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For Kevin, Forever my greatest hero. 
CHAPTER ONE 

She couldn’t believe how anal Justice Department investigators could be. Commando Tamia Kuan laughed tiredly as she leaned her head back against the sofa in her quarters in the Commando compound known as the Underground – partially because its location was top secret even in Intelligence circles, and partially because it was literally buried deep under what was left of Manhattan since the Divide. She winced as she rolled her shoulders in an attempt to unknot the tension in her muscles caused by twelve hours of being scrutinized by six pairs of unfriendly eyes. 

Warm, strong hands eased her around until she was sitting sideways and slowly massaged her shoulders. With a grateful groan, Tamia let her head fall forward and arched into their touch. “God, Rick. I never wished a day to be over so bad in my life. Those guys at the JD could give lessons in ‘bad cop’ to the Narcs.” 

“Shh,” Rick murmured from behind her, dropping a gentle kiss on her exposed nape. “Don’t think about it right now, babe.” 

Tamia tilted her head to cast him a puzzled look. Richard Carinson was not a man who let things slide past him easily. If she ever needed proof of that, she only had to glance at the ring finger of her left hand where a tiny rainbow of gemstones winked at her, reminding her of Rick’s determination to marry her, regardless of the risks. 

Theirs wasn’t an easy road to walk. Especially now, Tamia acknowledged, sliding her hand across her pregnancy-swollen belly as the baby within her moved. She was six months pregnant, and she’d done her best to hide it from everyone, including – until three days ago – Rick. 

Tamia heaved another sigh, this one of regret. It wasn’t as if she wanted to hide her pregnancy, especially not from Rick. But she’d signed the War Department’s Fertility Code – what every military man and woman referred to as “that damned Code” – to get into the Commandos, and her choice to have this baby wasn’t just illegal under the Code established before the Reaver War; it was an act of treason, and could cost her life. 

The Fertility Code of 2090 made it illegal for any member of the armed forces to have children. Marriage was permissible, if frowned upon, but kids were deemed a morale problem and mission distraction, and therefore entirely out of the question for military personnel. And, while technically not 4 

under military regulations, the law required the Commandos to sign and swear to the Code, as well, at pain of ending up branded Subversive Militia. 

So, when Tamia had realized she was pregnant, she’d done everything she could to safeguard that secret, determined not to have the required abortion. Her choice had nearly cost her Rick instead; he’d been hurt and angered by her constant refusals to marry him, until she’d finally been forced to admit to her pregnancy. And though Rick, as her unit commander, was required to issue the abortion order, he’d safeguarded her secret instead and made her swear to protect their child above all else. She loved him even more for that. 

“Hey,” Rick murmured against her ear as his arms slid around her waist to rest against her belly. “Why the worried frown, babe? You okay?” 

She nodded and leaned back against him. “I don’t want to leave, Rick.” 

He sighed. “We’ve already been over this, Tamia. It’s not safe for you to stay, right now. Kuron’s is the best place for you; no one will find you, there. If the brass finds out about the baby—“ 

Tamia turned her head away, sighing, as she burrowed against him. She didn’t want to have this argument again. She didn’t want to have to think about the consequences of anyone finding out about her pregnancy. The whole thing was just too terrifying. She felt Rick give her a gentle squeeze of understanding as he whispered, “Sorry, honey. It’s old ground, I know. And I don’t want you to go, either. I’m going to miss you like hell.” 

She didn’t want to think about that, either. Already, her heart felt torn in half. 

“What’s going to happen to Tolson, now?” She asked instead, changing the subject before she broke down. They’d discovered John Tolson’s role in the security leak two days ago; the head of Internal Affairs had been taking bribes to overlook some very unsavory activities and actively working to aid drug lord Charles Horner. 

Rick snuggled her closer, sighing. “After what he’s admitted to, he’ll probably get the electric chamber. The Tribunal’s taken a rather dim view to corruption in recent years. And his replacement’s slated to be sworn in day after tomorrow.” 

She heard the doubt in his voice and felt her heart squeeze with dread. “Who is it?” 

“Mark Black— Pete Wilson’s Undercover Ops chair over at FBI.” 

She pulled away slightly to turn and look at him. “And you don’t trust him?” 

He snorted. “Black has an agenda; I don’t trust anyone with an agenda. I met him just before Montreal. He had some ambitious designs on running his own department, even then.” 

She had to admit, she didn’t much care for the sound of that, either. But anyone was better than Tolson. The idea of anyone working for Charles Horner made her blood run cold. She had her own demons, the drug addictions she’d worked out of her body before Basic Training, thanks to the special Detoxification regimen. But convincing herself she didn’t need the drugs anymore had taken a lot longer, and had been her own doing. And after what they’d found at Pier 40, she was afraid she’d never really be free. The past was so strong… 

She stared at her hands, laced with Rick’s on her abdomen, and realized they'd avoided one subject since he’d received that phone call from Mount Sinai Medical Center. “And Jean?” 

He rested his cheek against her dark hair, and she felt the shudder that moved through him. She couldn’t blame him; she felt ill every time she remembered how they’d found his childhood friend during their search of Pier 40. 

“She’s awake, now, but she hasn’t said anything, or given any kind of indication that she’s aware of her surroundings,” he said, and she could hear the pain radiating in his voice. “I talked to her doctor in Boston, too. I even called her mother and husband.” 

She squeezed his hands lightly, proud of his courage. He hadn’t walked away from his friend when she needed him, even though mistakes littered their past, and even when he’d been afraid, his association with Jean would cost him Tamia. “And?” 

He drew a deep breath and tightened his arms, as if seeking assurance. “Jean’s mother, Marsha, is flying in as soon as she can get someone to take over her hearings. She was so furious when I explained what happened that I actually had to talk her out of confronting Horner personally.” His lips twitched against her hair. “Marsha Grady isn’t a woman you want on your six, I can assure you from personal experience.” 

“And Jean’s husband?” 

She felt him stiffen and knew it wouldn’t be good. Ice crawled along her spine as Rick’s voice broke over her, quiet with fury. “You’d think Jim O’Neil hasn’t spent the last six and a half years living with a war correspondent. He didn’t even know she’d come to New York, and had no idea why she was here. He didn’t seem to care, either.” 

“Some people can’t handle thinking about their loved ones in harm’s way,” Tamia said quietly. “Jean has a very dangerous job—“ 

“She’s his wife! She deserves to know he cares enough to find out what’s going on. He ought to know—“ 

She turned to look at him. “If you had the choice, would you choose to know about my job? Wouldn’t you have preferred to not know about Porto Alegre, or Poco Nanches, or—“ 

“I couldn’t stand not knowing,” he rasped and covered her mouth in a kiss that rocked clear to her soul with its intensity. He was right; not knowing was a hell no one should have to face. 
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She didn’t have an answer to the unspoken question in his eyes when he finally drew away, so she kept her mouth shut and let the silence slip comfortably over her. He would understand. As they sat together, lost in their own thoughts, the door tone sounded, startling them both. Tamia recovered first and leaned to hit the access pad, calling, "C'mon in." 

Dr. Jenifer “Cat” LaSaulle stuck her head in as the door opened. "Rick, Tamia, we have a problem." 

Jen’s matter-of-fact attitude made Tamia's heart lurch. "What?" 

"It's Kelly..." 

They were on their feet and moving toward the corridor before she finished. 

"What's wrong?" Tamia asked as they started down the hall. 

"She was burned." 

Tamia's heart flipped over in dread, and Rick's face took on a new grimness. 

"How bad?" he asked as he picked up the pace. 

Jen shook her head. "I don't really know, yet, but it looks pretty bad. I found her in her bathroom, throwing up blood. I got her settled in bed, but now I’m afraid to move her. I can’t get her to the infirmary, so I’ve got Matt gathering up what I need." 

"Damn," Rick swore tightly, his expression black. "Why didn't she tell us?" 

"She said there was enough on everyone's mind, and she didn't think she'd been hit that bad..." 

Tamia sucked in her breath. "Therm or chem?" 

"Thermal. A fucking Long Knife. Kelly said she felt it, but didn't think it hit much, just muscle." 

Rick slammed his hand down on the access pad to Kelly's quarters. As the door slid open, the rich iron scent of blood mixed with the sour odor of stomach acid hit them. In the bedroom, Chelsea Perez was seated beside the bed with a large basin in her hands. Kelly Blake lay stiffly on the bloody sheets, her dark face contorted in pain, and sweat running down her skin. 

Tamia flew to her side. "Kelly!" 

The dark woman's eyes opened. "Ge'rissa..." she mumbled breathlessly. "Ne'rissa. Ge'rissa." 

Chelsea's troubled eyes locked on Tamia then. "I do not understand what she asks for, but she has asked for this often." 

Tamia whirled to face Jen. "Jen, get a med-cruiser!" 

"Already on its way, by now." 

"And call Carrissa. Just tell her Kelly needs her." 

Jen nodded and headed for the phone. Kelly squeezed Tamia's hand gratefully. "Good lass...God...hurts...bloody..." 

"Shh. Save your strength." Tamia brushed damp strands of dark hair from Kelly's face. 

A moment later, Jen hung up the phone. “Carrissa’s on her way. I’m going up to the rendezvous point.” 

As Jen disappeared through the door, Kelly laughed weakly. “I’m gonna die.” 

“Stop talking like that,” Tamia said severely, Kelly’s hand clasped tightly in her own. “You’re too stubborn to die, Kelly.” 

Kelly closed her eyes and stifled a groan of pain. “Jen… wouldn’t go anywhere if she thought I had a chance…” 

“Jen’s doing everything she can,” Matt Clipper said from the doorway, before he crossed the room to crouch at Kelly’s side, a hypodermic needle in one dark hand and a Blood Replacement Unit in the other. “This’ gonna hurt like hell, girlfriend.” 

Kelly’s laugh was hoarse, cut off by a gasp of pain. “Don’… sugar coat… Watchdog…” 

He flashed her a grin, even as Tamia caught the flicker of fear in his eyes. Even Matt wasn’t invulnerable to this horror. 

“Shh. Lay still, Kelly,” she said, one hand against the other woman’s shoulder as Matt injected the regeneration serum and then hooked up the BRU. He looked up, and his dark eyes met Tamia’s. She swallowed hard as she saw the hopeless fear there. Evidently, she wasn’t the only one who was afraid it was already too late for the only cure in existence. Forcing her voice light, she turned back to the dark woman in the bed and said, "Carrissa'll have you fixed up in no time." 

"Where's Rick?" Kelly struggled a little, trying to raise herself. 

"Right here,” Rick answered her, coming to stand beside the bed. "Just hold on, Kel. The med-cruiser's on its way." 

"Rick, make sure..." she was laboring for breath now, and Tamia had a feeling the other woman wouldn't be able to hang on for the med-cruiser. "Make...sure...they don't forget C'rissa. Promised her I'd.... be there...." 

Tamia's heart wrenched at the pain in those words, and she turned her eyes away as she struggled against tears. Kelly Blake and Carrissa Leads had been lovers for longer than the Commandos had existed. Kelly'd joined the team against all Carrissa's protests, and she'd been lucky, until now. Now, she faced something worse than death - the fear of leaving the one she loved with nothing. Under military law, widows and bereaved lovers of military personnel killed in the line of duty received military death benefits. However, military law did not cover gays and lesbians; it never had. Up until the Divide, the military hadn't even drafted homosexuals. Though it wasn't a fair policy, the military 8 

had worked under it for centuries. Change was coming, but far too slowly for the numbers who lost their lives every day. 

Rick moved to lay his hand over Kelly's, squeezing it lightly. "Kelly, I promise you that ... if anything should happen, Carrissa will be taken care of, no matter how many goddamn military Regs I have to break to do it." 

Her eyes closed, and she nodded, her chest heaving with the effort of drawing breath. Tamia turned her face away, tears tracing her cheeks. If only Carrissa would get here in time... Family was the only non-Commando personnel allowed access to the Underground, and that was only when accompanied by a Commando. Jen had gone up to wait for Carrissa. Hopefully, they were on their way down now. 

As if in response to Tamia's thoughts, the door slid open, revealing a drenched Carrissa Leads, her wet brown hair pushed back behind her ears and painful fear in her green eyes. Matt backed away from the bed, moving toward the door where Jen stood, and Tamia caught the small shake of his dark head, and the answering flicker of pain on Jen’s face before she turned her gaze back to the petite woman who stood frozen just inside the door. 

As Carrissa’s shock evaporated, a small gasp flew from her lips, and she rushed to the bedside. Tears running down cheeks already slick with rainwater, she fell to her knees as she reached for Kelly's free hand. She pressed it to her damp cheek, then to her lips. "Kelly! Dear God, why...?" 

Kelly's dark eyes opened., One dusky hand smoothed the light brown head softly, and then caressed one pale cheek. 

"Hush, love," she murmured, her breathing easing slightly, though pain still radiated from her eyes. "We knew it would happen, someday." 

"But why you? God, Kel, I love you..." 

The flicker of her former humor returned, for an instant, to the dark woman's eyes, and a small smile touched her lips as she murmured, “Remember Saint George? ‘To slay dragons…’” 

“ ‘You must first slay your demons.’” Carrissa’s smile was faltering as she struggled to be brave. 

Kelly grasped Carrissa’s hand tightly. “This was my dragon, love. This was always my destiny.” 

Then, she turned her eyes up toward the ceiling with a small gasp. "The angels are singing, C'rissa. Can you hear them? It's so beautiful..." 

Her breathing faded away into nothingness, her eyes staring into eternity. 

Tamia turned her face away, her eyes squeezed shut against the tears. Carrissa was crying softly, clinging tightly to Kelly's hand. Rick leaned over the bed and closed the dead woman's eyes, his face expressionless. Only Tamia, who felt his trembling through the hand on her shoulder, knew the emotions he struggled against. She heard him draw a shuddering breath and looked up at his face. His pain-filled eyes were on Carrissa. He knew what he, as team leader, had to do. Tamia knew as well as he did that knowing it didn't make it any easier to do. She’d done it herself, more times than she could count, when she’d been a Tanker. Slowly, she reached up and squeezed the hand on her shoulder, offering him her silent support. He shot her a sad, grateful look, then crossed around the bed and gently touched the petite woman's shoulder. "Carrissa..." 

"God damn you!" she screamed, springing to her feet and beating her small fists against Rick's chest. "I hate you, I hate you, I hate you! Why couldn't you mind your own fucking business? Why didn't you just let us alone? Damn you, she'd be alive if not for you and your war! I...I...” She collapsed against him, body wracked by sobs. 

Rick clasped the petite woman against himself, feeling the violent sobs that rattled her whole frame. His grip tightened as she wavered, and he feared she’d collapse. But he didn’t expect it. He already knew Carrissa Leads was made of stronger stuff than that. She’d fought him ferociously to keep Kelly out of the Commandos. Besides, with her fatalistic outlook on death, Kelly would never have allowed a woman who couldn’t function without her to love her. That wasn’t Kelly’s way. 

Carrissa didn’t disappoint, either. Within moments, her sobs stilled and she jerked away from his touch, glaring at him instead. She wiped her hands across her wet cheeks in a delicate attempt to dry her face. Her green eyes made a slow circuit of the four other people in the room, and Rick saw Tamia tremble slightly. Then Carrissa cast a final, tortured glance at Hood’s body. She sucked in a sharp breath, and Rick braced for another attack. But Carrissa wasn’t about to give in, now. She straightened her shoulders and strode out of the room, her eyes fixed straight ahead. 

Rick shot Jen a glance and jerked his head subtly toward the door. No way was he letting a civilian just wander all over the compound without an escort. With a nod, Jen left, hot on Carrissa’s heels. He could hear the murmur of the two women talking, before the front door of Kelly’s quarters closed, leaving him to deal with the next step. 

“Matt, get her down to the Infirmary,” he ordered in a flat voice that made him wince internally. “I’ll make funeral arrangements, unless Carrissa requests otherwise, but I need Jen to sign off on the death certificate first.” 

Matt nodded soberly, for once subdued as he left to get the transport gurney. 
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“I will clean up in the bathroom,” Chelsea offered quietly as she moved toward the bedroom door. 

“Chels, Kelly was due to relieve Walter in Comms in about ten minutes. Do you think…?” 

She nodded, and her eyes lowered. “Sí. I will take the shift.” 

Rick could only manage a nod of thanks as a familiar numbness started to settle over him. Jen called it situational detachment. She claimed he shut down emotionally whenever confronted with a crisis. She was too damned perceptive, like any shrink. 

His gaze turned, and the ground tipped beneath his feet, throwing him totally off-kilter as his eyes met Tamia’s. Those mahogany depths overflowed with pain that twisted in his solar plexus like a blade, making breathing impossible as his heart splintered. Where Carrissa’s lashing out and body-wracking sobs were symptoms any amateur psychologist could see – those of severe emotional shock – Tamia’s reaction was in a completely different category. She knew the reality of death too well to be shocked by it, and the grief in her eyes was unbearable. Sharp pricks danced across the backs of his eyes, and his vision blurred slightly. He wondered what was wrong with him, even as he drew Tamia into his arms. His heart cracked as she buried herself against him, trembling, and hot tears made twin tracks down his face. It’d happened. They’d lost one >of their own. Rage and grief battled in his chest as his eyes fixed on Kelly over Tamia’s head. 

“Rest in peace, Kel,” he murmured to the dead woman on the bed as grim determination settled over him. “You will be avenged.” 

CHAPTER TWO 

Rain beat a steady, muffled tattoo against the cloth-draped wood, and kicked defiantly against the puddle-strewn mud. Standing frozen in the downpour, Tamia felt as if the water lashed her soul as well as her poncho. A few feet away the priest droned on. Nothing he said was making her feel any better about this. 

It wasn’t right. She wanted to scream, to rail at the Universe that had unfairly cut short a good woman’s life. Instead, she was in this state of bleak numbness, unable to process the emotions howling inside of her. Lifting her mahogany eyes from the casket that held her friend’s body, she focused on the petite woman who stood, lock-kneed in defiance of her grief, near the priest. She looked so alone. Her green eyes were fixed on the casket, and her heartbroken expression was one Tamia knew would be forever imprinted on her memory. Carrissa looked so fragile, as if life had ceased to exist inside her world. 

Closing her eyes, Tamia bit back the sting of tears, her teeth digging into the inside of her lip as she fought grief. She felt Rick’s hand settle gently against the small of her back, felt the baby inside her stir, and couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to have all of that ripped away, no matter that she’d fought that very fear from the beginning. If she lost Rick, Tamia wasn’t sure she’d ever function coherently again. 

The priest finished with his prayer, and Matt, Jen, Kathy and Walter, the Commandos who’d been pallbearers, stepped forward to remove the unit flag that draped Kelly’s casket. Grim-faced and silent, they folded it into a perfect triangle and presented it to Rick, as unit commander. 

Tamia felt cool air replace Rick’s hand at her back as he stepped away, taking the folded flag. She heard his sharp breath and knew he was searching for strength as he turned and walked toward Carrissa. While military regulations specified that only the spouses or blood kin of deceased military personnel were entitled to be offered the flag from the casket, Tamia already knew Rick didn’t give a damn about Regs. Carrissa was the woman Kelly had loved, and that was enough for him. Wordlessly, he offered the folded flag to Carrissa, and Tamia knew, from the way his shoulders were braced, that he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t get it thrown back in his face. 
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Carrissa sucked in a sharp breath and stretched out violently trembling hands to take the flag, drawing it to her chest as her body shook with silent sobs. Tamia heard Rick’s voice and knew he’d offered his condolences. She forced her leaden feet forward until she stood before Carrissa as well. 

“I’m sorry,” she managed in a hoarse whisper, only barely hanging on to her composure. God, she’d seen too many funerals in her life! “We’re all going to miss Kelly.” 

At the mention of Kelly’s name, Carrissa’s tortured eyes went to the casket again, as if she was waiting for Kelly to step out and declare everything a big mistake. “Not like I do.” 

There was nothing more to be said. Grief radiating through her, Tamia moved away, watching as the rest of the team extended their condolences as well. Most were subdued, and Walter and Chelsea both had words of commiseration, having lost spouses they loved like life. But Tamia was surprised when calm, collected Jen, of all people, didn’t make it through any words, breaking down with a fierceness that was unnerving to watch. With a softly uttered condolence for Carrissa, Matt eased Jen from the ground, wrapped his arms around her, and murmured something in her ear as he led her, clinging to him, toward the chapel. 

Slowly, the rest of the unit followed suit, in a quiet procession that said life would go on, even if grief came calling. Only Tamia and Rick remained, standing a short distance from casket and grave. Tamia ached from holding in her pain. Leaning into the comfort of Rick’s embrace, she watched Carrissa take faltering steps toward the casket and there drop to her knees in the rain-softened earth, sobbing and rocking as she clutched the folded flag to her chest. 

Tears stung Tamia’s eyes at the raw grief that radiated from the woman on the ground. Carrissa didn’t know anyone was still there; she’d been so determined to not show her pain in front of them. Tamia understood that; she knew all about masks. 

Rick shifted, as if he meant to go to Carrissa, but Tamia stopped him with a light hand against his chest and a shake of her head. 

“Let her say good-bye,” she whispered through a throat that felt raw with the anguish she held back. Looking up into Rick’s face, she saw the indecision in his eyes before he nodded and closed his arms around Tamia again. Together, they remained in the rainy cemetery, standing silent guard over their friend’s lover, until Carrissa rose unsteadily to her feet, pressed trembling fingers to her lips, and then to Kelly’s coffin. Wet hair hanging around her face like a veil of mourning, she clutched the flag to her and walked slowly away, without a single backward glance. Remembering Kelly, and her beliefs on looking forward rather than back, Tamia knew that action was the hardest thing Carrissa would ever do for her lover. It was the sweetest eulogy anyone could ask for. 

CHAPTER THREE 

Rick watched Tamia closely, worry eating at him, as they exited the elevator into the Underground. She’d been silent and withdrawn ever since leaving the cemetery half an hour ago. While that wasn’t unusual, given the circumstances, Tamia’s quiet wasn’t the grief of a mourner. Instead, he sensed a sad, unnatural stillness about her that was an indicator of emotional shutdown. 

