and she understood they had to flee. He took her hand and led her through the corridor, Bec and Christopher hot on her heels. They took the stairwell. She ignored the giant cracks appearing in the concrete walls and willed her feet to move faster. When they hit the ground floor, daylight greeted them.

“Where’s reception?”

A crater had ripped an enormous hole in the wall. Rubble blocked the way. “This way!” Christopher called from behind them and they used the rear exit to leave the building. Black smoke filled the air, its acrid smell coating her nostrils. Penny blinked at the brightness around her but wished she hadn’t.

The buildings that once stood beside the small hospital had been obliterated. She saw a woman’s body bent over a broken door, then realized the catastrophic damage to the woman. The instinct to help was overwhelmed by panic and a tangible sense of her own mortality.

The sound of gunfire erupted as the four of them ran for the SUV and climbed in. Another mortar whistled overhead before it smashed into the third floor of the hospital. Loud groans filled the air as the building swayed. Screams from inside called her back but now that they were safely enclosed in the car, it became obvious there was nothing she could do.

The concrete building that had served as their hospital began to topple. More direct hits to its foundations caused it to collapse in on itself, one floor at a time until a plume of dust and smoke billowed where it once stood. She watched, helpless as the vehicle pulled away, and wondered if the disaster would even make the news.

The car carrying them bounced over blocks of concrete and rubble, Francois a little heavy on the accelerator in his haste to save them. Penny held the handle of the door as she was jostled by the deep potholes that scarred the road. It wasn’t until they were four blocks from the hospital that the ringing in her ears dimmed and the machine gun rapid fire of her heartbeat eased. She took a breath and saw the city as if for the first time.

Every building bore evidence of the fighting. Small and large holes pockmarked the towers that remained. In some, entire corners of buildings had been blown away, as if a hungry giant had come along and taken a bite. Amidst the turmoil and devastation, simple signs of life persisted. A line of washing here, shoes at the front door there. Somehow, some way, humans persevered with what they had because this was their home. Unlike her team, they had nowhere else to go.

Penny looked at each of her companions in turn.

Frenchman Francois Bisset drove, his wary darting eyes a study in concentration on their surrounds. Beside him, in the front passenger seat, Briton Rebecca Larkin sat pale faced with wide eyes full of shock. Blood trickled down the side of her face though the wound looked to be superficial. Next to Penny in the backseat was Greek Christopher Georgiou. The four of them had worked together for almost three years, from South Sudan to Syria and now here, in Yemen. They’d seen horrific injuries, deaths, births, torture and anguish, but they’d never before seen their hospital targeted and destroyed.

“Where are we going?”

Francois glanced at her in the rear-view mirror. “We’ll drive to head office, in the capital.”

Hours away. “We should call first.”

He barked a harsh laugh. “I think our first job is to ditch this vehicle. It’s clear no one wants us here anymore.”

Penny conceded his point with a nod. “But why?”

Beside her, Christopher took her hand. At twenty-eight, he seemed much older than his face suggested. “You know why.”

She pressed her lips together to stop from arguing. He was right but she didn’t want to admit that more and more foreign aid workers were being targeted by rebels and insurgents. It seemed ridiculous that anyone would accuse them of helping one side or the other when they provided medical care to all effected. They did not discriminate who they allowed into their emergency rooms. The rebels had even held a knife to Francois’ neck before and yet he treated their injuries and wounds as their mission dictated. It could only be described as an abomination that the international laws intended to protect them were conveniently ignored.

Penny squeezed Christopher’s hand and tried to smile, but her mouth wouldn’t cooperate. Turning in her seat, she caught sight of a dark object out of the corner of her eye. Before she could react, it collided with them from behind. The vehicle spun, throwing her against the door. Her head hit the glass window, dazing her. She was flung upward when they rolled, Christopher’s body tangling with hers as they went over and over, legs and arms everywhere. The world went dark for a moment, before the ringing in her ears started again. Only this time, it stung her eardrums and brought tears to her eyes.

The SUV finally came to a halt. She lay on top of Christopher, the vehicle on its side. Penny blinked, her vision blurry, her mind unseeing. She moved, expecting pain, but she was remarkably unhurt. Rubbing her eyes, she tried to make sense of the moment but then the vehicle began to rock. Voices outside yelled instructions. She understood some of the words and more of the intention. The side-to-side rocking grew violent before the car tipped, landing back on its wheels. The bounce jarred Francois awake, though Bec flopped unconsciously in her seat.

Shadows surrounded them as doors were yanked open. Hands reached in and grabbed her. Dragged out of the vehicle, Penny tried to fight them off but there were too many and they were too strong. Carried away, the heat radiated off the road and the afternoon sun blazed down on her. She was thrown into the back of a large van, the impact on the metal surface sounded through the cavernous interior. Another body landed beside her before another and another. Doors slammed shut and an engine roared.

The vehicle moved, knocking her off balance. In the darkness, she groped around to find the others. Francois coughed and Christopher groaned.

“Bec?”

No one answered her.

“Rebecca?” She spoke louder.

“I think she’s out cold,” Francois answered, sounding groggy.

“Where is she?”

“Over here,” Christopher answered. “I have a pulse, she’s alive. Are either of you hurt?”

“I think my arm is broken,” Francois informed them.

Penny was grateful there weren’t worse injuries. “A bump on the head,” she said. “You?”

“My ribs.” Christopher sounded winded. “Nothing to write home about.”

Another of their dark jokes but no one laughed. Suddenly, Penny wondered if any of them would ever write home about anything ever again.
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Laying in the crib, his grandson slept. Damien McCafferty watched the tiny chest rise and fall, and listened to the rhythmic inhale and exhale. A shock of black hair stood at a multitude of angles from the babe’s scalp, the intensity of its color taking them all by surprise. Clearly, he’d taken after his father but Damien saw glimpses of his daughter in the child. The blue eyes. The button nose. The nous.

Yes, the kid already showed signs of intelligence Damien doubted many other six-month old babes did, but he had to admit he was biased. How could he not?

“You should take a photo, it’ll last longer.”

He turned at the sound of his daughter’s voice. Her words brought an old memory back to life and a smile to his face.

*
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Arriving late never worked out for him. His punishment this time? He was forced to sit next to the new girl in the front row. He’d thought she was a nerd, but the blond bombshell with the gorgeous smile made him wonder why he ever sat up the back of the room. Damien turned to introduce himself only to find her staring at him with a grin.

“Hi.”

Damien swallowed. “H-hi. I’m Damien.”

“I know.” Her blue eyes flicked away from him back to the blackboard where old Mrs. Stevens had started writing up the lab notes.

Damien couldn’t turn away. Her blond bob sat just below her ears and the bangs of her fringe met her eyebrows. The frilly white neckline of her shirt exposed fine collar bones and a slender neck with skin so smooth his mouth watered. She shifted on her stool and his eyes fell to the denim skirt that reached her knees. Slim calves poked out the end and her white sandals showed toenails painted bright red. His heart pounded in his chest.

Had someone turned on the heating?

Damien tugged at the collar of his shirt and turned back toward Mrs. Stevens, and the old biddy smiled at him as if she could read his mind. It was like having his mother catch him with a dirty magazine. Embarrassment gritted his teeth, or maybe that was the tightness of his jeans...he couldn’t tell for sure.

Beside him, Blondie spent the next ten minutes ignoring him, her focus completely on their teacher explaining how to dissect the sheep’s heart correctly. The vivid description put an end to his focus on the girl next door and left him trying not to hurl at the thought of having to slice and dice some poor animal’s organ. When the lab tech placed the fist-sized heart on their bench, Damien stared at it morbidly. He’d heard sheep being slaughtered on his grandpa’s farm and his stomach sloshed noisily.

The beauty beside him chuckled. “You queasy?”

He shook his head. “You know some poor animal had to die for us to be educated, right?”

She nodded, her eyes soft, her smile sincere. “We’d better not waste the sacrifice then.”

She sounded just like his grandma and he couldn’t help but smile. They snapped on rubber gloves and made the necessary cuts as directed by Mrs. Stevens. His partner’s steady hands and confident use of the scalpel fascinated him and he found himself content to watch her deft movements rather than participate.

At almost sixteen, he’d never seen a girl so fearless. Usually, the fairer sex in his class squirmed and giggled and protested that they couldn’t possibly carry out such an experiment until one of the boys stepped in. Not this one. He couldn’t imagine she’d ever need help. Awestruck, he studied her while she worked. She’d enrolled a week ago and he’d barely paid any attention to her, although how he hadn’t noticed her confounded him.

“You could take a photo,” she said softly. “It’d last longer.”

Caught out, he felt his cheeks get hot. “How come I don’t see you around school?”

She glanced toward him under those long, fair eyelashes. “We don’t all play sport or hang out down the back of the oval. Some of us have to study.”

He almost laughed. If anyone had to study, it was him. His brain didn’t do schoolwork. The mental gymnastics of math gave him a headache and he couldn’t wrap his lips around Shakespeare’s take on English, let alone understand how it applied to his life. “Why do you have to study?”

Her mouth curved into a pretty smile and he noticed her glossy lips. “I’m going to be a doctor one day.”

She sounded like it was a given. Like she expected it would happen. He smiled at her self-assuredness. “What’s your name?”

“Penny.”

“How do you know my name?”

She set down her scalpel, her dissection complete. On the board, the heart sat exposed, its walls sliced open, its inner structure on show. The perfection with which she’d wielded the knife seemed effortless. He wished he could be so unafraid and precise. Sometimes, he could do little more than bang his head against a wall just to make his mind think.