It must be hell on her. Tamia had the rare ability to put herself in someone else’s shoes and see life through their eyes. For reasons Rick wasn’t sure he understood, Tamia’s lifetime in one war zone after another had strengthened the empathy in her that had been torn from him by the time he’d hit sixteen. That empathy had kept her silent about her pregnancy, to spare him the pain he’d suffer if they followed that damned Code, like they were supposed to. He knew that, now; but knowing it didn’t lessen the hurt of knowing she hadn’t trusted him enough. 

Rick closed his eyes and sighed heavily. If only he had the same intuition about people, especially Tamia. He’d shut that part of himself down so long ago that he didn’t even understand his own impulses half the time. His intuition was reserved for the battlefield. He could plan strategy, read the enemies’ weaknesses without ever laying eyes on them, and feel the vibe of a dangerous situation. His brain had no trouble processing that data-- it’d been trained to make snap judgments on that very information. But dealing with people on an individual basis wasn’t his strong suit. He couldn’t read an emotionally volatile situation, let alone diffuse it. He’d reacted shamefully to Tamia’s uneasiness, pain, and fear. He’d taken it as a personal attack, because he was afraid, and he hadn’t understood. He scrubbed his face wearily. Whenever his heart was involved, he was lousy at reading signals. 

Like now. His brain scrambled to keep up with the jumble of emotions roiling in his chest. He wanted to comfort Tamia, but something told him she wouldn’t let him. Her shoulders were set in that familiar, standoffish manner. Yet, she was clearly distressed, and he wasn’t sure it was completely 14 

because of Kelly’s death. The funeral, and Carrissa’s grief, had obviously gotten to Tamia in ways he didn’t understand. 

And so, as he usually did when confronted with an emotional situation he didn’t understand, Rick did the only thing he knew how to do. He let her walk away. He hated doing it, and knew the time would come when he wouldn’t be able to hide like this, anymore. Tamia deserved better than that from him, and he swore to see that she got it. 

As he entered the Command Center, Rick frowned. Apparently, today was going to be the day he confronted humanity head-on. Seated at the table, her face buried in her hands and a file spread open on the table in front of her, was Jen LaSaulle. 

“Jen? What’s up?” 

She started, and her hands flew to cover the file before her. Clearly, she was surprised to find she wasn’t alone, and his eyes narrowed as he wondered what she was doing. She kept her face lowered, but he still saw the dampness on her cheeks and knew she was crying. Through his mind flashed her breakdown at the cemetery. He knew her file, that she’d lost her first love to brutal torture in the early days of the Divide. It didn’t surprise him that she couldn’t handle the funeral of a teammate. No psychology degree in the world could totally separate Jen from her humanity. 

“You okay?” He sat in his own seat, his eyes never leaving her. She nodded jerkily, using a wrinkled hanky to wipe her face as she lifted a rueful smile to his watchful gaze. 

“Guess it’s pointless to hide the tears. Matt says I’d make a lousy poker player.” 

Rick’s eyes dropped to the file, marked with red medical tape, and his brow furrowed. “Is that his file?” 

Her eyes went wide. “No. Why?” 

“The medical tape is red. That indicates a disease or severe medical alert. Since Matt’s just reckless enough to get into a bad situation….” 

Jen drew an unsteady breath as she straightened. “It’s not Matt’s. It’s…it’s Kelly’s. I have to process the internment paperwork, and…” 

As her words trailed off, Rick’s eyes narrowed. Why had he never known Kelly had a medical condition? Jen turned over yearly physicals to him for transfer to IA. There’d never been any mention of Kelly having a health problem. 

“What did she have?” 

Jen sighed, and shook her head. “You know I can’t tell you that, Rick. Doctor-Patient privilege still applies, even after death.” 

He frowned. “Okay. Just tell me if it was dangerous. Was she going to die, anyway?” 

Jen’s answering shrug was helpless. “That’s hard to say. She had a fifty-fifty chance of living a normal life. I don’t think that was good enough odds for Kelly.” She closed the file and met his gaze. Rick read the concern in her green eyes. “How’s Tamia taking all of this?” 

“That’s the sixty-four thousand dollar question, isn’t it?” He muttered as he recalled her reactions. “She says she’s fine.” 

“But you don’t believe her.” 

He cocked a brow at her. “Trying to psychoanalyze me, Doc?” 

A flicker of a smile crossed her face. “I’m not blind, Rick, and neither is anyone else. We’ve all seen the new ring Tamia’s wearing. You care about her more than you let on, which doesn’t surprise me. But your eyes tell me you’re worried, and I know it isn’t about me. So, answer the question. Do you believe her?” 

“No,” he muttered as he surged to his feet and paced restlessly. He hated being cornered, hated talking these things out. But he was even more torn up inside by the knowledge that Tamia wouldn’t turn to him in her pain. She wouldn’t let him help her. “Her eyes have that dead look – the same one she gets whenever anyone asks about her family.” 

“That’s only natural,” Jen said quietly. Rick’s head lifted sharply, his eyes boring into her. How did she know what was and wasn’t natural for Tamia, dammit? Jen smiled sadly. “I read her file, too, Rick. She watched her family die at another’s hands, while she was unable to help or avenge them. She has a lot of bottled-up rage.” 

“Against the Chinese.” 

“No.” Jen leaned back in her chain, her eyes on him. 

Rick sighed. “C’mon, Jen, give me something to work with. You’re the psychologist.” 

“Doctor-Patient privilege, remember?” 

“I’ve read the file, Jen. I’m just asking for your assessment.” He narrowed his eyes, watching her intently. “Is her hatred for the Chinese going to impact her performance, if we end up having to go into China to resolve this?” 

Jen was silent for a long moment, before she shook her head. “That’s just it. As much as she hates the Chinese government, she doesn’t feel entitled to that hate. She reserves the place of ultimate dishonor for herself, and that shame is killing her from the inside.” 

Rick stopped dead in his tracks, his gaze going blank as he recalled the first time he’d ever seen Tamia. Behind the relief in her mahogany eyes had been a resignation he hadn’t understood. He’d chalked it up to battle fatigue and jungle conditions, at the time. Even low morale. But what if it’d been something more elemental? 
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“It doesn’t make sense,” he said as he moved back to his seat. 

Jen blinked at him. “What doesn’t make sense?” 

“Tamia’s Tibetan, not Chinese. The cultural differences between the two have continuously caused problems.” 

“You sound like you’ve done quite a bit of research,” Jen said, her eyes full of respect. 

He shrugged, unwilling to admit how much knowing about Tamia’s past, and her people, mattered to him. “I’ve read up a little on Tibet. The Tibetan people are devotedly Buddhist. They don’t seek to elevate themselves or their families the same way most of the other Asian cultures do. They value service and humility.” 

“And stilling emotions such as hate; evil thoughts,” Jen reminded him. “She was probably taught early that hate is a creation of the mind, and easily transcended. She might even have seen the theory in practice. That would add to her self-hatred, when she couldn’t put what had been done to her family, or herself, behind her. In the same way its original subjugation under China in the Twentieth century scarred the face of Tibetan society and put drugs and prostitution on the streets of its holiest city, the Reaver War ripped open the heart of the Tibetan people. Thousands were executed in ways similar to Tamia’s family. Thousands more were interred in labor camps that made the horror of the old Nazi regime in Europe pale by comparison.” She shook her head. “There’s a point where rage can’t be bottled any longer. However, to a >people that firmly entrenched in their ideals, such hate is self-abhorrent. I’d guess there’s an entire generation of Tibetans who are more shamed by themselves than angry at the Chinese. And Tamia must be in a special hell. I think she feels like an outcast, because she was sent away, even if no one treated her like one. Logically, she knows she was sent away for safety, but emotionally, she probably sees it as punishment for her improper hate.” 

“And then she ended up on the streets.” 

Jen nodded. “Exactly. She suffered violence there that snapped the last of her restraint. She believed she was abandoned by her people, and she turned her back on them as well, and did her best to do the one thing any true Buddhist would abhor.” 

Understanding dawned in Rick. “She tried to kill herself.” 

“Repeatedly, to go on her file. She used whatever means she could. She couldn’t still the rage, so she caged it with mind-numbing drugs. But her upbringing would have been at odds with the drugs and promiscuity, so she numbed everything, to get away.” 

Rick rubbed his face wearily. “What you’re saying is that she learned to shut herself down.” 

Jen nodded. “But not the same way most junkies do. At some point, she made a deal with herself. She must have, because that’s the only reason she made it through Detox, and the Divide, alive.” 

Those words still haunted Rick that night as he lay in bed, Tamia curled up beside him. She was turned away from him, her face buried in her pillow, as if she thought that would silence her painful sobs, or still her trembling body. It didn’t. Every sob tore at Rick, and the fact that she was even trying to hide her pain hurt worse. Rick’s chest felt tight, and he ached with the need to comfort her. Why didn’t Tamia trust him enough to show him her anguish? Even after everything they’d been through, she still wouldn’t open up to him. 

He couldn’t bear it anymore. Reaching out, he slid his arm around her and snuggled her back against his body, holding her when she would have yanked away. “Tamia, talk to me.” 

“I’m fine.” Her answer was muffled and automatic, her hoarse voice contradicting her claim. Rick’s heart twisted. He wasn’t about to let her go on this way. 

“No, you’re not,” he murmured, splaying his hand gently against her abdomen. “You’re hurting.” 

“No.” 

“Yes. But it’s okay; we’re all hurting, honey. We lost a part of ourselves when we lost Kelly. It feels like someone amputated a limb. It’s okay to cry, sweetheart.” 

She tried to yank away again. “I’m not crying.” 

This went deeper than he thought. Rick closed his eyes and smoothed his hand absently over her belly where their child grew. He knew it wasn’t his place to ask about her past – she wanted so badly to forget it had ever happened, and after what Jen had explained to him, he was beginning to understand why. But he also knew there was no way he could bear to let her suffer alone. She’d been alone too long as it was. 

“Why is it so hard for you to admit when you’re hurt?” 

Silence answered him. At first, he thought she’d ignored him, but then a huge sigh lunged through her. She turned in his arms, and the haggard misery of her face stopped the breath in his lungs as pain seared through him. God, he hated to see her hurting like this. He wished he knew how to exorcise it from her. But how did you erase the past? 

“After David, I promised myself I’d never let another man see me cry,” she admitted in a small, shaky voice. “He used my tears, my pain, to make me his slave. Crying was humiliation, and humiliation was punishment for not doing things David’s way.” Her mahogany eyes grew hard and 18 

cold. “The day David died I made myself a lot of promises. The most important one was that I’d never give anyone the power to humiliate me, ever again.” 

His eyes closed, Rick cursed David Farenes to the deepest bowels of Hell. The bastard more than deserved the worst torture Hell could dish out. He’d wounded Tamia mentally and emotionally, and Rick kept running up against the walls Tamia built because of Farenes. Her answer gave him insight into one thing Rick had been wondering about for a while. He’d wondered why Farenes, who’d thrived on displaying his power, and had several rape convictions on his sheet, had never raped Tamia. He hadn’t had to, Rick saw. Farenes hadn’t raped her body, because he’d raped her soul instead. Because of that bastard, Rick had already nearly lost Tamia more than once. He wasn’t about to risk her walking away again. 

“I don’t want power over you, sweetheart, and I sure as hell don’t want to humiliate you.” He brushed soft kisses over her damp cheeks. “I just want to help and comfort you. I don’t want you to feel you’re alone.” 

His fingers skimmed over the silver hololocket that lay against her skin, and he watched as another shudder lunged through her. He knew it was a wall breaking loose. His gaze moved from the honeyed expanse of her bare flesh back to her face, and he saw her eyes fill with tears. Then, in a small, heartbroken voice, she said, “Hold me.” 

Without a word, he pulled her into his arms and did just as she asked. He held her while she buried her face in his neck and sobbed out all her pain and fear and felt his heart crack. He rocked her gently, until her sobs subsided, and she slipped into sleep. Staring down at her sleeping face, he made her a silent promise. From here on out, everything he did would be to protect her. No one was ever going to hurt this woman’s heart again, if he had anything to say about it. 

CHAPTER FOUR 

She was still asleep. Rick sighed, unsure whether from relief or regret, as he set the case of discs and files on the floor beside the bed and cast a long, assessing gaze over the woman lying with the sheets twisted around her body. She was lying half on her right side, her legs slightly bent and uncovered by the sheet. Her arms were crossed over her chest and stomach, as if to protect herself and her child from a threat that existed in her mind. His worried eyes flew to her face, and his chest tightened. 

Tamia looked exhausted. After the restless, tearful night she’d had, he couldn’t say he was surprised. Guilt pricked him at the thought of waking her, though he knew he had to. He couldn’t do this without her. So, gently, he brushed a kiss over her lips, bracing for possible attack. He only had theories as to what she thought and felt, most times, but he knew her instincts, and they were deadly. 

As expected, her eyes snapped open, as clear as if she’d never been asleep. Not surprising for a former Marine, or any woman who’d lived in fear for her life for too many years. Rick offered her a wry smile as he patted her thigh and rose from the bed. 

“Up and at ‘em, Marine. We’ve got work to do.” 

She sighed and stretched, then propped herself up on one elbow and watched as he began removing discs from the case and stacking them neatly on the bed. He felt her gaze following his every move and smiled to himself as he shook his head. “Something interest you?” 

She gave him a sensual smile that nearly stopped his heart in return. “Hmm. Six-foot-two of sexy man crouched in my bedroom, covering my bed in work. I’m not sure if it’s interesting or not, yet.” 

Rick froze, his good humor melting away. Tamia radiated sexual energy; but he knew the minute he made a move to take her up on the offer in her smile, she’d pull away. She was doing that a 20 

lot, ever since she told him about the baby. Hell, she’d been like this ever since he first proposed. He turned his gaze to the files, his expression grim. One day, they were going to have a serious talk about what was going on with her. He was damned sick of games. 

“What’s with you?” He didn’t look up at her. “Nothing.” “You’re pouting again.” There was a definite thread of humor in her voice. He met her gaze again, and let her read his frustration there. “I’d just like to know what I’ve got 

to do to get you to let me touch you, again.” She blinked, and turned her eyes away, her head ducking so that her hair shielded her face as she 

said, “I don’t know what you mean.” “Like hell, you don’t. C’mon, Tamia…” “Let it go, Rick,” she said quietly, still not meeting his gaze. She reached out to trace a finger 

over the edge of one case. “What’s all this stuff?” 

“Everything Jen and Walter catalogued while we were in Brazil.” He said darkly, wanting to argue his case some more, but already aware it was futile. He remembered her comment from last night, about letting a man see her cry. Chances were good he had Farenes to thank for Tamia’s hesitance toward sex, right now, too. Great. He suppressed an angry growl, even as he watched her gaze sharpen on the discs. Grimly, he said, “We still need to put it all together.” 

“All right.” She levered herself up and started to swing her legs over the edge of the bed. “Are you sure you’re up to this?” She froze, just as her feet hit the floor. Her back stiffened, but she didn’t turn. “What’s that 

supposed to mean?” He sighed. Why did she always turn his concern into a personal attack? “Look, you had a rough night, and with the baby—“ “Rick, I’m pregnant, not mentally incapacitated. My brain still works,” she said stiffly, her exasperation clear in her eyes as she turned to face him. Rick studied her for a long moment, before a smile quirked up his lips. Yeah, she was fine. Or as fine as she ever was, anyway. “All right, Captain. Let’s rock’n’roll.” 

Four hours later, Tamia sighed and rolled her head, trying to ease the familiar stiffness in her shoulders as she scrolled through the final disc’s database, copying it into the compiling program their resident techie, Walter Maddoc, had built just for this hunt. God, she hated paperwork! Unfortunately, there was no one else to do it, this time. She and Rick had been in charge of Intel collection during the raid on Poco Nanches, in October. They were the only two who’d had access to the code banks and other information that couldn’t be copied. That made sorting out the rest of the Intel their job. 

Jen and Walter had helped as best they could with what they’d been sent. They’d decoded and organized some of the data while the infiltration team was still stuck in Equatorial Patrol debriefing. But only Tamia and Rick could get into the sealed files without risking corrupting the information. Not to mention that she and Rick were the ones who knew the most about cloning, chemical weapons, and military policy. 

Tamia rubbed her forehead in frustration. This was taking for-fucking-ever! She flexed her shoulders, wincing as fresh pain sliced through her – the familiar, remembered pain of a size twelve boot shoved between her shoulder blades. David’s foot. He’d held her to the ground with his booted foot pressing against her upper back and the barrel of his favorite .357 jabbed against her cheek while he’d yelled at her about being a stupid bitch who was going to get killed because she didn’t do exactly what she’d been told. She was fourteen. Tamia shuddered, her eyes squeezing closed as she fought the sensation, the panic that clogged her throat as his words pierced her ears. 

The baby chose that moment to kick hard, reminding her that this was the present, not David. 

“Thank you, sweetie,” she whispered, hand against her belly, as her vision blurred. 

Warm hands fell on her shoulders, and Tamia nearly jumped out of her skin, before the gentle, massaging motion seeped through her nerves, and she recognized Rick’s touch. 

“How’s it going?” He asked curiously, and Tamia bit back a moan of pure bliss as his firm, sure fingers found the knotted muscles that had been bugging her for the past hour. 

“I’ve got Walter’s program running. It’s just a matter of time, now.” 

“Find anything interesting, yet?” 

She shrugged slightly. “That depends. So far, I’ve got confirmation that Poco Nanches was an R’n’D complex.” 

“Banhauste?” 

“No. Or, at least, if it is Regiment, then it was set up without the approval of Baraman Banhauste.” 

“Which supports the theory that it’s a violent splinter faction of the Regiment,” Rick said grimly. 

She sighed and shook her head. “It just doesn’t make sense, Rick. Banhauste only recruits people who share his goals, his cause.” 

“So, how do you explain Perosulo?” 

Tamia shivered at the memory of Dr. Juan Perosulo, the hack gene-pool scientist who’d held her captive in Peru. “Well, according to what Chelsea found out, Banhauste originally hired Perosulo to 22 

help develop the means to solve the hunger problem in drought-stricken areas of the third-world. He 

kicked Perosulo out when he discovered the doc was working with human cells.” 

“So we’re back to square one, until the program’s done running.” 

She sighed, sharing Rick’s disgust. “Yeah.” 

“Hey, babe, we’ll nail this down eventually,” he murmured, squeezing her shoulder lightly. 

“Yeah. Sure.” She wasn’t convinced, but she offered him a weak smile. 

“Why don’t you let that run, and come help me with the ecological maps,” Rick suggested, his breath ruffling the loose hair against her neck, before his lips brushed her ear, sending warm shivers through her. “And then you should rest of a bit. Remember what Dr. Faulker told you about stress and overworking.” 

Tamia closed her eyes, absorbing the gentle caress of Rick’s hands on her arms as she smiled softly. He was too good to her. “You’re spoiling me, Rick.” 

His grip tightened, and his voice was husky with emotion as he rasped, “It’s about time someone did, sweetheart.” 

The intensity of his words struck Tamia full in the heart, squeezing it hard. She blinked away tears, her throat tight. She couldn’t deal with this, right now. She was still too raw, too vulnerable, from last night. She didn’t know how to handle tenderness, and she wasn’t comfortable with her own deep feelings that kept bubbling up at inopportune moments. God, she hated hormones! “Rick, I…” 

“Jesus Christ!” Suddenly, Rick was leaning over her shoulder, his hands halting on her arms as his gaze fixed on the computer screen. “That’s not Banhauste; that’s CEADS!” 

Tamia glanced at the screen, and her blood drained to her feet, leaving her feeling cold and dizzy. With an indrawn breath to stave off nausea and fainting, she lifted her gaze back to Rick’s. “The VX and the cloning formulas… God, Rick, why didn’t we put this together sooner?” 

“Because we thought we had our culprit.” His hands left her arms completely, and he vaulted over the sofa’s low back to sit beside her as the compiled data scrolled down the screen. 

The world swam before Tamia’s eyes, and dreaded nausea rushed through her as she skimmed over the words scrolling down the screen. Closing her eyes, she drew deep breaths until the sensation disappeared. Then, opening her eyes, she groaned. “This is a nightmare, right? Tell me it’s just a bad dream, Rick.” 

“If it is,” he answered quietly, his voice tinged with angry horror, “then we’re having the same damned nightmare, babe.” 

She groaned again. This couldn’t be happening. They’d spent so much time tracking down leads to Banhauste involvement in Poco Nanches. This changed everything. “It says Poco Nanches was an experimental cloning facility, set up by members of the CEADS council. But it doesn’t list any names.” 

“They’re sloppy, not stupid. Anyone who’s going to void the Atlantic Treaty with illegal laboratories isn’t going to sign their names to it. Look here.” Rick’s finger raised to indicate a line of text on the screen. 

Tamia followed the path of his finger, and confusion shot through her. 

“ ‘All precaution should be taken that no subject be tampered with, and that no accidents occur, as happened at the SL-14 installation.’ It looks like a memo.” Her eyes lifted to Rick’s grim features. She had no idea what the memo was talking about, but it was clear that Rick did, and he didn’t like it. Wary concern washed through Tamia as she asked, “What accident?” 

“Keep reading.” 

“ ‘Subjects from center Alpha-139 displayed cardiac infarction and cerebral hemorrhage after administration of Biochemical Stability Serum. BSS possibly contaminated or introduced too late. Experiment should be duplicated in developing subjects, and’…” She sucked in a breath as nausea rose again. “Oh God. They OD'd their test subjects on cellular stabilizers that should only be used in developing clones!” 

Rick nodded glumly. “And none of those ‘subjects’ were volunteers, either.” 

Those words trickled ice along her spine. He was telling her something, but she wasn’t sure what. “What do you mean?” 

His eyes closed, and he rubbed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and fingers – a sign she knew too well. He was under stress. Hell, they all were. But she knew Rick suffered under even more stress than any of the rest of them, since Kelly died. He had to look out for his team; he felt responsible. Heart tight with sympathetic pain, Tamia reached out to touch his arm. His gaze lifted, and his cobalt eyes were sharp with painful memories. 

“Do you remember that mess shortly after the Troopers marched through Lima in 2111?” 

The memory stabbed deep, the images like an interactive horror movie in her mind. She’d barely been in the field a year when they’d descended on the Peruvian city like the Angel of Death. 

“Yeah,” she managed hoarsely. “I was in the thick of that ‘mess.’” 

“CEADS troops hauled off more than a thousand POWs during the mop-up. They were divided among four camps. Tango-39, Charlie-6, Alpha-81, and—“ 

“Alpha-139, in the Salt Lake region. SL!” Tamia muttered as realization dawned. 
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Rick nodded grimly. “When POW transfers were made as part of the peace process in 2116, among the unaccounted for were twenty men from Alpha-139. All twenty were still unaccounted for when the Patrol did MIA sweeps last year. No one knows what happened to those men.” 

Tamia swallowed hard as she recalled her conversation with the Peruvian woman whose seventeen-year-old son went missing among the POWs. God, she could only imagine the pain of living six years in limbo, never knowing if her child was dead or alive. Instinctively, her hands went to her belly. Twenty families in Peru were still bleeding from the war, unable to put it behind them while their sons, brothers, and husbands remained missing. It was up to the Commandos to make things right. 

Rick was staring somberly at the screen, anger kindling in his cobalt eyes, when she glanced his way again. “I guess we know what happened now,” she said grimly, her fists clenching with anger. She’d fought for CEADS, bought into their cause. And all the while… 

“Goddammit!” Rick voiced her own curse as he surged up from the sofa so suddenly Tamia nearly jumped out of her skin. Heart pounding with leftover adrenaline, she watched him pace angrily, like a caged panther. 

Tamia’s brow furrowed as a nagging thought teased the edges of her mind, and her eyes went back to the screen with a blank stare. The connection gelled slowly, and then snapped into clarity, and Tamia’s heart leapt again, this time with excitement. “Rick!” 

His stopped, his eyes coming sharply back to her. “What?” 

She smiled to allay the testiness in his voice and the worried anger in his eyes. Hope was her companion; hope that at least a few of the scars left over from the Divide might be healed. 

“Castor ran DNA scans of those boys we rescued from Poco Nanches, right?” 

He nodded. “Standard Operating Procedure. They had to check for mutative disorders.” His gaze narrowed on her. “What’re you thinking?” 

“I’m thinking,” she said with a slow smile, “that those little boys might have families who’ll be overjoyed to take them in.” 

He frowned, looking thoroughly confused, and Tamia smiled as she turned the computer toward him. Her fingers flew over the keyboard, and her eyes danced over the scrolled information as her heart pounded with suspense. She was right. She knew it in the very source of her being. The information had to be here. 

A triumphant laugh broke her lips as she finally found the databank of labeled genetic codes they’d collected at Poco Nanches. Shrinking it to one side of the screen, she pulled up the archived prisoner files from Alpha-139. In no time, she’d isolated the files tagged as MIA. However, she couldn’t find the DNA codes that were routinely taken from POWs for identification. Without those, she couldn’t prove her theory. She glanced up at Rick. “How hard would it be to get POW tags on these MIAs, to compare with our DNA Intel? I also need the get the DNA prints from Castor, for comparison.” 

Rick returned to the sofa with a perplexed expression on his face and open curiosity in his eyes. “What’s going on in that brain of yours, Captain?” 

She grinned, unable to contain her excitement. “Frank determined from the files he found in Bunker Three that those boys were probably clones. The Intel we collected says the MIAs from Lima likely died in some kind of sick super-soldier experiment. I know it’s a bit of a leap, but if we can match the DNA of the five boys we managed to save at Poco Nanches to any of the missing POWs…” 

“We can contact the EP, and let them get in touch with the families to tell them we’ve recovered children of their missing loved ones, and let the rest know that their loved ones died in captivity,” Rick finished, his eyes lighting as he leaned to plant a kiss on her lips. “Babe, you’re a genius!” 

Warmth flowed through Tamia, but she pushed it aside. While she was grateful for his praise, this was her job, and she wasn’t done yet. 

“None of this solves the problem of who’s behind the whole experiment. The Patrol monitors CEADS council proposals as much as they do COSEC, and to be sanctioned, a project this big would have to have gone through the budget proposal committee.” 

“Which tells us this wasn’t a sanctioned experiment, and it’s being funded by an outside source,” Rick said grimly. “They’d never have risked getting caught south of the Equatorial Border if it was sanctioned by CEADS, and the Patrol would have vetoed the whole idea the minute it crossed their approval board.” 

Tamia rolled her head and sighed. “So, how do we figure out where the funding came from?”

“That’s my job. Guess it’s time I leaned on the brass over at the War Department a little.” 

Tamia grinned at the resigned tone of Rick’s voice. Like all front-liners, Rick hated the part of his job that required playing politics, and he really hated dealing with politicians. He was right, though. As team leader, dealing with the brass was his job, like it or not. 

“Better you than me.” 

He quirked her a smile. “You better pray that never comes back to bite you in the ass, Kuan. Now, c’mon. Let’s round up the troops. We’ve got work to do.” 

Less than an hour later, Tamia let her eyes drift around the Command Center table, skipping quickly over Kelly’s empty seat and swallowing hard as her eyes burned. Now wasn’t the time for tears. 
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If her hormones weren’t so out of whack from pregnancy, she probably wouldn’t be so susceptible to fits of crying. Her gaze moved on, and she registered the same grim expectation on every face. They were all braced for more bad news. That wasn’t a good sign. 

Rick rose to his feet, and Tamia turned her gaze his way, as did everyone else. 

“Well, people, we’re on the clock, now. This isn’t going to be pleasant, but it’s time to bring everything together. Tamia and I have dug up some possible channels we need to pursue, but I want to know where everything else stands, first. We may have to alter assignments.” Rick glanced at Walter Maddoc. “Walt? How’s the Reaver Tea research going?” 

Walter frowned. “It’s a nightmare, Rick. My contact at CIA came up with classified drug tech records from the Divide.” He shook his head, and Tamia’s heart stalled at the grim disgust on his face. God; was it worse than she’d thought? “We had some really sick minds in Military Intelligence, to have dreamed up some of those scenarios and counteragents.” 

“Tell us something we don’t know,” Tamia muttered, then raised her voice to address the table at large. “Rick and I pieced together the files from Poco Nanches, and that installation was definitely not Banhauste. We’ve got evidence linking the facility to a CEADS POW camp, here in the US.” 

Matt loosed a low whistle of surprise, and Walter swore beneath his breath. “That explains it.” 

Tamia shared a wary glance with Rick, who asked, “Explains what?” 

“When I hacked the Registered Drug Database, to identify our mystery drug from Poco Nanches, I flagged some kind of monitoring station. That’s why I contacted my CIA source, initially. I thought Poco Nanches might be under Spook surveillance.” 

“If it is, it’s for different reasons than you thought,” Tamia said bleakly. “That place was probably run by our Mole. Whoever he is, he has a lot longer reach than we first thought.” 

Rick nodded in agreement. “We need to get the matter of Poco Nanches cleared up, and a final report issued to Tamia’s friend at the EP, before all hell breaks loose. I’m going to dig up some old military Covert Ops contacts and see what they’ve heard. Walter, I want you to run the compound information on that drug past every chemist you know. I want to know exactly what it is, and what it’s supposed to do.” 

“Nothing good, I’ll bet,” Kathy said. “Horner wouldn’t be involved if it was a miracle cure. The Graveland Medicine Act made profiting from life-saving drugs or procedures illegal.” 

“Agreed. But we still need to know.” Rick turned his attention fully Kathy’s way. “How’re the interviews going?” 

She shrugged. “About as well as can be expected, considering the subject matter, and the way I have to dance around the main issues. Most of them are clueless; they just like to hear themselves talk, and they’re hoping for a sound bite on the show. I’ve managed to turn up a few leads, however. I’m 

tracking down collaborating sources.” 

Rick nodded. 

“Good work. Keep on it, for now. We don’t want to let anyone slip away because we have the wrong information.” His gaze moved over the rest of them. “Ishmael’s on his way back to Europe, to keep on the Trechel lead. Jen, I need you to prepare a list of suspects, based on the profile we’ve already established, plus any new information you think is pertinent to the profile type.” 

“Powerful, rich white male,” she parroted back the profile they’d already established as she tapped notes into her hand-held computer. “I’ll head over to IA as soon as we’re done here.” 

“I’ve got another assignment for you, first.” Rick met Tamia’s gaze, and she offered him a small, encouraging smile. She knew what he wanted Jen to do, and she was glad he recognized the importance of closure. “I need you to contact Castor National and get DNA prints on those kids we rescued at Poco Nanches. Turn them over to Tamia when you get them; she’s going to run down a theory.” 

Jen raised a curious brow, and Tamia smiled as she leaned forward to rest her arms on the table. “When I was scouting Poco Nanches, I spoke with a woman whose son was taken away as a POW after the Lima attack in 2111. He never returned when the POW exchange happened at the end of the war.” 

“Quite a few MIAs never returned, on both sides,” Jen pointed out. 

“Not as many as were never returned to Lima,” Chelsea said in her soft voice, and Tamia saw the pain in the Hispanic woman’s dark eyes. “You have found them, amiga?” 

“Not exactly. The records we copied at Poco Nanches indicate that some of the POWs from Lima were taken for illegal cloning and chemical testing experiments performed by someone at the War Department or CEADS.” 

Chelsea frowned. “That does not sound good.” 

“It’s not,” Rick confirmed. “Those prisoners died in a massive drug overdose.” 

“But we think they were cloned at least once before the mistake,” Tamia continued. “My theory is, those kids we rescued from Poco Nanches are clones of the missing POWs.” 

Surprised looks passed among the Commandos, and Chelsea’s eyes lit with comprehension. “You wish to confirm this, and send those niños to their biological families?” 

Rick offered her a smile and a nod. “That’s the plan.” 

Jen grinned as she tapped a notation into her computer. “I’ll get right on that.” 
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Tamia leaned back in her seat contentedly and watched as Rick’s attention moved to Matt. Her gaze sharpened, wondering if Rick would notice the tension she had around the black man. The worry in Rick’s eyes confirmed that he’d noticed, all right. 

“How’s the street op going, Matt?” 

“Sweet,” Matt responded automatically, his tone the normal blend of cocky nonchalance and belligerence. Tamia sat forward, concerned. She’d spent a substantial part of her life on the streets, and she could read all the subtle signs of a problem. Her gaze slipped to Jen, and the frown on the other woman’s face spoke volumes of how wrong things were. Tamia’s eyes narrowed on Matt, looking for confirmation. As she met his gaze head-on, he quickly shifted his eyes away, and she knew. He was in deep trouble. He wouldn’t meet her eyes, because he didn’t want her to see the fear there. He was slouched in his chair in an exaggerated attempt at unconcern, which told her he knew he was in trouble, and expected to take a bullet from someone, at some point. Even his one-word response, while seeming normal to everyone else, didn’t escape her >notice. Matt didn’t want Rick to know he was in over his head, so he was banking on his normal attitude to get him out of it. Grimly, Tamia clamped her lips shut in a frown. If he didn’t want Rick to know right away, fine. But Matt was going to tell her what was up. She didn’t care what she had to threaten him with to get it out of him. 

For now, she could only pressure him subtly. She wouldn’t give him away in front of the rest of the team. There was too much at stake if he decided to skate. “Find any more Jaosantai stockpiles or weird drugs?” 

He shot her a sharp glance that told her he saw right through her tactic, and shook his head. “No slap on the boards. Everythin’s hopped.” 

“In English,” Jen reminded him with a roll of her eyes. 

Matt cleared his throat. “Oh, yeah. There’s nothing new moving on the streets. I haven’t heard anything else, either. Business as usual, you know?” 

Tamia offered him an understanding smile. “I caught you the first time.” 

“What’d Ishmael come up with on Maria Trechel?” Jen broke in, clearly intent on changing the subject. “She was a strong lead on the Mole’s identity.” 

Subtle, Jen wasn’t. Tamia winced inwardly, even as she caught the flash of Rick’s gaze going between the couple. He caught the tension on the other side of the table and frowned. She met his eyes and silently communicated her intention to find out the truth, later. Now wasn’t the time. 

“Not much, yet,” Rick said. “He had a lead on her for a while, but his report said she slipped by him. He hasn’t had much else to say about her.” He looked around the table. “He did come up with a relief list. How’s that going, Walter?” 

Maddoc shook his blond head. “I’m still working on it. Some of those batch numbers are difficult to trace.” 

“Fair enough.” He picked up a file from the table. “He also found an Interpol code for access to a dossier on Karl Haslunas. Kelly was tracking it down, before…” He paused, and Tamia watched a shadow cross his face. She already knew how much not being able to help Kelly ate at him. Then, he cleared his throat and continued, “I’ll take a volunteer to pick up where she left off.” 

Silence fell over the room, and reigned for a full minute. The Commando creed of never replacing their ranks was something they all took very seriously, and no one wanted to be the one to take Kelly’s place. However, the information could be critical to their search, and someone had to do it. Tamia closed her eyes and clenched her fists as she fought the swell of unwelcome tears. When, after a long moment, she finally felt in control again, she opened her eyes, drew a breath, and faced Rick. 

“I’ll do it.” 

Rick’s eyes conveyed his relief and gratitude. Tamia knew why. The last thing Rick wanted was to tangle with Interpol, if he could avoid it. He’d been the subject of several investigations, after the disaster in Montreal, and he didn’t want to revisit that nightmare. She wasn’t naïve, either. She knew that whoever took over Kelly’s assignment would be faced with memories of the dead woman. She told herself she could handle it. She’d lost enough to know that hiding from death didn’t make the pain easier to bear. 

“If no one has any problems or questions about their assignments, let’s get going. You all know your jobs. Pick up your Comms rotations on your way out. Good luck, everyone.” 

Tamia stayed seated as the rest of the team filtered out of the room, until only she and Rick remained. He wanted to talk to her; she could tell by the concern and question in his eyes. Besides, she was on Communications duty. 

As soon as the Command Center cleared, Rick returned to his seat with a sigh and faced Tamia. “Did you see that?” 

She knew what he meant. “Jen’s walking on eggshells, and Matt’s jumpy.” 

“Great.” He let out a disgusted sigh. “Last thing I need right now is those two going at it. We don’t need internal problems.” 

He didn’t get it. Tamia shook her head as she rose from her seat and stretched to relieve the aching muscles in her lower back. “I don’t think it’s a problem between them, Rick. There’s tension there, but it comes from whatever’s bothering Matt. I need to talk to him, before I make up my mind for sure, but I think he needs to talk to someone, and he doesn’t want Jen involved. Maybe he’ll open up to me, because I’ve been on the streets before.” 
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He watched her silently for a long moment, and then closed his eyes with a sigh. 

“All right.” He rose as well and drew her into his arms. The light kiss he brushed over her lips made Tamia’s heart flutter. “Let me know when you have something, okay?” 

She leaned into his embrace for the briefest second, and then drew away with a nod. “Will do.” 

She headed past him, toward Comms, but stopped when his hand brushed her neck and shoulder lightly. Turning, she raised a brow in question. 

“Do you need anything, babe?” 

She offered him a reassuring smile. “I’m fine, Rick.” 

He followed her to the door and watched as she settled into the monitoring station seat. Tamia gave him a half-smile, even as mild exasperation wound through her. He was going a bit far. “I’m fine, Rick. Really.” 

His lips twitched in wry humor. “Okay, I get the message. I’ll get out of your hair. But, if you need anything…” 

“I’ll be fine.” 

He gave her another wry smile, and threw her a wink as he left the room, and Tamia shook her head in tender exasperation. He’d be back. She laughed wryly at the twists of Fate. After all the years of wishing and praying, she got her white knight now, when she’d developed armor all her own. 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Jen sat back from her terminal, a satisfied smile flickering over her lips. She’d done it! As per Rick’s instructions, she’d contacted Castor National Children’s Hospital for the DNA prints run on the five surviving children the Commandos had rescued from Poco Nanches. One call to her friend in the Missing Children’s department at the Bureau of Civilian Justice had garnered her cover as a caseworker, and she’d talked her way past the privacy laws. Jen shook her head wryly. She must be getting better at lying than she realized. 

That thought shot dread through her. Lately, she was taking too many pages from Matt’s book. She was lying to herself, now. She told herself that Matt wasn’t in danger, that he’d tell her if he was, because otherwise she’d scream with frustration and fear. Jen chewed her thumbnail in an anxious habit she’d had since high school. She hoped like hell they caught this mole while she still had nails left. Watching Matt deteriorate psychologically was ruining her manicure, big time. 

She closed her eyes, to block out the truth as it reared again. She couldn’t outrun it, though. The truth was, she was seeing all the classic signs of abnormal behavior in Matt; behavior that typically led to either a total mental breakdown or a quick slide into one destructive habit or another. He thought she didn’t see the fresh cut marks. Marks she knew too well, and was well aware he was trying to hide from her. 

“Hey, Catwoman.” 

Jen nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of his voice from behind her. Damn the man! He could sneak up on her even when she wasn’t buried in thoughts. 

“Dammit, Clipper! Can’t you ever announce yourself like a normal person?” The words flew from her lips before she could chain them – her natural shield against getting hurt. If she stayed pissed… 
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Then she looked up into his dark eyes and couldn’t stay mad. All she saw was a pain she wanted so badly to heal. 

“Sorry,” she muttered. “You startled me.” 

He shrugged with a nonchalance she could see right through. Her heart twinged with familiar sadness. Why were they still playing this game? They knew each other too well for this hide-and-seek, yet they still tried to convince each other they were fine. 

Matt peered over her shoulder at the computer screen. “Damn, that looks like a discmachine on ‘freeze track.’ What’re you doing?” 

“My job.” Amusement threaded through her anger and into her voice. She couldn’t stay mad at Matt; that was the problem, and why she couldn’t maintain the distance she badly needed. “Rick wanted me to get DNA prints, remember?”

“You can read that?” He snorted. “It’s like reading tea leaves or something.” His eyes ran over her in teasing assessment. “You never told me you were psychic, Catwoman.” 

She shook her head wryly, her worry sidelined by Matt’s obviously playful mood. Part of what had attracted her to him in the first place was his boyish humor. His avid enthusiasm for archaic comic books, however, had taken some getting used to. She’d been put off when, six years ago, he’d looked her up and down at their first meeting and called her Catwoman. Now, she barely paid it any mind. 

She cast him a wink and a grin. “You afraid I’ll learn all your dirty secrets, Clipper?” 

His playful expression disappeared. 

“Don’t go there, Jen,” he pleaded, his voice suddenly strained. She knew what he meant. Their relationship rule – at his insistence – was that they didn’t discuss their mission, or each other’s job, outside of the Command Center. She felt like a thief for the information she did learn when he was wound so tight he couldn’t sleep. And what she did learn frightened her – even more so since Kelly’s death. 

Her eyes moved back to the computer screen as she blinked away tears. Whether Matt liked it or not, she needed a sounding board for this job, and she needed to know what was going on with him. Their rule be damned. 

“I’ve been tracking DNA signatures on those kids from Poco Naches.” She swallowed hard as she recalled the phone call from Rick, informing her of Matt’s injury during the mission. She’d never felt so helpless in her life. Not even when Pete died. She had to clear her throat before she could continue. “Those kids are definitely genetic clones of the POWs.” 

“But?” Matt settled a hand at the base of her neck and rubbed the muscles there. She tilted her head forward and arched into his touch with a purr. 

“God, that’s good.” She sighed. “When I compared the DNA, everything matched except this.” She reached out and tapped the screen. 

“Uh…What?” 

“There’re weird protein strands in the chain. Not animal, either. Look at the double-helix here.” She indicated one of the augmented DNA strands. “And here.” 

As her finger tapped the second augmentation, she frowned. “Matt, these are chemical augmentations. I don’t think these kids were just cloned. I think they were genetically engineered. The DNA is too densely packed with trace chemicals.” 

His hand stopped on her neck, and Jen turned her chair to look up at him. He was frowning, which wasn’t a good sign. It was a rare time when Matt let his concern show. “Jen, this isn’t the time for genetic theories. Rick’s going to want to know you got your shit together.” 

She rolled her eyes. She should have known better than to try and explain this to him. “This isn’t just a theory, Matt. The proof’s right there, in the DNA. All I have to do is figure out what compound they used that spliced into the genes so easily. I need to try and duplicate the procedure.” 

“With what?” He shook his head in disbelief. “You don’t have the shit to clone—“ 

“And I don’t need it. I have the splicing chemicals. All I need is some blood. I can use my own—“ She stopped as she saw the tic form in his jaw. “Now what?” 

“I’m outta here.” 

He was halfway to the door when what he was saying finally registered. Fury slashed through her, and she couldn’t hold in the rage or pain any longer. “So it’s okay that I have to see proof that you’ve been cutting again, but me pricking my damned finger is too much for you to watch?” 

He froze, and she held her breath, wondering if she’d finally pushed him too far. Then, after a long moment of silence, Matt shook his head, muttered something under his breath, and strode out the door. 

Jen slumped back in her seat, tears burning her eyes as she watched the door close. Apparently, she was wrong. There was no breaking through Matt Clipper’s walls. He’d built them thick enough to keep the entire world at bay; what chance did she possibly have? Swallowing hard, she touched a hand to her chest and told herself this was foolishness. She didn’t have time for a broken heart; the future of five little kids depended on her. 

* * * 
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Tamia toyed absently with her pen, twirling it through simulated knife drills as she waited for the Equatorial Patrol’s security filters to process her call. 

“Kick-ass moves, chinagirl. Now I see why the man called you Blade.” 

Tamia spun her seat around to grin at the new arrival in Comms. Matt Clipper lounged in the doorway, his normal devil-may-care smirk in place. 

“Guess I’m busted.” 

He shrugged negligently as he sauntered into the room, looking every bit the badass gangster he played on the streets. “I got your back, chinagirl. Who’s on hold? 

She turned back to the vidphone array and grinned as she adjusted her headset. “No one who’d want to talk to you, Clipper. Actually, I’m the one on hold. I’m trying to reach Hoshimiro about those kids.” 

“Then I’m either going to make your day or kill it.” 

She raised a brow at him. Matt was a straight shooter with information, unless it bothered him. And he was being awful evasive. “Something bothering you, ‘dog?” 

“Jen says the kids are definitely clones—“ 

“I know. She buzzed me with the results as soon as she had them.” 

He looked pissed as he crossed his arms over his chest. “Did she tell you about her dumb-ass theory, too?” 