Penny nodded toward Mrs. Stevens and then leaned close to his ear. The scent of apples tickled his nose. “She warned me about you.”

*
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“Dad?”

Damien blinked back to the present. Standing in the doorway, leaning an athletic shoulder against the door jamb, Stevie reminded him of the woman who first spoke those words to him. Tall, blond, and blue eyed, she looked just like her mother had all those years ago. An ache welled up inside his chest.

The unexpected trip down memory lane propelled him across the room where he tugged his daughter into an embrace that he knew was too fierce. Her sweet laugh helped ease the loss and her equally strong hug chased away some of the heartache, but it could never completely erase the fact that his actions had brought so much tragedy to them all. A tsunami of guilt threatened to smash him but he clung to his daughter and gave silent thanks she lived.

“Hey, what’s this for?” she chuckled, kissing his cheek.

Damien pulled back and framed her face with his hands. Staring into those blue eyes, he could easily see her mother. “She said the same thing when we first met.”

Stevie blinked, the look in her eye turning to one of love. “Mum.”

He nodded. He never had to say her name for Stevie to know who he meant. “Of course, I was staring at her while she dissected a heart at the time, but still.”

His daughter grimaced. “Ew.”

He laughed and smoothed a hand down her hair. It’d grown long again and now that she’d stopped dying it black, it shone bright blond even in the dimly lit nursery. “And you are so much like her.”

Stevie rolled her eyes with a playful grin. “You say that every day. You’re starting to sound like a nostalgic old man. Or so my husband says.”

Her husband wasn’t wrong. “Yeah, well, so is Riley.”

Stevie threw her head back and gave a hearty laugh. “You got that right.”

Behind him, baby Max stirred. Damien turned, tucking Stevie under his arm and leading her to the side of the crib. Luckily, Max settled back into a deep sleep. Damien watched as Stevie smoothed the blankets over her son. As far as motherhood went, he couldn’t fault her. Perfect didn’t begin to do justice to the way she handled it.

“I have some news for you,” she said, straightening to slide an arm around his waist. Her beaming smile and sparkling eyes could only be described as beautiful, but she did take after her mother.

“Yeah?” he squeezed her to him.

Before saying another word, she took his free hand and pressed it to her abdomen. “Number two is on the way.”

Every thought fell out of his head. Her soft belly under his hand felt warm. As an only child, Stevie had never known the joy of having siblings but the thought she could give that gift to Max made his heart soar. Pulling her into his arms again, he kissed her on the temple and thanked his lucky stars. Not only did he have her back in his life, he got to experience the bliss of family the way he’d always intended.

Well, almost.

But there was no point dwelling on it.

“Thank you,” he heard himself say.

“That’s an odd thing to say,” she whispered at his ear.

“Your mother and I had planned a large family.”

Explaining it hurt too much. Stepping back, he took her hand and led her from the room to let the baby nap. From the upstairs corridor, they descended the stairs where Riley stood in the kitchen, waiting for the kettle to boil.

He smiled as they joined him, but the look in his eye when he turned his attention to his wife gave Damien a sense of comfort he never thought possible. Eight years older than Stevie, Richard Riley had followed Damien to war. They’d been to hell and back and the way that man loved Stevie would make any father beam with pride.

“I hear congratulations are in order?” he released her to stretch a hand out to his son-in-law. Riley shook it.

“Thank you. It’s wonderful news.”

“It is.”

When the kettle whistled, Riley set about making coffees while Stevie sat at the dining table. Their large country homestead felt homely enough, and he very much enjoyed living here with his family. The arrival of Max had him spending more time than ever in the one spot. Gone were his days of flying here, there and everywhere. No longer did he live out of his plane as he tracked down the scum of the world. He thought he’d miss it but he didn’t. Not now that there was so much to live for.

“Are you okay, Dad?”

He blinked. Dad. He almost had no right to hear the word, after he faking his death a little over ten years earlier. He’d given up all his rights of fatherhood in a bid to protect his little girl—and he’d do it again in a heartbeat—but he couldn’t deny that this second chance was more than he deserved. “Couldn’t be better,” he said with a smile.

“Well.” Stevie grinned. “What if I told you my little junior will have some company?”

At first he thought she meant twins or—God help them—triplets, but she gave a small shake of the head and his thoughts turned the other four men he’d once commanded. Though the war in East Timor ended a long time ago, they were all still together. His elite team, dubbed the Shadow Soldiers courtesy of their covert expertise, had survived against all odds to make it out the other side where they could get on with their lives in relative peace.

While Richard Riley bore the physical scars, Gabriel Jackson, James “Hollywood” Wright, Benjamin Goodman, and Magnus Nettleford shared an array of mental war wounds they’d learned to live with.