“Theory?” 

“Yeah. Something about genetic mutation. She was gonna start sticking herself in the name of science, so I split.” 

Matt looked distinctly uncomfortable with the idea. Tamia frowned. And what was this about genetic mutation? What had Jen found? “Thanks, Matt. I’ll—“ 

The phone buzzed in her ear, cutting her off as the line connected, and Hoshimiro’s face suddenly filled the screen before her. 

“Hello? Who is calling?” 

“Hoshi, it’s me.” 

“Tamiasa.” On her screen, his brow smoothed as he nodded. “This explains why I cannot see you. To what do I owe this call?” 

“Good news, this time. Do you remember those COSEC POWs who were unaccounted for after the war?” 

“Yes. The Council of Separate Economic Countries has lodged several complaints over the past few years on that very issue. It is, at the moment, under review. We are still searching for those men.” 

“You can quit looking. We have evidence that they’re all dead.” 

He frowned. “How is this good news for anyone, Tamiasa?” 

“It’s not. But there’s more that is. We’ve located several children whose DNA match some of the missing soldiers. We believe they are the children of those men.” 

Dark brows raised behind his gold-rimmed spectacles. “Amazing. But how is this possible?” 

A grim smile crept over Tamia’s face, even as she remembered the Commandos’ mission in South America that brought five young boys into their care, and cost them their first teammate when Frank “Red” Harlin quit. “The kids we rescued from Poco Nanches. Genetic testing matches them to the DNA registries CEADS maintained on POWs. I’m forwarding the list of hits to you.” 

Tamia called up the file Jen had forwarded to her and hit the secure transmission button on the vidphone keypad. Graphs and text scrambled into gibberish before her eyes. Anyone who hacked the transmission would have to have an EP decoder to crack the file. “As soon as you locate the families and get confirmation that they’ll take the kids in, a formal request from your office to the Bureau of Civilian Justice will get the kids transferred to Rio as soon as Child Safety deems them fit to travel. From there, getting them to their families will be the Patrol’s job.” 

His eyes widened. “That is a bold gesture, coming from you, Tamiasa. You would trust an agency with the welfare of a child?” 

Tamia stiffened, casting a wary glance at Matt. She hoped he couldn’t hear more than her side of the conversation. She didn’t want to explain her past. She knew Hoshimiro would never have even hinted at her own childhood had he suspected anyone else could hear. He was fiercely protective ever since, as a child, she’d told him what the Chinese government had done to her. 

“I trust you, Hoshi,” she said quietly. “Don’t let me down.” 

“I shall do my best to live up to that faith,” Hoshimiro replied. “Take care, my friend. I will be in touch.” 

Tamia signed off with a murmured affirmation, and sighed as she removed her headset and turned toward Matt, prepared for his questions. She blinked, surprised to find him already gone. When had he snuck out? With a wry smile, she leaned back in her seat and rubbed her hand over her belly. “Well, sweetie, let’s get back to work, huh? We’ve got a lot to do, today.” 

The baby kicked, as if in response, and Tamia grinned. She knew a slave driver when she met one. At least someone was keeping her on task. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Talk about uncomfortable situations. Rick rubbed a hand over his face as he strode through the doors and into the Spec Ops Training Center at Red Hook Naval Command. He couldn’t believe he was doing this. He’d promised himself that he was done here and he wasn’t coming back; there were too many bad memories attached to the period of his life that involved this place. But, for the sake of his mission, and the chance to lay old nightmares to rest, he’d do anything. Even come to the SEALs. 

Rick shook his head with a wry laugh as he passed the training Arenas, and heard the loud insults of the instructors berating their trainees. Some things never changed. The Arenas had replaced the extended outdoor training camps of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, but the instructors still loved their bullhorns, and the trainees still went through hell. 

Rick slid his dog tags into the reader at a set of heavily tinted doors that led into another world. As he stepped through the doors, Rick was plunged into nearly complete silence and a world lit by terminals and display screens. This was the command hub of the Teams, as SEALs referred to themselves. Only SEALs were allowed in here, where intelligence was collected and missions were planned and monitored. 

“Rick! You finally burrow out from under your rock?” 

He grinned as he faced the man who hailed him. Commander Greg Masters had been his swim buddy in Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL – or BUD/S – training. They’d served together in Team 6 until Rick was promoted and transferred to lead of Team 3. Rick’s brows rose as his eyes fell on the designator shining on Greg’s epaulets. His friend was Commander of Covert Ops? 

“Moving up in the world?” 

Greg shrugged. “It’s more political than I’d like, but at least I can make sure the new generation of SEALs are trained right.” 

Rick glanced back at the training corridor curiously. “Anyone standing out?” 

“A few. I’ve got one kid – Sasha Dorsey – who’s been blowing them all away in Arena Four’s Hell Week.” Greg tapped the edge of the file in his hand against his open palm and regarded Rick curiously. “What brings you back?” 

“I came to ask a favor of the SEAL commander.” 

Greg was silent for a long moment, and then nodded shortly. “Let’s talk in my office.” 

Ten minutes later, Rick was gritting his teeth and reminding himself that this was his friend, not one of the War Department brass. That was all that was keeping him from throttling Greg. 

“Look,” he made a valiant attempt to mask his annoyance. “I’m not trying to horn in on SEAL Ops, and I certainly don’t want any mission-sensitive information.” 

“I can’t,” Greg repeated, his expression unyielding. 

“I’m just asking for the records from Alpha-139. The camp isn’t even functioning anymore. There’s no reason for the records to even be classified.” 

“And I’m telling you I can’t give you that information,” Greg insisted. “Sorry, Rick, but my hands are tied on this one.” 

Rick’s eyes narrowed at his choice of words. Greg was a straight arrow. He had also been a cryptographer, before he’d applied to CRT/SEAL training. Rick got the distinct impression Greg was trying to tell him something now. The only question was, what?

“This one?” 

Greg grimaced, and nodded. “Like I said, this job’s all about politics. You should know.” 

“Whose politics, this time?” 

Greg laid his hands flat on the desk between them, his expression grim. “I can’t tell you that.” 

Rick couldn’t hold in his exasperation any longer. “Come off it, Greg. I’ve got the same level of security clearance you do. Maybe even more. What’s this really about?” 

Greg rubbed his chin, sighed, and pulled open a desk drawer to remove a file. He slid it across the desk to Rick. “That.” 

Rick’s brows furrowed as he flipped open the file and glanced at the letterhead. His mind flashed back to the blackmail letter Tamia had received around the time she’d come to the Commandos. They were both printed on standard War Department letterhead. Tamia had provided evidence that War Department Commandant Martin Panfild was likely behind the blackmail letter. Could he also be 38 

behind the conspiracy to conceal what had happened at Alpha-139? Rick wasn’t surprised; he’d had a gut feeling from the beginning that Panfild was up to no good. 

Disgust wound through Rick as he skimmed the letter’s contents. On the surface, it was nothing more than typical bureaucratic bullshit. But the closing lines troubled him. They sounded ominous. With a frown, he glanced up at his friend. “They only sealed the Alpha-139 lists. Why not a blanket seal? Why put restrictions on one location, if there’s nothing to hide?” 

Greg shrugged. “You know how it works, Rick. We follow orders; we’re not supposed to question them unless they appear unlawful.” 

“And that didn’t? C’mon, Greg…” 

“Like you said, the camp isn’t functioning anymore. I assume it was just the normal kind of housekeeping bureaucrats love to drive us crazy with.” 

Rick sighed to himself. He understood what Greg was saying, and he knew he’d have done the same, had their positions been reversed. The Covert Ops Commander had more important things on his mind than what appeared, at first glance, to be old news. But Rick couldn’t dismiss it as easily. Not with the evidence he had. Greg, as active duty military, might not have the luxury of questioning orders, but it was Rick’s job to ferret out trouble, even on the inside. 

“All right, Greg. But I’d like a copy of this.” He waved the letter as he handed it back. 

“Can I ask why?” 

Rick shrugged. “Commando business. We’re running down a theory, using old POW camp records.” 

Greg nodded at the page Rick still held. “You can have the original, if you want. I don’t even know why I kept it, other than my yeoman files everything, including the junk mail.” 

“Thanks.” Rick folded up the letter and tucked it into the pocket of his leather jacket. It wasn’t what he’d come for, but it might shed light on how deep the Mole’s influence really ran. 

He rose to his feet and turned toward the door. He wasn’t looking forward to telling Tamia he’d hit a brick wall on the cloning. She hadn’t said anything, but he knew she was frightened by the prospect of having to face clones in battle. After what she’d been through as a kid, he couldn’t blame her. 

Just as he reached the door, Greg’s voice stopped him. “I’ll see what I can do about your other request, Rick. I just don’t guarantee results.” 

That Greg was willing to stick his neck out that far was enough. Rick nodded, letting his old friend know that whatever he found would be helpful, and appreciated. There wasn’t anything left to say. After all, Greg Masters didn’t have a family in this maniac’s crosshairs. 

Rick was still mulling over what his next step should be when he arrived back at the Underground two hours later. Unless Greg came through, Rick knew that the only way he’d get that list from the War Department was to confront Panfild directly. No way he wanted to tip his hand like that. Not until he was ready to bring the man down. He didn’t trust himself to maintain his cool. 

“You look like a man with a problem.” The sound of Tamia’s voice jolted Rick from his thoughts, and his gaze flew directly to the hidden camera above the elevator door. “How are all the tadpoles?” 

Rick grinned at her playful poke at SEAL trainees. The rivalry between the Navy and Marine Corps was probably as old as either service, but usually meant all in fun. Besides, he’d heard more than one gung-ho SEAL refer to the trainees as tadpoles, before – a poke at their unproven status as what the Navy referred to as “frogmen”. “Hey, babe. Anything interesting happen while I was gone?” 

Her laughter echoed in the elevator cab. “Aside from the usual reports I haven’t even dug through, and four trips to the head, you mean?” 

Rick’s grin widened. Tamia might complain about some of the more annoying aspects of pregnancy, but he knew she wouldn’t trade away their child for anything. “Yeah. Any leads on those kids?” 

“Actually, yeah. Jen turned up some interesting stuff. I’ll show you when you get here. Oh, and,” there was a pause, “IA’s Domestic Services called a little while ago. The approval came through.” 

Rick closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. He hadn’t wanted to do out-and-out battle with Internal Affairs over death benefits for Carrissa Leads, but if they’d denied the approval, he’d been prepared to go to the wall, for Kelly’s sake. He’d made her a promise, and he’d learned a long time ago to live and die by his word. 

“Thanks, babe. I’ll call Carrissa and set up a meeting to explain what’s going to happen.” 

The elevator door opened in the corridors of the Underground, and Rick turned immediately toward the Command Center. There was plenty of work left to do, starting with a thorough background check. There had to be some public record that would tell him exactly why Alpha-139 was being sealed almost three years after the war ended. He intended to find it. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Tamia watched Rick pace his living room, phone to his ear and his brow furrowed in concern. After several minutes of pacing, he finally disconnected and tossed the phone onto the end table. 

“Still no answer?” 

He met her gaze, and she read the worry in his eyes even before he shook his head. “No. Something’s not right, Tamia. She should have been there.” 

“Maybe she is,” she offered quietly. She knew just how Carrissa probably felt. She lived in fear of the day Rick’s bulletproof luck finally ran out. “Maybe she just wants to be alone.” 

He shook his head as he ran a hand through his hair, his expression grim. “Kelly always talked about how open and friendly Carrissa is.” 

“She’s grieving, Rick,” Tamia said as she rose from the sofa. She understood only too well the choice Carrissa had made. If she weren’t ex-military and a member of the team, she’d react the same. If she didn’t know exactly what their mission was – and how important – losing Rick would make her crazy with grief, anger, and bitterness. “Grief makes everyone want to hide away. Especially if we don’t know why the one we love is gone.” 

He was silent for a long moment, his gaze fixed on her, before he nodded slowly. “Maybe you’re right. She was pretty upset. I’ll try her again next week.” 

Tamia smiled softly, pride swelling in her heart as she stepped up to him and raised her hand to skim over his cheek. “I know you made Kelly a promise, Rick. But you can’t force Carrissa to accept anyone’s charity, or sympathy.” 

Rick’s arms slid around her, and Tamia sighed with pleasure as she sank against him. She loved the feel of his arms around her, and that he always seemed to know when she needed him to hold her. 

“I have to do something, babe,” he murmured against her ear. “I owe it to Kelly.” 

“I know.” She wavered at the memory of Kelly’s final moments, and the agony in Rick’s eyes when she’d died. “But Kelly asked what she did out of love—“ 

“And I know exactly how she felt,” he whispered, giving her a gentle kiss. “If anything ever happens to me, I’d want to know that someone was looking out for you and our kid.” 

Tamia froze, her throat closing and her chest tightening at his words. The thought of losing Rick had been torturing her since her own near miss at Porto Alegre. To hear him say it, though, stabbed her through the heart like nothing ever had. And, as if it could feel her distress, the baby kicked hard, sending Tamia’s hands to instinctively soothe her child. 

“Stop talking like that, Carinson. You’re scaring us.” 

“Sorry.” He nuzzled her ear as his hand covered hers against her belly. 

Tamia shivered pleasantly, feeling his touch race along every nerve. God, she missed him. She knew he was frustrated by their lack of intimacy; she saw it in his eyes whenever he looked at her. She couldn’t tell him she was just as frustrated. She couldn’t admit to her fears; not to Rick. She couldn’t admit it would kill her to see even a hint of rejection in his eyes. As her eyes closed against tears, Tamia sought around for a distraction, and caught sight of the clock. 1600 hours! “Rick?” 

His mouth continued its lazy exploration, and it was everything Tamia could do to hold onto reality. Fear lanced her, and she dug her fingers into his shoulder. “Rick!” 

“Hmm?” He lifted his head to gaze at her with eyes that had gone the color of midnight. 

“It’s sixteen-hundred.” 

He dipped his head again. “And?” 

“Chinatown. Sixteen-thirty. Remember?” 

He sighed regretfully as he released her. “You’re right. We need to get going if you’re going to make that appointment.” 

She nodded, backtracking to the sofa for her jacket. “You sure you don’t mind dropping me? I mean, I could just take a cab, or walk—“ 

“Over my dead body. You’re not going to hike around the streets of Manhattan in your condition.” 

She rolled her eyes. She’d known this was going to happen, from the moment she’d first told him she was pregnant. Ever since her miscarriage after Porto Alegre, Rick believed pregnancy equated frailty. “Damn it, Rick, I’m pregnant, not an invalid. You’re going to have to lose that old-fashioned protective streak. It isn’t going to work on missions.” 

He sighed, and she saw the flash of frustration beneath the apology in his eyes. “I worry, okay? I don’t want you hurt; not if I can protect you.” 

This was an argument she wasn’t going to win she saw as she looked into his eyes. Rick’s protective instincts were more than she could fight, even if his intentions were a little misguided. 

“All right,” she agreed as she shrugged into her jacket. “I’m ready. Let’s go.” 
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He slipped an arm around her waist as they left his quarters. “I wish I could go in with you at the clinic.” 

“You have a meeting at Internal Affairs at seventeen-hundred, Rick. That’s more important.” 

“Not to me,” he countered in a husky whisper against her ear. “I should be there, with you.” 

She smiled, biting back a blend of tenderness and exasperation. No one could ever accuse Rick of being uninvolved in her pregnancy. Even before he knew, he was there for her when she was suffering through those first horrible stages of morning sickness. After she admitted she was pregnant, he became even more protective, to the point that she was sure at least one other member of the team must suspect by now. Since the hit on Pier Forty, she’d barely worked a single graveyard shift in Comms, and the shifts she did work were broken up by visits from Rick, making sure she was comfortable. It was sweet, but also a little confining to a woman who wasn’t used to having someone hovering over her. 

He’d nearly blown it the other morning, before Kelly’s funeral. She’d been so desperate to forget where she was going that she started organizing the files to go to storage. Rick had just finished his stint at Comms and come out to find her moving boxes around. It wasn’t that he’d said anything. He just stepped in and took the box she was holding away, a horrified expression on his face. And the worst part was that they hadn’t been alone at the time. Kathy and Walter had been there in the Command Center, prepping Kathy’s interview equipment. Both had reacted with surprise to Rick’s move, and they’d watched Tamia carefully, ever since. She could only hope that neither of them had actually guessed, yet. 

“Go to your meeting, Rick. I’d love it if you could be there with me, but the meeting at IA is more important. What’s Black want now, anyway?” 

“Damned if I know. You know what I think of Mark.” Mark Black was their new contact at Internal Affairs, where they got most of their mission details. Tamia knew that, after the mess with John Tolson, Rick saw their connection with IA as shaky, at best. Mark handed them missions, but Rick didn’t really trust him, or the information he gave them. Rick wanted every lead verified independently before they followed it. To Rick, Mark Black was nothing more than a politician. “He probably wants an update on the Panfild investigation.” 

Tamia’s gut clenched and nausea swamped her at the mention of Commandant Martin Panfild, head of the War Department. He was their number one suspect in an ongoing investigation for a mole in the Intelligence Community, and he made her skin crawl. Ever since their mission at Poco Nanches, Peru, went sour, the Commandos had been digging around in Panfild’s past, and finding very suspicious holes. Even without complete evidence, Tamia felt certain that Poco Nanches was Panfild’s operation. However, until Kathy finished her interviews at the government complex, they wouldn’t have any proof. 

Twenty minutes later, Tamia gave Rick a kiss as she slid from the passenger seat of his jeep. 

“I’ll be back to get you as soon as my meeting’s over,” he said as he brushed hair back from her face with his fingers. “Stay here, and out of trouble, until then, huh?” 

She grinned playfully. “Yes, Dad.” 

“Dad, my ass,” he grumbled good-naturedly, then offered her a lopsided grin. “Now, go see the doctor.” 

She winked mischievously and blew him a kiss as she closed the door and stepped up on the snow-covered sidewalk of Chinatown. She glanced at Rick in time to see the teasing salute he threw her, and the nod of his head toward the clinic. She sighed to herself in wry exasperation. Rick wasn’t going anywhere until he saw her enter the clinic. With a shake of her head, she turned toward building. It was a small, non-descript brick structure, sandwiched between a Korean grocery and a Chinese theater. Though labeled as exactly what it was – a women’s clinic – no one who didn’t read Chinese would ever know what went on within its walls. The neighborhood would protect Sherry Faulker, and her practice, because she helped their mothers, sisters, and daughters. 

Tamia drew a breath and smoothed a hand over her belly as the baby kicked. “Shall we?” 

The baby kicked again, and Tamia laughed. “Guess that’s a yes.” 

She stepped through the sliding door and into the pristine clinic, wafting of the normal sterile smells of any hospital, and the first sight to register was that, as usual, the place was empty, except for the statuesque redhead in a white lab coat. 

“If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I’m your only patient,” Tamia quipped as she glanced around the clinic’s empty lobby. 

Sherry Faulker grinned, her green eyes sparkling with laughter. “You’re just the only one who rates VIP treatment, Captain.” She ran an assessing gaze over Tamia. “How are we today? Any problems we need to discuss?” 

Tamia smiled wryly, her hand moving over her belly as the baby kicked. “We’re doing just fine, is what I think I’m being told to say.” 

Faulker chuckled. “Active?” 

Tamia rolled her eyes. If the kid got any more active… “I think martial arts must be genetic.” 

Faulker studied her carefully as Tamia headed for the exam room. The doctor shook her head, then. “You know, I can’t figure you out, Captain.” 
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“What do you mean?” 

“There’s not a doubt in my mind that you want this baby. Heck, you’re willing to put your own life and freedom on the line for this child,” Faulker said, before her eyes narrowed. “Yet, you’ve had two ultrasounds, already, and you don’t even seem the least bit curious whether it’s a girl or a boy.” 

Tamia sighed, turning to face the doctor as she reached the exam room. “Of course I’m curious…” 

“I asked you if you wanted to know, and you said no,” Faulker reminded her. 

“I’m curious,” Tamia repeated, swallowing against the lump of fear that was rising steadily in her throat. “But I’m also afraid. God, Doc, it’s already too real. I feel the baby moving inside me, and it’s the most wonderful, and scary, feeling in the world. I keep wondering if I’m strong enough, if I can do this. I’m terrified of screwing up.” 

Faulker’s expression softened with understanding. “Welcome to parenthood, Tamia. No one gets it easy. We all screw up, from time to time. But what’s important to any child is knowing that they’re safe and loved. You’ll do just fine.” 

Tamia turned away as she struggled against the emotions that faith evoked, her hands resting against her belly, where she could feel the stirring motion of her child. Faulker was right. Her baby deserved the best: a name, and an identity beyond her child and Rick’s. Finally, drawing a breath for courage, she turned back to smile at Faulker. “Okay. As long as everything’s okay, today, I want to see. I want to know.” 

Faulker nodded, a small smile flirting at her lips. “I’ll leave you to change. Call for me when you’re ready. Today, Tamia, you are going to hear that heartbeat.” 

As the doctor left, Tamia fought the panicky urge to call her back and say she’d changed her mind. Which was ridiculous; she wasn’t even sure what she was afraid of… 

No, that wasn’t true, Tamia decided with a sigh as she began removing her clothing with mechanical motions. She knew exactly what she was afraid of. Her child was a movement, a flutter of a dream, at the moment; it was only half a reality. But to hear the heartbeat she’d thus far avoided, or see her child on that screen, or even know its sex, would make the baby real. A real, little person, a helpless innocent who depended on her for safety, and who could be stolen away in any number of horrifying ways, leaving another unbearable hollow in her heart. And yet… Tamia swallowed hard against emotion. Her arms already ached to hold her child, and she longed to experience every instant of her baby’s precious life. Decided, she finished undressing and pulled on the loose, robe-like garment Faulker had laid out for her before calling out, “I’m ready.” 

Faulker entered, smiling. “Up on the table, Captain, and let’s see what the little one’s up to, today.” 

It was disconcerting, Tamia decided a moment later, to be facing the sophisticated sonic imagery screen, and to see her own innards in such stark, full-color glory. She shifted uneasily, and heard Faulker’s knowing chuckle as she readjusted the flat, disc-shaped probe cameras on Tamia’s abdomen. 

“It’s always a little weird, the first time you see it,” the doctor said, giving her a friendly smile. “Just try to relax and not move around too much while they detect the right motion.” 

Tamia drew several deep breaths, forcing herself calm. Just then, the baby kicked hard, and the probes zipped to the spot like bloodhounds on the scent. Tamia gasped in awe at what appeared on the screen. 

There, in living color, was her baby. Every precious little finger and toe, curled in a fold of limbs, as if the baby was asleep. One tiny hand lifted, and she felt the corresponding flutter, as the baby stuck a thumb in its mouth. Tamia’s heart clenched, and a lump formed in her throat, making her swallow hard against tears. 

The tears welled up in her eyes anyway, blurring the screen and its image, as she pressed trembling hands to her abdomen on either side of the probes. She sucked in a breath and felt the trembling pressure in her chest. This was her baby! Her heart expanded until she felt the precious, wonderful ache in every pore of her body. This child was a miracle, created from the love that formed the center of Tamia’s world. How could she ever do it harm? 

Faulker reached forward and tapped a button on the ultrasound unit, and the steady, soft rhythm of a heartbeat echoed in the otherwise silent room, until Tamia couldn’t contain herself anymore. The walls came crashing down around her, and her tears burst free as she sobbed out all her love and joy and fear. She ached as never before to hold this precious child in her arms, close against her wildly pounding heart. 

The baby moved, and a teary smile broke over Tamia’s face as she looked toward Faulker, wishing Rick could have been here, with her, for this. “It’s a boy.” 

Faulker nodded, a grin spreading across her face. “Definitely.” 

Tamia swallowed hard as her eyes went back to the screen. She watched her son in enchantment, knowing now, more than ever, that she would do whatever it took to safeguard him. She could do this; he was counting on her. Looking at Faulker, she smiled. “Thank you.” 

She couldn’t wait to tell Rick. He was going to love this. 

* * * 
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He couldn’t believe this. Rick slumped back in his seat, his eyes narrowed on Mark Black, the new Executive Director of Internal Affairs, as anger crept through his disbelief. “Are you insane?” 

“I know it sounds like it—“ 

Rick snorted derisively. “That’s an understatement.” 

Mark tossed his pen onto the desk with a disgusted sigh. “Listen, Carinson, this is the perfect opportunity to get the evidence against Panfild that I need to shut the Mole down.” 

Rick glared at the man. He wasn’t buying into Black’s propaganda; he already knew the other man’s agenda was to set himself up for a permanent seat on the CEADS council, which automatically made him a suspect in Rick’s opinion. He wasn’t about to send any of his team into danger just to advance Mark Black’s career. 

“No. You listen, Mark. I’ve already lost one member of my team—“ 

“So? Replace her.” 

Rick was on his feet in a flash, leaning over Mark’s desk with a fistful of the other man’s shirt in his hand as rage swirled through him. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that, you filthy son of a bitch, and you’re going to read our charter before you make another bonehead remark like that in my presence. And, in answer to your damned mission, I’m not putting any of my Commandos into Panfild’s grasp without a damned good reason, and backup.” 

“You don’t think his suspicious behavior is reason enough to warrant an infiltration? Look, we’ve almost got enough to get a warrant from the Tribunal…” 

“Then get a warrant,” Rick growled as he released Mark with a shove. “We’ve been monitoring Panfild’s movements just fine without planting anyone in his sights.” 

Mark rocked back in his seat, his brown eyes wary. “Hey, I’m just trying to protect the Intelligence network, here. To do that, we need to get someone on the inside. He likes women, and we need someone with the military background to not arouse his suspicions. So, you send in a female Commando with military experience. She gets friendly with Panfild—“ 

Rick’s vision hazed with rage. Mark obviously hadn’t read the Commando roster. While he didn’t trust anyone with specific names and details about his team, IA had a list of the prior jobs, and sexes, of his team, including former military ranks. There was only one female Commando with any military experience, and Rick was damned if he’d send her anywhere near the architect of the Fertility Code. That would be a death sentence. 

“Absolutely not,” he snapped, his mind flashing on the clinic in Chinatown, and everything Mark was proposing he sacrifice. 

“Just hear me out, Rick.” 

Rick stalked back to his seat and grabbed up his jacket. “I’ve heard plenty. You want enough for an arrest? Fine. we’ll get it. But we get it my way. No one sends a member of my team into the War Department before I say go.” 

“Fine.” Mark leaned forward with a scowl. “But you get me that evidence, and fast. We need to get this wrapped up, before we lose any more people. Every Covert Ops department is reporting casualties.” 

Rick turned back to Black, his eyes narrowed. “We’re working on a profile of the Mole. As soon as we have the list narrowed to only a few suspects, we’ll step up surveillance from passive to active.” 

Mark rose to his feet. “Guess it’s in your hands, for now. Just keep me in the loop, okay?” 

Rick nodded shortly. He’d keep Black updated, as long as it didn’t compromise the security of his team. He’d yet to determine if Black’s presence as EDIA made him a friend, or foe. Only time would tell. Right now, he didn’t have time to figure it out. He had an appointment in Chinatown. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

She was standing with her back against the brick wall, her face tipped toward the snow-filled sky as the flakes kissed her honeyed skin and tangled in her midnight hair. She’d never looked more beautiful. Rick let his eyes skim over her, awed by the contentment on her face, as he pulled in along the curb. He watched her for a moment, spellbound by the beauty that years of street life and war hadn’t been able to erase. His throat tightened at the peace on her face, and he could only pray that he had helped put it there. 

He pressed the button for the automatic window on the passenger side and leaned across the seat to call out to her. “Tamia!” 

Her eyes opened, and her head turned toward him. A smile that took his breath away spread over her face, and she hurried to the jeep. He wanted to tell himself that it was because of him, but he knew it probably had more to do with the drop in temperature outside. He hit the button again, and the window slid up even as Tamia opened the door and climbed in. 

“Hey.” Rick leaned across to kiss her chilled lips. “How’d it go?” 

Her smile widened as his hand caressed her belly. “Well, according to Dr. Faulker, everything looks good.” 

“That’s great.” He gave her another kiss, unable to resist the temptation of her lips, before settling back into his own seat and reaching for the gearshift. He couldn’t tell her how relieved he was that everything was okay. He couldn’t tell her that his sleep was plagued with frightening images of Tamia and their child in harm’s way. He couldn’t even tell her why he felt that way; he had no proof they were in any more danger than anyone else on the team. But he could feel it, in that part of himself he rarely acknowledged outside of battle. Grimly, he pulled the jeep into traffic and promised himself he was going to investigate this. He would do anything to keep Tamia and their child out of danger. 

“Rick?” Her voice pulled him back from his thoughts. He glanced at her, to see her brow furrowed in concentration. 

“What’s with the deep thought, babe?” He asked, moving one hand to her leg in a comforting gesture. 

She touched a hand to her swollen abdomen, hidden beneath the layers of loose clothing. “I’m trying to think of a name. I think we should discuss it.” 

Surprise shot through Rick. The one and only time he’d asked her about giving the baby a name, she’d changed the subject, clearly reluctant to give their child an identity. It had struck him as odd, and troubling, at the time. He’d wondered if she was having second thoughts. Now, this total reversal caused another shaft of worry to jet through him. 

“I thought you said it was bad luck.” 

“I was wrong.” Her touch was tender as she laid her hand against her belly, smoothing out the fabric until the shape of her belly became apparent. “Our son needs a name.” 

Shock and joy plunged through Rick simultaneously. He swallowed hard, and it was a struggle to keep his voice even as he asked, “So you finally found out, huh?” 

She nodded, offering him an apologetic smile. “I wish you could have been there, Rick.” 

“So do I.” His grip on the wheel tightened as he recalled Mark Black’s insane plan of infiltrating Panfild’s inner circle of confidants. He’d be damned if he would throw Tamia to the wolves like that. There had to be another way to get the information. 

Swallowing hard, he tried to picture the expression on Tamia’s face when she first discovered the sex of their child. 

She cocked a curious look at him. “So what did Mark Black want?” 

He opened his mouth, and then snapped it shut grimly. He couldn’t tell her. Tamia was a tough lady, and a former Marine. She was almost as steeped in duty and obligation as he was, and she’d insist on doing the job she was handed. So he shook his head instead and lied. “Not much. Just routine information.” 

When she remained silent for several minutes, Rick glanced at her in worry. “You okay?” 

She nodded. “I don’t know what to do, Rick. I know we agreed I should go to Kuron’s, but we can’t afford to be short-handed right now, and I don’t want anyone to get hurt or killed because I wasn’t there to do my job.” 

Rick’s chest tightened. He’d known this argument would come up again. Tamia was far too dedicated to let the matter rest. 

“Sweetheart, you can’t put our son at risk. Whatever happens, you have to put his welfare first.” 
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She shot him a look so full of love and fear that Rick’s throat tightened and his eyes burned. They both knew what had to happen, as much as it tore them apart. Rick swallowed hard, and made himself yet another promise. No matter what, he had to make sure Tamia went to Tibet-- for her safety, and their son’s. 

Half an hour later, Tamia leaned back in her seat in Communications and sighed impatiently as the vidphone line rang repeatedly. Where was he? 

The line clicked suddenly, and she sat upright, her heart catching. 

“Hello, Tamiasa.” 

Her heart stalled in fright for one instant, before she reminded herself this was Kuron she was talking to. Of course he’d know it was her. She didn’t imagine he got too many calls, anyway. 

“Hello, Grandfather,” she replied easily in Tibetan as she settled back into her seat. “Where were you?” 

“I was where I am needed,” he said in his usual cryptic fashion, but his stern tone implied that whatever he was up to, it was no business of hers. Tamia sighed. Nothing new, there. Shaung Ku-Ran had always been mysterious, and Tamia wondered what secrets he kept from her. “You have called for a reason, Tamiasa.” 

She blinked, realizing her mind had drifted. That happened a lot, since she got pregnant. With a wry smile, she placed a hand to her belly as the baby moved. She wasn’t sure how to broach the subject at hand, but she knew she had to. Rick was right; she couldn’t take any chances with her son’s life, and every day she remained here was risking exposure. But how did she make Kuron understand how imperative it was? Tamia gnawed her bottom lip for a long moment as she debated. Finally, she settled for a straightforward, “I need to come stay with you for a while, Grandfather.” 

There was a brief pause. “This is not advisable.” 

“Please. I can’t stay here, right now. It’s too dangerous.” 

“It would be even more dangerous for you and your child here, Tamiasa,” Kuron said firmly. “The Reavers have returned.” 

Tamia froze, her breath choking off, as those words drove a spike of nauseating memory through her. Oh, God. It just couldn’t be possible. “After all these years? Grandfather, I thought they had no further interest in Tibet, since the dissident executions.” 

There was a sad sigh from the other end of the line. “The lama believe the Holy One will return very soon,” he confided. “The signs have already begun to present themselves. And the last great oracle predicted that when the Holy One returns to the temple at Lhasa, he will break the hold of China’s evil ways. The Reavers have returned to exterminate all newborns and pregnant women within Tibet. We have been taking them to safety as we can, but the task grows more dangerous by the day. Stay in America, Little One. The danger you face there is but one of discovery, not certain death.” 

In his voice, Tamia heard fear for the first time ever. Kuron was afraid for his home, and for his granddaughter. Remembering Faulker’s words about parenting, Tamia felt shame rush through her. Kuron’s love might be tough, but it had always been there, and he’d done everything in his power to help her grow into a respectable and responsible woman. The trouble she got into as a teenager was the result of her own mistakes and choices. She’d turned her back on Kuron and everything he’d taught her in rebellion. Yet, he was still there, patiently waiting for her to return. He’d healed and helped her when she turned to him, full of sage advice and gentle censure. And that support had saved her life. 

Tamia closed her eyes. How many times had she broken her grandfather’s heart, oblivious to his pain? She swallowed hard as she recalled how much he aged between visits, and wondered if her dangerous lifestyle had contributed to that. With a shakily drawn breath, she rested a hand against the tabletop. “Have I ever told you how sorry I am?” 

“Tamiasa.” His voice was gentler than she could ever recall it being, and tears burned her eyes. “You did not have to apologize to me. You have always paid your debts without complaint.” 

“But I made you worry—“ 

“You did not force me to do what I would not do on my own. You are my granddaughter, Tamiasa. It was an easy enough sacrifice to make.” 

Tears spilled down Tamia’s cheeks and clogged her throat. She’d been terrified of making mistakes with her child; but what she’d never realized was that she had the best role model for parenting right there to back her up. He’d loved her unconditionally, even when she thought she hated him. Even when she blamed him for her parents’ deaths, and then her own rape. Now, she could accept the truth. He hadn’t been responsible for anything but loving her. Drawing another shuddering breath, she whispered, “I love you, Grandfather.” 

He chuckled indulgently. “I know. Be safe, Little One. I must go.” 

“Good-bye.” The line clicked in her ear. Leaning forward, she disconnected the line on her end as well and slumped back as tears slid down her face. Her life was coming together with more clarity than she’d ever had, before. So, why was she so terrified that this was merely the calm before one hell of a storm? 

Fear drove her up from her seat and sent her hurrying toward her quarters. She needed to find her prayer beads, the ones Kuron had given her so long ago. She needed their security, and calm. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Something was seriously bothering Tamia. Rick’s brow furrowed as he watched her dig through her footlocker as if searching for something. Her motions were agitated, her expression frightened. 

“Hey, babe,” he greeted her as he crouched beside the footlocker. “What’re you looking for?” 

“My necklace,” she replied distractedly, not even looking up or pausing at all. 

Rick frowned and glanced around the bedroom. His eyes lit on the silvery gleam of the hololocket he’d given her. It was laying on the nightstand beside her alarm clock. Rising to his feet, he snagged the ‘locket and returned to dangle it in front of her. “This what you’re looking for?” 

She shook her head, still digging. “No.” 

His frown returned. Tamia didn’t own a lot of jewelry that he knew of. In fact, aside from the hololocket and the engagement ring – both of which he’d given her – he’d never seen her wear a single piece of jewelry, before. 

“What’s this necklace look like?” 

“Kuron gave it to me, before he sent me to the US. It’s made of Buddhist prayer beads.” 

Rick rocked back on his heels, stunned. She was looking for prayer beads? “Tamia…” 

She gave no indication of having heard him at all. He sighed inwardly, even as his worry climbed. Whatever the necklace was made of, it was clearly important to Tamia. 

“Tamia!” 

She looked up, then, and the fear in her mahogany eyes punched Rick hard in the gut. Instinctively, he reached out to comfort her, rubbing her shoulder lightly. “Honey, what’s happened?” 

Tamia stilled, and the silent tears that overflowed her eyes, to run rivulets down her cheeks, nearly killed him. He couldn’t stand that grief on her face. He reached out and drew her into his arms. 

“Tamia, please,” he pleaded hoarsely, through a throat tight with pain. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?” 

“Kuron,” she managed around tears, her voice little more than a breath of air as it left her mouth. 

Rick’s lungs froze in dread. Had something happened to the old man? He hoped like hell that wasn’t the case. Tamia was still recovering from Kelly’s death; she was too fragile for a blow like this. To lose someone she loved as much as she did that old man – her only living relative – would destroy her. 

“Tell me what’s happened,” he said in a soothing murmur, stroking her back and shoulder gently. 

“ ‘The Reavers have returned.’ That’s what he said.” She looked up, met his gaze, and he saw her fear and worry. “He’s putting himself in danger again, Rick; he’s too old for this. They’ll kill him.” 

He hugged her tight, and felt the trembling of her tightly held emotions. Slowly, he massaged her lower back as he reassured her. “I’m sure he can handle it, sweetheart. He trained you, after all.” 

“So?” She mumbled against his shirt, obviously not placated. 

“So, I’ve see you in action, babe.” 

“You don’t understand,” she protested in a broken whisper. “I don’t have the emotional control Kuron does. The monks at the temple in Lhasa raised him, before it became apparent that he wasn’t meant to take their oaths. A monk from Hong Kong trained him in Martial Arts, but he was taught it as a means of discipline, not a form of war. He’s never lifted a finger against anyone, and I’m not sure it would occur to him to use Martial Arts to protect himself.” She drew a shuddering breath. “This is the first time in my life that I’ve ever asked Kuron for a visit and he’s turned me down. He was scared, Rick. My grandfather is too controlled for that. He’s never shown fear in my life!” 

Rick watched her in concern. Something wasn’t adding up. “Why did he tell you to not come there?” 

She swallowed hard, and he felt her fingers clench in the material of his shirt, worrying the material in a subconscious sign of distress. “He said the Chinese Army’s come back. They’re killing newborns and pregnant women, Rick.” 

Shock avalanched through him. He knew that China used their Reaver Army to exterminate those who spoke out against their ideologies, and that they’d been used during the Reaver War to squash insurgency in Tibet. But why would any government order the wholesale slaughter of women and infants? “Why?” 

“Because the lamas of the temple claim the signs are appearing, to herald in the birth of the next Dalai Lama.” 

“What?” 

“You heard me,” she said as she twisted herself loose from his embrace. 
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“Yeah, I heard it. I’m just not sure I believe it. Tamia, what’s going on? You’ve always been levelheaded. Now you’re talking abut signs and prayer beads, and—“ 

“I’m Tibetan,” she said, her chin lifted proudly and her eyes shining. It was the first time she’d ever acknowledged her heritage in his presence. “I may be an American by citizenship, and I may have lost touch with my roots, but my blood is Tibetan.” 

He blinked, perplexed. This was getting more bizarre by the minute. “And my ancestors were Irish. Why does any of that matter? This is here and now, not the past, Tamia.” 

She sighed. “The present is merely a bridge between the past and the future. No one who’s never lived in Tibet understands that Tibetan expression. The country is split down the middle, and has been for centuries. The lamas abhor violence of any kind, and always have. The revolutionary underground have accepted their role: that Tibet will never be free unless someone stands up and fights for that freedom.” 

Rick nodded. “The past and future of Tibet, right?” 

“Yes.” Her head bowed and a sigh broke her lips. 

“And these visions of the Dalai Lama? Why are they reason enough for China to execute women and children?” 

Her eyes lifted to his, and he saw a suffering there that he didn’t understand, before she whispered, “There hasn’t been a Dalai Lama in Lhasa since the last one was exiled by the Chinese government in the mid-Twentieth century. We have been a nation without our soul, for nearly two centuries.” 

His brows shot up in surprise. “So this is a big deal.” 

She nodded. “In twenty-sixty, according to Kuron, the Regent of Tibet had a vision that laid out the signs which would accompany the next Dalai Lama’s birth. In twenty-one-ten, a lama in Nepal had a vision, as well. He said that when the Dalai Lama returns to Lhasa, he will be the incarnation of peace from war. He will free Tibet of Chinese control.” 

Rick whistled lowly. “I can see how that would scare the Chinese. But what’s that have to do with Kuron? Or that necklace?” 

She swallowed visibly, and told him what she’d learned from Kuron. He nodded slowly as he listened, and dread plunged through him. He could see why she was so frantic, now. Hell, he didn’t want to see anything happen to the old man, either. “And the necklace?” 

She shrugged awkwardly, her eyes dancing away from his. “It… helps. I can’t explain it, Rick, but that necklace is the only thing I was ever given that I couldn’t bear to sell in ‘Frisco. I need it.” 

He didn’t ask why. Whatever her reason, it was clearly a part of her past she felt very strongly about. He didn’t need to know the whys. 

As he leaned in to help, she suddenly loosed a cry of triumph and sat back, a strand of wooden beads etched with oriental symbols in her hands. “Found it!” 

Rick smiled, glad to see the relief in her eyes, even if her face was still lined with worry. He glanced at his watch, then up at Tamia. “You need to eat. C’mon, and I’ll make you some dinner.” 

He rose to his feet and helped her up from the floor. The smile she offered him tightened around his heart, and he leaned to give her a brief kiss as he led her toward the kitchen. Sometimes, he realized with a smile, the best thing he could do for Tamia was to just be there. 

Tamia sighed as she worried the prayer beads between her fingers and frowned, watching Rick pull out the ingredients to make Chicken Alfredo, her favorite pasta dish. “You remember what we were talking about earlier, about Matt’s behavior at the meeting?” 

Rick looked up from where he was cutting up chicken. “Yeah.” 

Tamia laid aside the beads and rose to her feet. “Matt’s a streeter, Rick. He doesn’t let personal problems show. On the streets, that would be a lethal mistake. Whatever’s riding him has to do with what he’s doing out there. Maybe he discussed it with Jen, and she’s upset about what he’s revealed.” She took a step toward him. “Need some help?” 

He shot her a mock glare. “Park your ass back in that seat, Captain. I’m capable of cooking, and you know it.” 

She laughed. She did indeed. Of the two of them, Rick was the better cook; probably because he’d learned to take care of himself early, when she’d just pumped herself full of drugs to convince herself she wasn’t hungry. Suddenly, it didn’t seem so funny. But, forcing a smile, she quipped, “I sense I’ve offended your delicate male ego.” 

He gave her another playful glare, accompanied by a growl. “I’m a SEAL, lady. We don’t have delicate anything.” 

Her good humor returned, and she laughed easily as she returned to her seat when he turned menacingly toward her. Seated again, she sighed as he turned back to his task. “I think Matt’s getting in too deep, Rick.” 

The look he shot her this time was concerned and very serious. “Why do you say that?” 

“He’s been working the streets for years now, and lately he’s been in on some very high-profile runs. Rick, you don’t get that kind of trust from these people unless you’re willing to take some pretty 56 

large steps past your personal convictions. You can’t bluff your way around gang-bangers and drug dealers; you have to prove yourself.” 

Rick frowned as he laid down the knife he was using, washed his hands, and turned toward her as he dried them on a towel. “You think he’d sell us out?” 

She shook her head, trying to find a way to explain something to a person who’d never seen the complicated inner hierarchy of a gang first-hand that any gang-banger, past or present, knew instinctively. “Matt’s not going to sell us out, Rick. But I think he’s in danger; if not from the dealers he’s working with, then from the Law.” 

“You think he’s crossed that line, don’t you?” 

“Not yet, but he’s getting close,” she answered, fighting the suggestion she knew she had to make. There really wasn’t any way around it. “You may have to pull him, before he gets in any deeper.” 