With Gabe and his wife, Kate, having recently welcomed twins into the world, he doubted it was them. Benny too had just assumed the responsibility of two orphaned children with his fiancé, Beth. That left Hollywood and Mia, or Magnus and Julie. Truth be told, he wanted both of them to announce they were expecting so he didn’t much care which one she confirmed. He shrugged, not daring to guess. Stevie glanced at Riley, the mischievous little imp enjoying this far too much.

“It’s either Mia or Julie,” he finally said. She groaned in mock disappointment.

“You’re no fun. I wanted you to try and guess.”

A coffee mug appeared before him. “What?” Riley grinned, the deep scar on his cheek making it lopsided. “You didn’t know already? Have we caught the great Damien McCafferty off-guard?”

Damien waved him away. “Go on, have your fun.”

Both of them chuckled. Damien picked up his coffee and sipped, the hot liquid sliding down his throat with ease. The colder weather had settled in and his weary bones were creaking in response. His thoughts briefly drifted back to last year, when one of his soldiers had reunited with the love of his life and another tried to kill them all; when this little alpine town, Wills Crossing, captured their hearts enough to encourage them to settle and put down roots. The last year had been a whirlwind of adventure and a timely hint to enjoy life and not let it slip through his fingers.

But it had also been a stark reminder of what he’d lost, what he’d almost given up, and what he knew he should never take for granted again.

“Oh, Dad.” Stevie pulled her chair close and took his hand. “You’ve gone all nostalgic.”

“Have not,” he argued but his parry was dismal. With a blink, he succumbed to the truth of it and rolled his eyes playfully. “Sorry.”

She kissed his cheek. “Don’t be. I like seeing you all grandfatherly and protective of your clan.”

Her words stirred his pride. “So, tell me,” he said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Who is it, then?”

“Mia. Hollywood is going to be a dad.”

That ought to be fun to watch. Damien smiled at the very idea of it. “Strangely enough, I think he’ll make a wonderful father.”

Before anyone could say another word, they were interrupted by a squalling child and a ringing phone. Stevie claimed Max while Damien pulled his phone from his pocket and stared at the number. The country code surprised him and the attached caller ID both intrigued and worried him.

He glanced at Riley who waved him away to take his call, and he hurried from the kitchen out the back door onto the deck to answer. Cold wind sucked his breath from him and made him wish he’d had time to don a coat, but it was too late now.

The hairs on the back of his neck tingled and when his sixth sense hollered, Damien knew that letting this call go through to voicemail was a bad idea.
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Chapter Three
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“JP?”

There was a brief pause before a blast from the past reached Damien’s ear drums. “The great Damien McCafferty!”

Damien grimaced at the theatrics, then smiled at the familiarity of the rolling r’s of JP’s heavy accent. “Aye, who else?”

A deep rumble of laughter carried across the globe. “My friend. It is good to hear you after so long a time. Are you well?”

“I am.” He tucked the phone between his shoulder and his ear so he could shove his hands in his pockets. “And you?”

“Oh, you know me. I get by.”

The man had a strange definition of getting by. Jean-Paul M’bala lived a life of luxury in his fortress-like compound deep in the heart of Cameroon. A former Red Beret, he commanded his own private militia who knew that betraying JP’s trust was akin to suicide. JP conducted his business with the precision of a war commander and the patience of a gnat. He had no time for men with their own agendas and no desire to pander to personal vendettas. As for finances, the man understood international trade and had an affection for the finer things in life—whether money could buy them or not.

Damien chuckled and jogged on the spot to stay warm. To call him a friend was a stretch but he could count on JP as an ally. There was a limit to his generosity, though. Damien hadn’t just learned not to cross the line, he’d found a number of ways to protect it, earning a favor or two from the arm’s dealer who considered himself one of the good guys.

“So, tell me, to what do I owe the pleasure of your call?”

The line went quiet and he wondered whether JP sat in his office overlooking the courtyard complete with pool and wet bar, or whether he sat on the rooftop terrace, with its panoramic view of Cameroonian Highland Forests to the south and savannah of the Adamawa Plateau in the north.

“My friend.” JP’s somber voice put an end to Damien’s random musings. “I am afraid I have some disturbing news.”

“We haven’t spoken in a while, so it must be important.” In fact, they hadn’t spoken since JP informed him a price had been placed on Stevie’s head in exchange for her life. As much as JP owed him, he had a debt to repay too.

“I have always honored my promises to you. You once asked me to keep my eyes open for news regarding captures of your country men and women, but I am afraid this time, it may more personal than even you can imagine.”

Damien bit his tongue. Sometimes, JP used more words than were necessary. “Go on.”

There was a sharp inhale of breath. “I have received word that a team of foreign aid workers were taken hostage in Yemen.”

“Yemen? That’s a little ways from
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