Rick’s motions were preoccupied, his frown deepening as he added pasta to a pan of boiling water and the cut-up chicken to a skillet of simmering olive oil. “We can’t lose that contact now, Tamia. The militant underground and drug world are our only forewarning if that Jaosantai starts moving.” 

“I know.” She sighed, and smoothed a hand over her belly as the baby moved. She’d been wrestling with this decision ever since that disturbing briefing. She knew what she had to do; no one said she had to like it. “But we’ve got to pull Matt before he ends up in prison, or worse. Send someone else in.” 

Rick froze, his back to her as his shoulders stiffened. That was a very bad sign. Tamia knew Rick was suspicious, but those stiffened shoulders told her he had more than suspicions, now. Then, in a very quiet, almost lethal voice, he asked, “Who?” 

God. He wasn’t going to make this easy. Not that she’d expected him to. She already knew he’d hate what she was about to say. 

“Me.” 

The pan of pasta he was getting ready to strain dropped into the sink with a clatter as he swung around, his face engulfed in dark fury. “Over my dead body.” 

She told herself she’d expected this. Drawing a steadying breath, she forced herself to not flinch, or react at all, as she met the rage in his cobalt eyes. 

“It makes sense, Rick. Matt can vouch for me, and my record from ‘Frisco will do the rest of the talking. I won’t have to prove my dedication to the streets. My loyalty was put to the test with the Panthers, and they’ll assume that since I’m on this coast, I’ll deal with a new gang with the same loyalty. Matt needs out; fast.” 

In three strides, Rick crossed the tiny kitchen to tower over her, and she could feel the rage radiating from him. It didn’t scare her; she already knew he’d never hurt her. 

“Tamia, you are not going back out there; not into that life,” he grated out the words, the tic in his jaw a sign that she’d be wise not to push him. “That’s final.” 

Those words snapped an old and familiar rebellion in Tamia that tended to make wisdom fly straight out the window. No man owned her, damn it. She raised her eyes to his, and ignored the fury, pain, and fear there as she challenged, “Why not?” 

He jerked back with a hiss and a muttered oath. “Good God, Tamia! You know damned well why not!” 

“You don’t think I can do it.” Her eyes narrowed. “You forget I lived that life.” 

“And it damn near killed you! How can you even think of putting yourself in that danger again?” 

She shrugged awkwardly. Now she could see where he was going with this. The drugs. He was afraid she’d start using, again. But she knew differently. She was stronger than that. Sure, she’d had temptations in the past, especially during the Divide, when the hunger to be high and above the pain and horror had been almost more than any human being should have to bear. But she hadn’t given in then, and she wouldn’t do it now. It was hard to explain how she knew this was different. Sure, some vestiges of the scared, insecure girl she’d once been remained. But she also had an identity, now. She had a life she knew, a skin she was comfortable and happy in, and she’d do nothing to jeopardize that. She didn’t need to like or trust herself to know that much. ‘Frisco had been a lifestyle driven by her inadequacies; this would be a mission, a role she would play. Nothing more. 

“There won’t be any danger, Rick. A friend needs my help; how can you ask me to ignore that, after what we’ve already lost?” 

He took her hand and drew her up from the stool and into his arms. She closed her eyes, her cheek resting against the solid warmth of his chest, and drew from his rock-steady strength. Just knowing he was here would sustain her on the streets. 

‘There’s always danger, babe,” he murmured huskily against her ear. “You know I can’t send you out there; especially not now. I can’t put your life, or our son’s, in that kind of danger. There has to be another way.” 

She sighed, knowing he was right. She couldn’t ask that of him; she couldn’t hurt Rick, or their child, for anything in the world. 

“Well, something needs to be done.” 

Rick nodded agreement, and cupped his hand against her cheek. “I’ll talk to him, okay?” 
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“No.” She covered his hand and met his eyes. “Let me. I want to help; maybe there’s something I can do that won’t require me identifying myself to his contacts.” 

“All right. Just be careful, sweetheart.” He gave her a light squeeze and a soft kiss, then released her and turned back to dinner preparations. Tamia watched him with a small smile. He was an amazing blend of strength and sensitivity. She still couldn’t believe she was this lucky. Instead, she felt a sick certainty she’d pay for her luck with everything she had, and that feeling scared the shit out of her. 

CHAPTER TEN 

The Command Center was in its usual state of controlled chaos when Rick stepped out of Communications at the end of his shift, at 0500. He grinned to himself as he watched the hubbub, until his eyes landed on Kelly’s empty seat. The pain of failure and the weight of responsibility nearly crushed his chest. He’d been unable to reach Carrissa since the funeral, and it ate at him that he couldn’t keep his deathbed promise to his friend. He couldn’t take care of a woman he couldn’t find. 

His eyes shifted again, and he saw the flash of empathy in Tamia’s eyes, even as he crossed the room to his seat. Everyone else quickly took their seats, ready for the morning briefing. 

“So, who wants to report first?” Rick let his gaze travel slowly around the room, gauging everyone’s mood. His eyes stopped on Jen, who looked pensive, as if she was miles away. Odd. Jen was usually the most focused of the entire team. “Jen?” 

She started, her eyes wide and almost panicked. “Huh?” “Something bothering you?” She cleared her throat and glanced anxiously around the table. It couldn’t have been clearer that, 

whatever was on her mind, she wasn’t sure she wanted to talk about it. Dread curled in Rick’s gut. 

When unflappable Jen didn’t want to analyze something aloud, it had to be bad. “Jen?” She fidgeted, but nodded. “Yeah.” He rested his elbows on the table for a moment, watching her carefully. “What’ve you found?” “Well,” she stalled for a moment, and then reached for the plug-in jack to the holoprojector 

inlaid in the table’s center, attaching the cable to her hand-held computer. The air above the table lit up with a panel of bright aqua light, like sunlight dancing through water. Jen tapped a few keys, and John Tolson’s face and a scrolling panel of information popped up in the aqua light. “We’ve got Tolson. We 60 

can link him to the Jaosantai, and Commander Haggerty at JAG thinks she can get him to roll on at least one of his co-conspirators in exchange for leniency in his sentencing.” 

“The trial’s on a couple of days,” Rick warned her. “If Haggerty doesn’t get him to roll, he’ll go to the electric chamber, and we’ll be back to square one.” 

Jen nodded, and tapped another key. The image of Tolson shrank as his file disappeared and a bright yellow line formed between his picture and a chemical symbol that appeared in the center of the aqua light. 

“We can link him, through the DNA found on Jean O’Neil, to Charles Horner.” 

Rick shifted uncomfortably, anger stinging him as he recalled how he’d found his friend. Someone was going to pay for that; and not just Tolson. There was a flurry of clicking from across the table as Jen tapped keys on her computer. Images of Horner and Jean sprang up, with lines linking Horner and Tolson to Jean, and the chemical symbol. “What we don’t know is if and how Mrs. O’Neil is linked to the Jaosantai.” 

“Well, she wasn’t buying, using, or doing anything illegal with it,” Rick said grimly. “That’s not Jean.” 

Everyone turned toward him, and he caught the flash of sympathy in Jen’s eyes, before she said, “Then what was she doing with Horner? I contacted her editor in Boston, and he claims she was headed here on some hunch she had. He didn’t know anything about it, and she lied about having been sent to interview Horner.” 

Rick slumped back in his seat, unsure how to respond. He knew Jean was in over her head, even before she disappeared. But he was hesitant to ask, especially now. Jean was too fragile. Besides, he knew it wasn’t anything illegal. He might not know what she was up to, but he knew Jean, dammit. She was a crusader, not a criminal. He’d bet a year’s pay she’d been trying to expose something about Horner that he didn’t want the world to know. That was Jean’s style. 

Tamia leaned forward then, catching Rick’s attention as she said, “We’ve also got information that says Martin Panfild’s involved, somehow. Have we dug up any possibilities?” 

“Not yet. But there’s a problem with our original theory about the mole.” Jen scrolled through something on her hand-held. “I’ve been going over that profile we established.” 

“Powerful, male, in a key position, with access to Intel, military coding, and large sums of money.” Rick shared a troubled glance with Tamia, who looked extremely concerned. “What’s the problem?” 

“I don’t think it describes our mole,” Jen admitted, shaking her head. “I’ve been studying the profile, and the profiles of all the men we’re sure are involved in this, and there’s a discrepancy. We’ve been pulling suspects with that profile left and right, and all we’ve ended up with are middlemen, 

soldiers and lieutenants. Which means our mole is made of different stuff.” 

“You’re saying we’re chasing the wrong dude?” Mat asked. “Man, that’s harsh.” 

“It’s fact,” Jen said firmly, casting him a dirty look. “But we’re not going to find the mole with this profile.” 

Rick closed his eyes, fighting back the migraine starting to form behind his eyes. The stresses of command were sometimes almost more than he could bear. He’d been leading men and women into conflict and disaster for too long. After a moment, he opened his eyes and faced Jen. “So, any theories?” 

A small smile of understanding quirked at the corners of Jen’s lips. “Even better. I have a new profile.” 

He couldn’t fight the weary smile that tugged at his mouth. “Figured you would. What’ve you got?” 

“Our mole derives a great deal of personal gratification from controlling a network of powerful, high-profile men. We’re talking about someone who likes knowing that, at a word, they can watch a powerful man take a fall. That indicates that the mole is someone who typically feels threatened by powerful men. This person might even have been terrorized by someone in power, at one time.” She shook her head. “This is classic strike-back victim, with the twist that the rest of our original profile still fits. But money and prestige are immaterial to the mole. The power is what it’s all about.” 

“Great.” Matt snorted in disgust. “So we’ve got a dude who gets off on being TD – Top Dog. So what’s he get out of that jumped-up Reaver army?” 

“The chance to control everything,” Tamia answered quietly. “For someone who feels out of control, the idea would be a rush he couldn’t pass up.” 

Jen nodded. “But I’m not thinking ‘he.’ Our mole’s probably a woman.” 

Tamia sat back, her eyes wide in surprise. Rick couldn’t blame her. This was a twist in the investigation that he’d never seen coming. 

“Wow,” Tamia said, shaking her head. “Kind of blows all the statistics out of the water, doesn’t it?” 

“Sexual statistics do indicate that women are less likely to be involved in a crime that poses a significant threat to public health and welfare. In psychology, it’s called the Nurturer’s Instinct.” Jen shrugged. “But statistics don’t apply to everyone. I think there’s a deeper temptation at work, here. I don’t think our mole – or should I say the driving force behind the network of moles – has thought beyond the first stage. She sees the cloning operation as a means to an end – the means of becoming a 62 

mother to children who are virtually immune to all toxins.” She tapped a key and brought up a list. “I looked at the blood analyses from Castor. Those kids we rescued are so full of bodily produced toxin antidotes, I’m surprised they don’t glow. That’s what made me re-evaluate the profile, initially. A man wouldn’t care about genetically altering the immune system of an embryo when he can simply pump an adult subject full of enhancers. We’re dealing with a woman’s fears, here. This is a woman who either can’t have children, or has lost a child to illness in the past. It’s likely that someone in her network is exploiting her desire to be a mother for the less noble purpose of creating an army. But, in the end, she’s the one who calls the shots.” 

“Which rules out Panfild,” Walter muttered in disgust. “And sends us back to square one.” 

“Not entirely.” Tamia leaned her elbows on the table, her expression pensive. “We can’t just take out the mole and assume we’ve destroyed the network. I think all we’d do is splinter it, at this point. After all, we have a large number of powerful men who’ve put everything on the line in this deal. They’re not about to back down.” 

Rick frowned as he studied her. If he was following her correctly, she was talking about the network like a classic terrorist movement. Independent cells, working together. “What’s your take on this, Tamia?” 

She shot him a serious look, and shrugged. “We’ve got Tolson, now. We know he was involved, and he’s liable to implicate others to save himself from the electric chamber. We know what Tolson was capable of; look how he was playing us. I think Jen’s on the right track, but we need to take it a little further, and say that, at the moment, we’re looking for a woman as the head of the mole network. But we’ve got a network of independent cells with very different agendas, who’re working together simply because it’s an advantage to them, at the moment. Kind of like gang truces. Two rivals can join forces against a common enemy, but their alliances remain to their own leaders, no matter who’s in charge of the combined force.” She glanced at the profiler. “If we get the lady in charge, do we have any assurances we’re going to melt this whole network?” 

Jen shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s possible, but I doubt it. You’re probably right about the alliances. These people have all gone too far to be willing to back out, now. They stand to lose everything if they do. We’re probably going to need to bring down the entire top two tiers of the network to contain the problem.” 

“So,” Matt slumped in his seat, his arms crossed over his chest. “Does this whacked theory sound like a crack haze to anyone else?” 

Rick frowned as he watched Tamia tense. He had to admit the mission had just taken on an unexpected, and unwelcome, twist, but he had to trust Jen’s skill and Tamia’s instincts. Neither one had failed them, yet. Whether he liked the idea or not, they had to take out the lieutenants, whether they ever got anywhere near the mole or not. 

“We need to rethink a large part of our suspect list, at very least. In a list of over fifty suspects, we only have ten women, and none of them are considered high priority except Maria Trechel.” 

“The low number should narrow our search, right?” Walter asked with a lifted brow. “Maybe we should consider it a gift.” 

“Not really,” Rick answered him with a sigh. “We don’t even know if any of those women fit the new profile, which means we have to start investigating them, and any other women who might fit the profile Jen established.” 

He watched heads nod around the table, and knew they were all thinking the same thing. After what they’d found at Poco Nanches, they were all aware of the invisible clock that ticked all around them like a bomb’s timer. And they were running out of diffusion time. They now had a network to bring down, and a mole who wouldn’t be as easy to find as they’d first believed. It almost didn’t seem worth it, when he considered all the angles they’d have to cover all over again. Then, he glanced at Tamia, and was reminded of the baby she carried, the life she was risking for them both. He couldn’t give up. For Tamia’s sake, and his son’s life, he’d see this thing to the bitter end, no matter the cost to himself. 

Tamia’s gaze lifted then, and he saw the determination boiling there and felt humbled. A smile flickering at the edges of his lips, he rose to his feet and faced the team, knowing that he had backup. Tamia was thinking the same thing he was. 

“I think we can all agree that this mission is still important – maybe even more important than it was before. We all have loved ones in direct danger, and the threat is growing.” 

“How many lives do we keep feeding this thing, before we reach the point we have to give up?” Jen wanted to know, her eyes focused on Kelly’s empty chair. 

“We’re not giving up. Ever,” Rick responded grimly. “We made a pact, as Commandos, that we’d give up our lives before we’d let terror control us, or our children.” 

“Man, you’re talking shit. What kids?” Matt demanded heatedly, a rage in his eyes that Rick could understand. After Tamia’s miscarriage, he’d felt that same self-loathing. “One of our prime suspects already made sure we’d never be allowed to have a future to fight for.” 

Tamia stiffened in her seat as Matt’s angry words washed over her, and Rick’s gaze shifted to her. Silently, she pleaded with him to not give away her secret. It’d been hard enough to tell Rick, to share what she was so afraid would cost her the life inside her. To lose her son now… 
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Rick’s eyes flashed with apology, and then determination, and bile rose in Tamia’s throat as she dug her fingers into the arms of the chair, the blood rushing from her face so fast she felt dizzy. Didn’t he realize that he could be signing her death warrant, and that of their child? 

“Panfild established the Fertility Code,” Rick told the group in a quiet tone. “We all know that. But the man’s a suspect in treason, which I don’t think qualifies him to be telling us what to do with our lives. His order is illegal.” 

Jen’s eyes danced between Tamia and Rick, and Tamia wanted to sink through the floor under the profiler’s speculative gaze. 

“What’s this really about, Rick?” Jen asked. “No matter what the rest of us might do, you’re not a man who thumbs his nose at regulations.” 

Tamia caught Rick’s eye again and shook her head. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t… 

“The rules have changed. Tamia’s pregnant.” 

The silence fell sharply, and was deafening to Tamia as she felt all eyes turn to her. Once again, she was back in the gang hideout in ‘Frisco, and she’d done something to gain David’s ridicule. Shock and mortification, and fear, wound through her until she felt like being sick. Then, as her eyes met Rick’s, fury lunged through her, sweeping away all other emotion. He’d done this to her, brought back these terrible memories, by exposing her secret. Shoving away from the table, she shot Rick a withering, hateful glare, spun on her heel, and stormed from the Command Center. Rick and his mission be damned; he owed her more than what he’d just slapped her with. He owed her his loyalty, and his love. Now, she faced the very real chance that she didn’t have either. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Rick winced as the Arena door slid open to the deafening blasts of a handgun discharging. No doubt about it, Tamia was pissed. Of course, he already knew that. He saw the accusation in her eyes just before she stormed out of the briefing. Normally, she’d be in the gym, beating the hell out of the punching bag. But being six months pregnant limited some physical activities, and Dr. Faulker had strictly limited her physical training regimen. So, naturally, Tamia turned to her second choice of outlet for aggression; she brought that betrayal he saw in her mahogany eyes to the firing range, and her Glock. Only thing was, he hadn’t betrayed her, no matter what she thought now. He knew what he was doing, back there. He gave her a safety net, and people who’d be able to help her if there was ever a problem when he wasn’t around. But it was clear from the >fury on her face that she didn’t see it that way, yet. He had to convince her. Rick sighed and rubbed his face wearily. First, he had to get her to at least listen to him. 

“Tamia!” 

She spun on her heel, her eyes narrowed in a glare that sliced clean through his soul as she leveled the Glock at his chest. “I should shoot you.” 

“Which is why I waited until you emptied the clip,” he tried, hoping to diffuse some of her anger with humor. 

Her eyes narrowed even further, until they were barely more than slits. “Is that a joke?” 

Apparently, the wrong thing to do. He tried again. “Listen, Tamia—“ 

“No. You listen,” she interrupted in a snarl. “You had no right, dammit! My body, my choices. Damn it, Rick—“ 

“Look, in case you didn’t notice, morale was falling apart in there. We need to be able to trust each other, and they needed to know that there’s something to fight for, besides revenge. Not telling them wasn’t going to make things easier. We could lose everything, if we can’t work as a team, babe.” 
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She yanked the clip release on her weapon with an angry jerk and reached for the fresh clip laying on the stand beside her. Her expression frozen in resentment, she slammed the new clip into place, and Rick’s heart sank. She was just stubborn enough, she wasn’t going to give him the benefit of the doubt. Then her eyes raised, and he saw defiant light glaring there. “So, what you’re saying is that the team’s morale is more important to you than my trust. It’s okay to violate my feelings, for the greater good.” 

“God, no. Tamia,” he said as her pain reached out to slap him, and he realized what he’d done. He hadn’t realized how important keeping her pregnancy a secret was to Tamia, and that she’d told him only because she trusted him to never divulge it. It hadn’t been his intent to hurt her. How could he explain what he was most afraid of? How could he explain the real reason why he’d been compelled to share that very personal information with his team? All he knew was, he had to try. “Okay, for a moment here, let’s pretend that every one of our friends isn’t intelligent enough, and wouldn’t have figured it out on their own, given time. Have you ever stopped to think of any of the ways this secret could hurt you, aside from the obvious? I have.” 

She stared at him, her eyes confused. “Aside from the brass finding out, you mean?” 

“Yes. No one here is going to turn you in, sweetheart. But what happens if, God forbid, something happened to me, and no one else knew? What happens then, if there’s a problem?” 

Her mahogany eyes remained fixed on him as her face drained of color. Oh, God. Now what had he done? He winced as it dawned on him. Tamia was sensitive enough about the possibility of losing him, and she was under stress right now. How could he have been so stupid? Just as Rick cursed himself inwardly and opened his mouth to apologize, Tamia drew an audible breath, and demanded, “What are you saying, Rick?” 

He sighed. Time to face the music. “I originally brought you into the Commandos to stand as my replacement, should something happen to me. You have the leadership abilities this team needs in my place. But you need their complete loyalty and help to stay on top of things. Keeping secrets from them isn’t the way to get that loyalty. And since we got together, I’ve been worried about you. I need to know that everyone’s behind us on this pregnancy. I need to be sure someone will take care of my family.” 

Tamia remained silent and frozen, her gaze fixed blankly on him. The eerie clang of the Glock dropping to the metal floor startled him, and fear followed on its heels as he studied her frightened expression. 

“Tamia?” He asked quietly, reaching out to touch her arm. She jerked away so fast Rick’s heart pitched with fear. Tamia’s arms crossed over her chest and belly protectively, as if to shield both herself and their child from attack, as she rocked on her heels. Her eyes were wide and fixed, and so full of fear that Rick felt like a bastard for hurting her. He’d never seen Tamia react to anything like this, before, but he knew it had to be his fault. 

“Tamia? Babe, are you okay?” Tentatively, he reached out to touch her cheek. 

Tamia collapsed to the floor, tears streaming her face and huge sobs rocking her back and forth. Instantly, Rick dropped to his knees beside her and gathered her into his arms. God, he’d never seen her come apart like this. The pain wrenched his heart, and his chest hurt. Stroking his hands over her shoulders and back, he whispered against her ear. “God, I’m sorry, sweetheart. Whatever I said—“ 

“I’m scared,” she admitted in a tearful whisper. “I don’t want to lose you, Rick! I can’t…” 

“Shh.” God, how had he screwed this up so bad? Tamia was usually so collected and tough. But he’d forgotten about hormones. Her emotions had been a lot closer to the surface, lately, and with all the loved ones she’d lost… Damn it, he was an idiot. She didn’t need this stress. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. You’re under enough pressure.” 

She looked up, and the raw vulnerability in her eyes hit Rick in the heart. He had to comfort her. Lowering his head, he covered her mouth with a soft but thorough kiss. He nearly pulled away in surprise, however, as Tamia’s fingers suddenly clenched in his shirtfront, her kiss turning desperate. Then, as he realized that fear had mutated into insatiable need, Rick let himself go. It’d been too long since she’d reacted to him this way. The floodgates open at last, he drowned in the sweet taste of her lips, and the feel of her warm body against his. He was only too glad to give her reassurance in any way she needed. And he’d sell his soul to have her react to him this way when she wasn’t reeling with fear. 

The hiss of a door opening penetrated the haze of his rising ardor. Ears trained to hear every noise, no matter the distraction, measured footsteps that were definitely feminine, even before a throat cleared, and Jen’s voice reached him. “Sorry to interrupt. Rick, there’s a call in Comms that Kathy says you should take. It’s priority.” 

Rick sighed as Tamia pulled away, but nodded to Jen. “I’ll be right there.” 

As Jen left, Rick turned his attention back to the woman he loved. “You okay, babe?” 

Her answering smile wobbled enough to concern him, even though she nodded without hesitation. “I’ll be fine. Go on.” 

He gave her another soft kiss, and stroked her cheek gently. “Why don’t you go rest?” 

Tamia’s smile solidified as Rick helped her up from the floor and retrieved her weapon. As she expertly removed the full clip, she met his gaze. 
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“Actually,” she said with quiet assurance, “I thought I’d work with Jen, and see what we can come up with to narrow that new profile down. I want to get going on this, Rick. You were right; we have a future to protect.” 

Tamia’s smile widened, and her eyes shone with love as she passed him. Watching her leave, her Glock dangling loosely from her right hand, Rick felt a grin spread over his face. Tamia was right; she was going to be just fine. 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

Tamia blew out her breath and rolled her shoulders to ease the tension. A lock of midnight hair dropped over her face, and she sighed as she shoved it away and blinked wearily at the monitor screen. She’d linked into the Commonwealth of Euro-American Developed States’ service database early this afternoon, after she and Jen narrowed down the mole profile. She had a theory to track down and she was sure these records would supply the break she needed. 

That’s why she was still here in Comms, after twelve hours, poring through military records. She smiled wryly as she acknowledged it probably would be going a lot faster if she didn’t have to keep dealing with Rick. He’d stopped in on his way out to set up a night-surveillance on Horner, and hadn’t been happy to find her at the console, working. He’d called in several times since, and she could hear the disapproval in his tone every time she answered the call. The last time, he’d demanded to know if she’d eaten anything since she’d started her search, and when she planned to be done. Honestly, he was driving her nuts. 

The vidphone across from her working terminal beeped just then, indicating an incoming call. Speak of the Devil… 

With an annoyed sigh, she spun toward the array and put on the headphones before tapping the connection button. “Look, I’m fine, okay. I’ll be done, soon, and—“ 

“Hello, Tamiasa.” 

She stopped dead. Spoken in English, that precise cadence, underlain with caution, told her who her caller was. Definitely not Rick. God, she’d forgotten about the call she’d placed to her friend, Kyato Hoshimiro, at Equatorial Patrol Headquarters in Rio de Janeiro. She didn’t bother flipping on the vidphone monitor. Hoshimiro was already risking his life to help them. He wasn’t about to risk his face showing up at a monitoring station. 
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She’d contacted her old friend when her need for information had sent her into an area she couldn’t legally pursue without going through a possibly corrupted War Department. She’d forgotten about that call, until now. 

“Find out anything?” 

“You were correct about the source of the drug rush in America. The Chinese government has been auctioning off much of its chemical and biological weapons stores.” 

Ice shot through Tamia’s veins. God, it was worse than she’d imagined. When she’d floated her theory to Hoshi, she hadn’t anticipated finding such a blanket sale. “And the Jaosantai? What did you find out about that?” 

“According to my source in Shimonoseki, several cargo transports refueled in Kitakyushu two days ago. The stationmaster’s records indicate that the transports were originally destined for Trujillo, Peru, but filed a last-minute change of destination.” 

Tamia sucked in a sharp breath as she battled the sick feeling roiling in her gut. Every instinct she possessed told her they needed this connection, but it was still hazy. “Where’d they change it to?” 

“With stops in Singapore, Port Elizabeth, and the Bahamas, their final destination is—“ 

“New York City,” Tamia finished, a grin spreading over her face. Finally, they had it! “How long until the shipment arrives?” 

“Given the fact that they would wish to hide the transaction, probably in a day or two.” 

Tamia leaned back in her seat, rubbing her face. “Okay, so we can catch it coming in. Did you get anything out of your contact on whether or not there were any previous shipments?” 

“Twelve shipments, beginning within the week following the signing of the Atlantic Treaty.” 

Her heart stalled, and plummeted to her feet. Dear God… They had their connection, as long as they could tie the shipment to Horner or Panfild, but she wasn’t sure what the information was going to cost them. It looked like this secret went deeper than any of them suspected. “Any idea where all the rest of those shipments went?” 

“No, but I did not ask. I will request he keep looking.” 

“Thanks. You’ve been a huge help, my friend. Take care of yourself, okay?” 

“I shall do my best. Be careful, Tamiasa.” 

Tamia waited until he rang off and tapped the key that reset the phone system. Then, with a quiet string of curses, she rested her forehead in her palms. This situation kept deteriorating. She’d been afraid that the Jaosantai they’d already turned up wasn’t the only stockpile, but nothing like this. Twelve shipments in two years! That was enough to drug an entire army ten times over! Only a madman needed that much. 

She groaned in fear. They could be facing her darkest nightmare, and there might not be anything they could do about it. It was like playing a damned game of cat and mouse. For every step forward they took, they slid back four. At that rate, there’d be an all-out repeat of the Reaver War in full swing before they got anywhere near the mole. 

“Damn it!” She slapped the console in frustration. 

“Whoa, chinagirl! Ease off the juice, huh?” 

Tamia jerked her head around to find Matt Clipper slouched in the doorway, a worried frown on his face. She raised a brow, surprised to see him. “What’re you doing here? Shouldn’t you be out working your turf?” 

He glanced away, his expression bland, but his shoulders tensed, as he said, “Not tonight. It’s my night to rock the radio city here.” 

She forced a smile, even as her instincts tingled, telling her something wasn’t right. “I get the drift. I’m in your seat.” 

He shrugged again. “Not really. Why’re you working nights?” 

“Oh, I was already here, working, so I told Kath I’d take her shift. She’s got an early meeting with her network’s CEOs.” 

Matt frowned. “How long you been in here, Blade?” 

She glanced at him in confusion as she turned back to her work. Matt sounded odd… like he was upset. “Since 1400. Why?” 

She watched his eyes drop to his watch, and couldn’t help but wonder about the scowl that settled over his face. What was Matt so pissed about? And he was pissed; big time. His eyes, when they lifted back to hers, were granite hard. “Damn it, Chinagirl. When are you gonna get it through your fool head that you can’t do this shit? Get your ass out of here and go sleep, dammit.” 

Okay, that lecture about blew her weird-out meter. Tamia frowned, concerned. “What’s the matter with you? I’ve pulled shifts later than this, and—“ 

“Not no more, you don’t. I’m surprised the Man hasn’t already yanked you from rotation completely.” Matt stood over her, his arms crossed and his dark eyes accusing. “You shouldn’t be here. You should be sleeping, and avoiding stress. You’re pregnant, Blade. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?” 

Her confusion exploded into rage, and she surged up from her seat to go toe-to-toe with Matt. “Don’t even start with me, Clipper; you won’t win. I’m as capable now as I was before. Treat me like an invalid again, and you’ll regret it. I promise you that.” 
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He threw up his hands and backed away, his eyes full of surprise. Clearly, he hadn’t been anticipating attack, but she’d had enough of people treating her like glass. 

“Whoa! Back off, girl. I’m only trying to help.” 

Tamia sighed, backing away. He was right; she was overreacting a little. And she knew why. “Sorry. Rick’s been on my case about cutting back, lately.” 

He flashed her a lopsided, apologetic grin. “Yeah, I can see that. You’re probably sick of restin’, if I know the Man.” 

Tamia settled back into her seat and regarded Matt carefully. She had to admit, she was curious, and definitely concerned. She’d told Rick she’d find out what kind of trouble Matt was in. She might not get another chance as good as this one, again. 

“So, how’s the corner market?” 

Matt pulled out a chair and straddled it backward, looking every inch the unconcerned street punk. But Tamia wasn’t fooled by all the masks and posturing. Self-preservation had taught her to read all the subtle signs of gang life, and everything that lay beneath it. 

“It’s business; you know.” 

She did, and they both knew it. With a nod, she said, “Level with me, Matt. What kind of trouble are you in?” 

He didn’t look surprised. Like her, he could probably read all those little undercurrents of conversation that could mean life or death on the streets. He sighed, and rubbed a hand over his eyes. “You don’t wanna know, Blade.” 

She leaned forward, her heart clenched in worry. That Matt would let his guard down enough to admit that anything was wrong meant that things were more than wrong. They were deadly. 

“Does it have anything to do with the Jaosantai?” 

He froze, his dark eyes studying her warily before he rasped, “Jen been talkin’ to you?” 

Tamia blinked, surprised. She wasn’t expecting that response. What had he confided in Jen? “Should she?” 

He snorted, but relaxed after a moment. “I thought maybe she sent you to jack me for information. She’s sprung on the whole communication thing, lately. Been askin’ a lot of questions like that.” 

Okay, there was something very wrong with this picture. “Why would Jen be asking you about the Jaosantai?” 

“Nah, girl, it’s nothin’ like that.” He sighed as he reached for the headset she’d laid aside and adjusted the signal boosters. “Jen’s just got this Jesus thing; thinks she can save me from myself. She keeps bustin’ me about what goes on out there.” 

“So, tell her.” 

The shock on his face would have been comical, if Tamia hadn’t known how out of character it was for him. 

“No way!” He fumed, scowling. “She can’t handle it.” 

“Matt, she’s a Commando!” 

“She can’t handle it,” he growled warningly, his expression unyielding. “She’s cool on blood, and chemicals, and all that brainiac, problem-solving shit. But trust me, Blade – what goes on out there in the pound, she can’t handle.” 

“But I can.” Tamia leaned forward, her gaze fixed on Matt. He might not want to confide in the woman he obviously thought the world of, but he wasn’t getting away with hiding it from everyone else. “Lay it out for me, ‘dog.” 

He shifted uneasily, then sighed and nodded as he met her eyes. “Remember Carson Meilin?” 

She frowned, her concern rising. This was no small issue, if it involved Meilin. “Yeah. He’s the drug dealer you said is supposed to be receiving the Jaosantai shipments.” 

“Yeah, that’s him.” Matt cracked his knuckles nervously. “Well, he’s not the only one, now. And with Panfild in the picture as a possible buyer, I’ve been trying to find out when the thing’s going down.” 

Tamia’s breath froze in her lungs. She heard what he was saying, and what he wasn’t saying, loud and clear. “Dammit, Matt. You’re banging, aren’t you? It’s gone beyond legal, and you don’t know how to back the hell out while you can. What’ve you done?” 

His evasive shrug was as telling as any words. Her jaw tightened and she fought the urge to lash out in her anger. 

“You know if you crossed that line, Rick can’t help you. I hope like hell it’s worth it, Clipper.” 

He refused to meet her eyes as he muttered, “I’m getting close to bringing down Meilin and a few other sellers who can give us Panfild.” 

She shook her head, teeth gritted against hitting him. When had he totally lost track of common sense? “That’s worth ending up in prison or dead? God, Matt, don’t you even listen to Jen? Panfild isn’t the mole. He’s not worth throwing away your life. Why risk everything for a soldier?” 

Matt’s expression grew suddenly intent, his eyes flashing. “Because he’s part of the network, and I’ve got an underground source who says Panfild reports directly to the top. I don’t have a damned 74 

clue what that means, but I’m bankin’ on the mole. We bag Panfild, we could get straight to the mole. Besides, as long as Panfild’s in his palace, that damned Code stays in play.” 

Tamia sat back, surprised. She understood the mole connection – she’d suspected Panfild was involved from the beginning – but she didn’t get the Code thing. “What’s the Code matter to you? You and Jen planning to have kids?” 

His answering laugh was bleak, his eyes fixed on the floor between his feet. “Hell, no. Been there, tried that. Now, she don’t even want to hear or think about it.” 

Shock plunged through Tamia. She’d been part of this team for almost a year, now, and she’d never heard a word about this. “You had a kid? Where—?” 

“We were going to.” Matt cracked his knuckles again, and stared at his hands as they folded into shaking fists – the first sign of real emotion she’d ever seen in Matt. “It was during the Divide. A mistake, really; we’d just got back from South Africa, and we were celebrating having survived that hellhole. Things… got out of hand. When she found out she was pregnant, she came to tell me right away.” Tears slid loose from his eyes as a hoarse laugh slipped from his lips. “She was so innocent, so goddamned happy, I couldn’t bring myself to spoil that, to remind her what was gonna happen once the Man found out.” 

Tamia’s heart clenched. “Rick would never—“ 

He offered her a strained smile. “Yeah, I guess not. But we were a green team, back then. Can’t say any of us much trusted the others. Besides, it didn’t matter what he’d do, in the end. He never found out, before it was too late.” 

She didn’t like the sound of that, or the bleak pain on his face. Through her mind stabbed the memory of her first pregnancy, and her miscarriage after Porto Alegre. Without conscious awareness, her hands went to her belly, as she whispered, “She lost it?” 

He nodded miserably. “Turned out we weren’t done in South Africa. We went back in, and the hell we’d seen before was nothing compared to what we went through the second time in. And Jen…” He stopped, drawing a breath, and empathy wound through Tamia. Suddenly, some of Jen’s breakdown at Kelly’s funeral began to make sense. “We’ve been more careful, all around, since.” 

Tamia’s brow furrowed, then. If they weren’t planning on having kids… “So why does the Code matter? Why do you care so much about bringing Panfild down?” 

His jaw set stubbornly. “Because the Man asked me to help him take care of his family, and I know exactly what he’s feelin’, right now.” 

Tamia was overwhelmed. She hadn’t known… She’d been so pissed at Rick; and then terrified when he’d explained his reasoning behind revealing her pregnancy. She hadn’t stopped to consider that he’d asked the team to cover for her, and to help protect their child. He’d done something incredibly sweet, and she’d jumped him about it. Oh, god… Offering Matt a pained smile, she murmured, “Thanks, Matt. If I can return the favor, just let me know.” 

“You can,” he said easily, his devil-may-care attitude firmly back in place. She was halfway out of her seat. “Name it.” He tossed her a wink. “Go get some sleep, and take care of yourself, huh?” She laughed as she straightened, and shook her head in wry amusement. “All right, you pirate, I’m out of here.” She paused at the door. “Have a good night; and don’t 

hesitate to come find me if you ever need to talk about what’s going on out there, okay?” He nodded. “Yeah.” “Promise me.” His lips twitched with ironic humor. “You got it, Chinagirl.” Tamia left the Command Center, humming. Thanks to Matt’s confidence, and Rick’s love, she 

was beginning to feel healed. For the first time since she left Tibet sixteen years ago, she finally felt like she had a family again. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Tamia groaned as she unclenched her hands from around the edge of the toilet. Just what she needed at 0700, after a sleepless night – a full-body mutiny. She closed her eyes and took the cup of water Rick handed her, rinsing her mouth, then rested her head against Rick’s bare chest and shivered, cold even beneath her robe and sweats. 

“I don’t understand why you’re still having morning sickness,” Rick murmured as he sifted hair back from her perspiration-damp forehead. A worried frown covered his face. “You’re sure this is normal?” 

She nodded against him, feeling the rasp of hair against her cheek. “Dr. Faulker said it could happen, because of the Detox and Regen.” 

Rick’s frown deepened, and Tamia sighed. “Look, it’s no big deal, okay? It’s just something I have to deal with.” 

“Tamia, I—“ The phone in the bedroom rang, cutting him off. Rick eased away and, with an impatient sigh, stalked to the bedroom. She heard him bark, “Carinson.” 

She rose to her feet and moved into the doorway just in time to watch his expression abruptly turn from annoyed to concerned. “Where?” 

Tamia watched him carefully, watching his changing expressions, before he strode toward the closet. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 

Tamia’s heart clenched in fear. Stepping into the bedroom the rest of the way, she watched as Rick tossed the phone on the bed and pulled on a shirt. “Rick, what’s wrong?” 

“Nothing,” he said as he retrieved socks and his boots, and sat on the edge of the bed to finish dressing. “That was Walter, in Comms. Carrissa just called. She finally returned my call.” 

Tamia followed Rick into the living room a moment later, and watched silently as he shrugged into his jacket. Then, lowering her eyes, she asked, “You sure you don’t want me to go?” 

He turned back, then moved to stand before her, his hand cupping her jaw and his thumb feathering against her cheek as he gave her a sad smile. “Thanks for the offer, hon, but no. I’m the unit commander. This is part of my job.” 

“Rick,” she covered his hand with her own briefly, before she pulled away and sank onto the sofa. “She’s going to need more than a dedication to duty. She’d going to need a shoulder to cry on. No one deals easily with losing a loved one.” 

Rick sighed heavily, crouching down until he was eye-level with her. “I don’t know what else to do, Tamia. This is the first time she’s even responded at all. I don’t think she’s dealing with any of it. I made a promise to Kelly…” 

Tamia nodded, her eyes lowering again. She knew why Rick was so desperate to help Carrissa. But she also understood why the woman was so determined to avoid them all. 

“Maybe she just wants to get on with her life,” Tamia murmured. “Maybe she’s trying to forget.” 

“The voice of experience speaking?” He whispered, his fingers skimming her cheek, and she lifted her head to see the tears glimmering in his eyes. 

“Maybe.” She covered his hand with hers, holding its warmth to her skin, afraid to let go. “I know I’d want to die, if I was in her shoes.” 

He flinched a little, and brushed a kiss over her lips. “Not going to happen, babe. You’re stuck with me.” 

She smiled sadly, and watched him rise to his feet again. “You sure this is a good idea, Rick?” 

He shrugged. “I promised Kelly we’d look after Carrissa. She’s got to understand that we didn’t know Kelly was wounded, or she never would have died.” 

* * * 

It was 1000 hours. Carrissa had skipped out on their meeting at Central Park. He’d spent the past two and a half hours visiting every place he recalled Kelly talking about. This was his last stop; his final chance. Appropriate that it should be a church, even though the steps of the cathedral looked cold and forbidding. Rick blew out his breath, watching it mist on the cold January air. 

“Happy fucking New Year,” he muttered darkly. He’d lost one. A teammate, and a friend. He could close his eyes and still see Kelly’s grin, the twinkle of devilment in her dark eyes. He could only imagine what it must be like for Carrissa. Tamia was right; he’d probably react the same to that kind of loss. 
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Stuffing his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket, he drew another breath and climbed the steps. St. Patrick’s Cathedral had always felt like a refuge before; he’d retreated here more than once after a disastrous mission. The good little Catholic boy from South Boston. He grimaced wryly. He’d lost that boy, somewhere in the battlefields of countless wars; and then he’d died, wiped away in a single bomb’s blast, that night in Montreal. 

Looking up at the building again, Rick felt only cold, now. Chilled to the bones. Glancing warily around, he pushed open the door, and a blast of warm air greeted him. God help him; what was he doing here? 

Rick let the door close quietly behind him, his eyes searching the dim interior. The sanctuary was nearly empty, today. There she was. He drew a breath as his eyes fell on the brown-haired woman sitting with her back to the door, her head bowed into clasped hands as she rocked back and forth, her hair falling around her face, masking her grief from the world. Her shoulders heaved, giving her away, and as he neared her, he heard the quiet sobs, and they wrenched his heart as he wondered if Tamia would one day share her fate. God, he wasn’t up to this. He almost turned in his tracks. But he couldn’t. He’d made a promise to a friend, and he intended to keep it, even if he had to use one of Walter’s newly developed bugs to do so. 

“Carrissa,” he said quietly, placing a hand on her shoulder, transferring the invisible strip against the skin of her neck with a brush of his thumb. He felt her shudder, and then the jerk as she pulled away from his touch. “Carrissa, I need to talk to you.” 

“What is there to talk about?” Her quiet voice was a murmur in the stillness, filled with so much pain that Rick felt it stab him. “Kelly’s gone. Do you understand that? Dead. Gone. Nothing can bring her back.” 

Rick flinched at the cutting accusation in her lethally soft voice. “Carrissa, listen to me—“ 

“No, you listen to me!” Carrissa hissed, twisting sharply to glare up at him. “I’m not stupid, you know. I know all about you; I did my research, when Kelly first started talking about joining you Commandos. I know about you and your war; you’re like some kind of damned machine, Carinson! You’ve never seen what your little revenge quest’s done to people. You’ve never woken up to the woman beside you crying in her sleep, never seen the haunted look in her eyes. Well, I have, and I say to hell with you! To hell with all of you!” 

Rick sat down on the pew behind hers, his eyes lowering. “You looked up my file as a SEAL, didn’t you?” 

She jerked out a shrug, turning away. “What does it matter?” 

“A lot. That file’s missing more than you know. I know exactly what kind of horror war puts a person through, and while I’ll take responsibility for some of Kelly’s nightmares, she was scarred long before she came to the Commandos. I like to think we helped her find a little peace with her past. War’s what made me the way I was, yes. I won’t deny that. But I also know what it’s like to love someone whose whole life was stripped away by war. Kelly knew the hell living without a dream is. That’s why she was with us; because our dream is the same. We’re fighting for peace, Carrissa. We don’t enjoy death or war, or killing. We hurt when we lose one of our own. But if we don’t fight now, no one will ever know what peace is.” 

Carrissa shook her head slowly, and a small, mirthless laugh broke her lips. “Listen you yourself. Fight for peace. Why? Was it worth a life? Was it worth Kelly’s life, all of her talents and dreams? What did destroying her create? Not peace.” 

Rick touched her shoulder gently. “I don’t have those answers, Carrissa. All I can tell you is that Kelly chose the way she died, all by herself. Had she told us even an hour sooner, we might have been able to save her. Maybe she had reasons for what she did that none of us will ever know or understand. All I do know is that she gave her life to save another’s, and there’s nothing more noble, or worthy of sacrifice than that.” He glanced up, and his eyes sought out the crucifix above the sanctuary’s altar. “If only we could all die for such a noble cause.” 

Carrissa’s head turned away. “So. Why’d you come here?” 

“Because you never showed up for our meeting.” 

“You been following me? That’s how you knew I was here, right?” 

“Not following, Carrissa. Kelly said you always came here, to pray for her. I figured you still would.” 

“Yeah.” Her head bowed, and her shoulders trembled. “Funny, isn’t it? You get so used to taking care of someone, to worrying over them, and you find yourself doing the same things, saying the same prayers, even after they’re gone. Like a part of you just can’t let go.” 

“Kelly would want you to move on.” 

She whirled to face him, her eyes flashing in rage. “Don’t tell me what Kelly would or wouldn’t want, damn you! I loved her; I knew her heart, and her wishes, better than anyone.” Her head shook then, as she turned back toward the altar, her eyes staring unseeingly. “I met Kelly when I was working at the Met, back before it got closed down in ‘oh-nine. I was a sixteen-year-old Catholic girl who’d never so much as gone to bed at night without taking confession. I was leading a group of kids around the museum one day, when I saw her. She was so strong, so confident, but she had this wistful look on her face, like she was searching for something she couldn’t remember. She was just standing there, in 80 

the stained glass room, staring at the window of St. George, that quirky little smile on her face. She was still there when I went back, after the tour.” 

She smiled softly. “I asked her if I could help her, and she gave me that same funny little grin and said no, she was just thinking. I couldn’t help it; I asked what about. She pointed up at the window, and said, ‘Ever wonder what demons he knew? Why he was so willing to face someone else’s dragon?’ And, when I looked into her eyes, I just knew; she was the one.” 

A small sob broke her lips, and she swiped a hand across her face. “Kelly had so many dreams, so much she wanted to do and be, but she said she had to slay some dragons, first. I loved her so much, I couldn’t bear the danger, but I couldn’t deny her, either.” She drew a shuddering breath, and stiffened her spine. “I guess we had our time. I didn’t want her to join your stupid war, but she wouldn’t hear of anything else. She said she’d finally figured out how St. George felt. You have to defeat the demons inside yourself, before you can lay down your sword.” 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

If he thought dealing with Carrissa was heart-wrenching and difficult, Rick knew his next stop had the potential to rip his heart straight out of his chest. He fidgeted nervously as the elevator moved up. As it came to a stop on the right floor, Rick ran his hand through his hair and blew out an anxious breath. God, he wasn’t sure he could do this. He didn’t know if he could face her, or what he could say to her… 

The guard at the door snapped alert as he neared. “Name and business.” 

“Commander Richard Carinson. I’m a friend.” 

The guard consulted the computer pad in his hands, and nodded. “Go on in. Fifteen minutes.” 

Rick swallowed, opened the door, and felt his stomach knot with pain. She was sitting by the window, her eyes fixed on the sun rising over the city. She didn’t even seem aware he was there. 

“Jean?” 

She jumped, as if startled by even that quietly spoken query. As she turned, he caught the flash of fear in her haunted eyes. Then, as she realized who he was, she relaxed visibly. It was one more reminder of what she’d been through; bold, brave Jean would never be the same again. 

“Hello, Rick,” she said tonelessly, turning back toward the window. “Can’t say I expected to see you here.” 

Pain rose, but he tamped it under control. “What the hell’s this?” 

Her head lowered. “Nothing. I don’t know.” 

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” 

She jerked out a shrug. “I have good days, and bad ones. The doctors say I’m getting better. But I still feel like a train wreck, on the inside.” 
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He moved to crouch beside her chair, looking at her somberly. “I don’t have any answers for you, Jean. I wish to God that we’d got there sooner. I wish you’d told me what was going down; I still wish you would. I wish I could go and strangle Horner and Tolson to death, for letting it happen.” 

A flicker of a smile touched her lips, a sure sign that Jean was rallying. 

Rick clasped her hand lightly. “What do you want me to do? If I could erase it all, you know I would.” 

She shook her head, tears seeping through her lashes. “I don’t deserve friends like you.” 

“Well, you’re stuck with me, kid. We’ve been friends too long to back out, now.” 

She smiled sadly. “This was all my own fault, Rick. I know that.” 

“How can you say that? It was Horner who—“ 

She met his eyes levelly. “I didn’t listen to my instincts, until it was too late.” She drew a shuddering breath, and grasped his hand. “Rick, you’ve got to help me.” 

He squeezed her hand lightly. “Name it.” 

“I can’t go back to Boston. I talked to my mother. She’s bringing Tiff to me, here. They’ll be in later today. Can you pick them up at JFK?” 

Rick nodded mutely, even as a shaft of panic went through him. As much as he wanted to meet his daughter, he was worried about her response, or if she even knew. What should he say? How should he act? He drew a deep breath, and offered Jean a smile. He’d figure it out; he wasn’t going to concern Jean over it. “Sure. But why bring her here? Shouldn’t she stay where things are familiar, until you’re better?” 

Jean’s head dropped, her eyes on her clenched hands. “Jim would make her life miserable, and I can’t bear that thought. Rick, I called him, left a message that I want separation papers, maybe a divorce. I can’t go back, not anymore.” 

The memory of his brief conversation with Jim O’Neil replaying in his head, Rick scowled. “If that bastard threatened you…” 

“No.” She shook her head. “It’s not Jim’s fault. He’s been living with my secret about Tiff for years; he wasn’t happy about it, but he dealt with it. I can’t ask him to deal with this, too.” 

“Jean, you were raped—“ 

“And I’m…” She sucked in a deep breath, and her head bowed. “I’m pregnant.” 

Those words rocked Rick back on his heels. His mouth moved silently in disbelief. He’d had no idea. “Jean…” 

She sobbed, turning into his arms. “Jim doesn’t understand, Rick. He’s not Catholic. I am. I can’t have an abortion. When I was carrying Tiff, I didn’t care about that; I was so happy. I knew who I was, I was married to Jim before anyone really knew, and I couldn’t wait to have a baby. This time, I… I want to kill myself, some days. I’m not sure whose baby it is, but I’m dreading any of the possibilities. You’re the last friend I have, Rick. I couldn’t even tell my mother about the baby.” 

Rick gathered her into his arms, soothing her as she sobbed. 

“Jean,” he said at last, after she finally calmed, “I want you to meet someone. I think she can help you, better than anyone else can. She grew up on the streets, and she’s been through the same kind of hell you’re going through, before. Do you feel up to meeting her?” 

She nodded, and met his gaze. “Your girlfriend?” 

“Fiancée, actually.” He touched her shoulder. “I think you’ll like her.” 

A hint of a smile played at her lips. “So, you finally got up the guts, you sneak! Congratulations.” 

He grinned lopsidedly. “That’s another one I owe you, Jean.” 

She glanced away. “If we’re keeping score, I think the rescue wiped the slate clean.” 

He squeezed her gently. “Can you keep a secret? There’s more.” 

She glanced around. “Who am I going to tell, Rick? Besides, I’m through with interviews.” 

He bent his head to whisper, “She’s pregnant, too.” 

Jean’s eyes flew wide open, before she laughed, her eyes crinkling in merriment, and Rick felt his heart ease. It hurt, watching his oldest and dearest friend reel with pain. Her laughter was a sweet sound, and told him that Jean would recover, with time. 

“You devil!” She poked him with her elbow, causing him to release her. Rick grinned, seeing for a moment the return of the woman he’d known, and the girl she’d once been. Then, uncertainty replaced her laughter, and a worried frown marred her forehead. “Does she know about…?” 

“Tiffany? Yeah.” Rick nodded. “Don’t worry, Jean; she doesn’t hold grudges like that. Tamia’s been worried sick about you. She’s the one who suggested having you meet her.” 

“She knows I don’t—?” 

“Yeah. She knows all about Montreal, and she understands. I explained everything to her.” 

A smile tugged at Jean’s lips. “Then I suppose I should talk to her… That is, as long as you’re not worried I’ll tell her what kind of a moron you can be.” 

He laughed. “She’s got first-hand knowledge of that, too. You’re welcome to tell her whatever you want… oh, except about St. Martin’s…” 

Jean stared at him for a moment, and then broke into laughter. 

“You wretched…!” She gasped around laughs. “I’d nearly forgotten that! You and Tom…” 

Rick held up a hand, grinning. “Forget I brought it up! Please!” 
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A sharp rap on the door interrupted them. “Time’s up.” 

Jean glanced peevishly at the door. “Makes it sound like I’m in prison, doesn’t it? Feels like it, too, sometimes.” She sighed then. “You better go, Rick. Tell your fiancée… Tamia?” 

He nodded. 

“Tell Tamia I’m looking forward to meeting the woman who finally caught you.” 

He chuckled. “I will. Take care of yourself, Jean.” 

“You too, Rick. Don’t be a stranger, either. I need all the friends I can get, right now.” Her words followed him out into the hall. Rick smiled to himself as he headed for the elevators. He felt better, seeing for himself that Jean was on the mend. He wasn’t fooled into thinking she’d ever be completely whole, again – Tamia was proof enough that rape victims never really healed. 

Rick’s smile collapsed as his thoughts shifted to Tamia, again. Over the years she was on the streets, she’d developed a tough skin that she refused to shed. He understood some of her hesitance; they were in a careerfield that could destroy anyone who didn’t develop a little toughness. But Tamia took that attitude too far, and he was left wondering what she was hiding. What was she so afraid of? 

“Commander!” 

The pleasant voice, full of surprise, caused Rick to turn. He raised a brow and offered a polite smile to the grinning blonde who strode toward him. Other than a brief phone call, during which she’d been extremely evasive, he hadn’t spoken with Dr. Maria Matnes since Tamia had been in the hospital after Porto Alegre. 

“What brings you here?” Matnes enquired as she stopped beside him. 

“Visiting a friend.” 

She nodded sagely, her mossy eyes sad, and Rick flinched inwardly as he remembered that this woman had taken charge of Jean’s care from the start. She’d taken on Tamia’s injuries, and seen the woman he loved through what should have been her death; then, she’d stood up to her superiors to care for his friend. He owed her a lot. 

Maria smiled gently. “It’s okay, Commander. I assume you were in visiting Mrs. O’Neil.” 

“Yeah.” He shifted uneasily, and cleared his throat. Ever since that very evasive phone conversation, back after Tamia had returned from Poco Nanches looking like hell, he’d been meaning to confront Maria Matnes. “There’s something else I’d like to discuss with you, Doc, if you’ve got a minute.” 

Her gaze went instantly wary. “If it’s about Captain Kuan, I already told you, you’re asking the wrong person.” 

He knew that line. Standard evasion. Rick quirked her a wry grin. “That sounds suspiciously like a typical Tamia request, Doc.” 

“Doctor-Patient privilege. Whatever Tamia has discussed with me stays between her and I.” 

Worry shot through Rick at that statement. Why the evasion? Was there something wrong with the baby that Tamia didn’t want him knowing about? Was the pregnancy causing her a health problem? His chest tightened with the first hint of uncommon panic. The idea of losing the baby now, or losing Tamia because of the pregnancy, drove a spike of pure dread through him. With a deeply drawn breath, Rick forced his mind clear and calm. He had to approach this logically. 

“I know you’ve spoken with her about the baby. She said you were the one who sent her to Faulker.” 

Matnes’ eyes widened, before a smile curved on her lips. “So, she finally told you. That’s good. She’ll need the support.” 

Rick sucked in a sharp breath. Support? That didn’t sound good at all. “What’s wrong?” 

“Wrong?” She looked confused for a moment, before understanding bloomed in her eyes, and she smiled. “From Sherry Faulker’s last report, Commander, I’d say both Tamia and your son are doing beautifully. I didn’t mean to imply there was anything wrong.” She touched a hand to his arm lightly. “Pregnant women need a lot of emotional support, Commander Carinson. Given her job stress and what little she’s revealed to me about her past, I’d say Tamia needs that support more than most. Sherry mentioned that Tamia’s dealing with a lot of fears over parenthood. What would be a minor enough concern to most expectant parents is putting a lot of stress on Tamia. She needs to be reassured that she’ll do just fine as a parent. She needs to know she’s not alone.” 

Those words punched Rick hard, driving the breath from his lungs. It was a relief that Tamia and the baby were fine, but the idea of Tamia thinking she was in this alone hurt like hell. Matnes was more right than she knew about Tamia’s need for emotional support. Even not pregnant, she had a lot of demons to fight. Tamia tried too hard to bury everything, even when she was breaking apart inside. And ever since Kelly… Hell, there were times he wanted to just shake her until that damned tough-chick attitude crumbled away. He wanted her to see that he was there for her, and that he wanted to help her. Instead, she just kept trying to lock it all inside, and that tore his guts out. He didn’t know what else to do. Every time he tried to reach her, Tamia ran from him, emotionally. Like she was afraid to feel. 

Rick’s eyes hardened. This couldn’t go on; he’d been giving her space long enough. It was time to go on the offensive. When he got back to the Underground, he and Tamia were going to have a long heart-to-heart about opening up. He was damned tired of being pushed away. 
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Looking up, he found Matnes watching him carefully. “Problems, Commander?” 

He sighed as he considered the battle he was facing. It was a battle he should have fought a year ago. 

“Nothing I can’t handle, Doc.” He met her gaze then, as he recalled Tamia’s continued bouts of morning sickness. “But I do want to ask you if there are any special considerations we need to be aware of, with the Regen Therapy.” 

Matnes nodded. “I’m sure Sherry Faulker already explained the risks to Tamia, but both the Regen and the Detox she underwent will definitely have an effect on her during pregnancy. Sherry mentioned some concern over a morphine injection Tamia received; I assured her that the Detox would help, but she administered a Fetal Detox as a precaution. That might cause Tamia to suffer continued morning sickness, up until the middle of the eighth month, I’d imagine.” 

Relief poured through Rick, and he sighed. Apparently, Tamia had told him the truth about that. “She said it was normal, but…” 

Matnes smiled in understanding. “The Captain isn’t very forthcoming with medical problems.” 

“Anything else I should be aware of?” 

“Actually, yes, there is.” Matnes glanced around, to be sure that no one could overhead. “Commander, make sure Tamia has someone with her every moment from the beginning of the eighth month on. The Regen Therapy is a dangerous liability in labor. She’ll need to get to Sherry’s clinic, stat, once she goes into labor, or she risks bleeding out. The new organs aren’t used to the same stress as the rest of the body; going through labor would be like a newborn having seizures. Those organs can rupture and bleed out under the internal stress of birthing. She needs to be monitored, immediately.” 

Fear snaked through Rick, and suddenly, he was glad he’d told the team about Tamia’s pregnancy, even if it’d pissed her off. He’d have to make sure everyone knew to keep a close eye on her. And, as for him, he didn’t intend to let Tamia out of his sight, or anywhere near stress, until she and the baby made it safely through the birth. 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Rick paced fitfully, scrubbing a hand over his face and wondering what the hell he thought he was doing. The day was quickly going to Hell. When he agreed to pick up Jean’s mother and daughter at JFK International, he’d been so wrapped up in his worry over Tamia and the idea of meeting his daughter for the first time that he didn’t even stop to think about Marsha. Now, as he waited for the commuter to finish unloading, he faced a new worry. What to say to Marsha Grady. 

He bit back a distressed groan. Why had he ever thought he could do this? How could he look into the eyes of the woman who’d been like a mother to him, and tell her that her only daughter was never going to be the same, and it was his fault? It didn’t help that he’d already given her the basics, and she’d spoken with Jean directly. He still knew that facing the truth in person was different. And the truth was that he’d known exactly what kind of danger Jean was walking into, and he hadn’t stopped her. He hadn’t even tried. That he’d believed she’d be fine was no excuse. 

“Well, well, well. Ricky Carinson. You’ve certainly turned out good; just as I thought.” 

He turned at the soft, wry voice, to smile down at the petite woman, dressed in a dark, conservative pantsuit, her gray-streaked red hair styled in a short, attractive bob. Marsha Grady was a woman of contradictions, same as always. She looked small and delicate, but she was an emotionally and politically powerful woman. A juvenile court judge, Marsha had saved him from a life very much like Tamia and Matt’s. She’d challenged him to make something of himself before he could get into any real trouble. 

Half-hidden behind Marsha was a young girl Rick immediately recognized from her photograph. Tiffany. His heart slammed against his ribs in uncertainty as he looked at her. He wanted to gather her into his arms and assure himself she was real; until this moment, he hadn’t actually been sure she wasn’t a concoction of his psyche. Dragging his gaze away, he forced himself to greet Marsha, first. 

“Judge Grady,” he greeted her, holding out his hand. “How was the trip?” 
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Her grin was quick, and full of the same mischief he was used to seeing in Jean, as she looked him up and down before shaking his hand. “So formal. Some things never change, do they?” 

He flashed her a wry grin of his own. She’d tried to get him to refer to her by first name since he’d been a delinquent twelve-year-old she’d rescued from an uncaring system. It wasn’t her fault that when he looked at her, he always saw the judge’s robes. Standing before the bench was a terrifying place for kid like him, and it’d sunk in too deep. 

Releasing Marsha’s hand, he hunkered down to eye-level with the wide-eyed girl who watched him somberly with familiar blue eyes. “Hi, Tiffany. I’m a friend of your Mom’s.” 

Tiffany glanced up at her grandmother, her fingers plucking nervously at the fur of the ratty stuffed dog in her arms. Then her eyes returned to Rick, and she offered him a tentative smile that quickly collapsed. 

“Mr. Jim said I was gonna go where bad little girls like me belonged.” Her huge blue eyes shimmered with tears. “What’s gonna happen to me?” 

Rick’s throat closed, and he felt like punching the bastard who’d done this to his daughter. What man made the child he’d seen born call him “Mr. Jim,” anyway? He wanted to reach out to his daughter, to comfort and assure her she was loved, and nothing bad was going to happen to her. But it wasn’t his right; not until Jean said so. He felt the frustration to his core. Jim O’Neil had stolen six years of his daughter’s life from him, and it sounded like the bastard hadn’t even bothered to be civil to the girl. 

His gaze shifted as Marsha knelt to draw the little girl into her comforting arms. Their eyes met, gray to blue, and he saw the sympathy there. It didn’t surprise him that Marsha knew whose daughter Tiffany was; Jean had always confided in her mother. 

“Nothing bad’s going to happen to you, honey,” Marsha murmured to the girl in her arms. “Remember, I told you mama’s sick? She wanted us to come and help her get better.” 

Tiffany clung to her grandmother, her eyes still on Rick, full of a pleading he wished to God he could erase. “Don’t make me go back to Mr. Jim. I don’t wanna go back.” 

“Never,” he promised, determination flowing through him. He already knew Jean did not intend to return to Boston, or Jim O’Neil. Now, he looked into eyes that were innocent copies of his own, and made his daughter a promise. “I’ll protect you. I promise.” 

“Commander, can you collect our baggage, please?” Marsha suddenly held out the claim ticket for their bags, and the expression on her face was all the explanation he needed. She wasn’t about to let anyone make her granddaughter promises, not without Jean’s permission. With a nod, Rick rose to his feet and headed for the baggage claim. All he could hope now was that his oldest, dearest friend would let him be a part of his daughter’s life. 

* * * 

“No, over there. Turn it toward the window, Melissa!” 

Tamia grinned as the familiar voice drifted across the sidewalk, drawing her gaze to the tall, slender brunette who stood in front of a high-end boutique, her hands on her hips as she gave orders to a harried looking girl in the shop’s window. This must be the place Frank mentioned. Even in the freezing cold, women with Calli Malone’s classic beauty stood out, and looked good doing it. Of course, she also looked very busy, and in a none-too-good mood. Remembering Frank’s comments about how Calli could get totally wrapped up in a project, and hated interruption, Tamia decided not stopping was probably safer. 

“Tamia? Tamia, is that you?” She was barely two steps past the storefront when Calli’s voice reached her. She turned, to see Calli waving her over. With a wry smile, Tamia backtracked. 

“Hey, Calli. How’s married life? Frank driving you crazy, yet?” 

Calli laughed, her dark eyes crinkling around the corners. Tamia had always like Calli. For a woman neck-deep in the fashion industry, Calli was an anomaly. She wore her age, and her figure, exactly as nature made it. 

“That all depends on how you mean it, Captain.” 

Tamia grinned. “I’ll take that as a yes. I know living with the big guy would drive me crazy.” 

Calli’s gaze traveled up and down Tamia, and she shook her head, lips pursed. “I’ve always wondered why you didn’t go into fashion. You have amazing bone structure; you’d make a killing as a model.” 

Tamia suppressed a shudder as an old memory intruded. “And I have the wrong body type. Trust me, I tried the model diet, once upon a time.” 

Calli frowned. “Not all designers believe women should be anorexic stick figures. The trend is actually for healthy women, with good curves, and—” Her designer’s eye skimmed over Tamia again as she spoke, and she suddenly stopped with a gasp as the cold winter wind gusted hard, pushing back Tamia’s coat and flattening her clothes against her body. “Oh my god.” 

Tamia cast a swift glance around, fear lunging through her as she tugged her jacket closed protectively. She felt Calli’s gaze burning into her. “Calli…” 
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The other woman’s eyes lifted, and understanding lit the mocha depths. Reaching out, she gave Tamia a brief hug and whispered, “Don’t worry. I won’t tell a soul, Tamia. Congratulations.” 

Tamia returned the hug with a fierce grasp. “Thank you.” 

Calli smiled as they broke apart. 

“You watched my husband’s back, and made sure he came home to me alive and in one piece. It’s the least I can do to return the favor.” Her smile turned sad. “I don’t know if Frank ever mentioned it, but we can’t have kids. We tried everything we could think of, back when he was with the DEA. Turns out I have a medical condition that prevents pregnancy.” 

Tamia swallowed hard, trying to imagine how it would feel to not be able to have kids. She’d been terrified by that very thought when she’d been wounded at Porto Alegre and lost one ovary. At last, she understood why Frank had taken what happened at Poco Nanches so hard. Finally, she understood why he quit. “I’m sorry.” 

Calli shrugged awkwardly. “We have each other. That’s enough, for now. Maybe, someday, we’ll adopt. There are plenty of kids out there who could use a good family.” 

Tamia smiled, thinking any kid would be lucky to have parents like Frank and Calli. “You must be relieved to have Frank safe, at last.” 

Calli rolled her eyes and laughed. “I don’t think Frank would know what to do with himself if he wasn’t in some kind of danger. He went from DEA Border Patrol to the Commandos, and now he’s working in the prison system.” She shook her head. “He just can’t let it rest.” 

Tamia grinned wryly, recalling her own past, and present. She couldn’t imagine doing anything that didn’t involve bettering the world, now. “I think we’re all that way.” 

Calli nodded. “Hey, I have to get back in there,” she jerked a thumb toward the store, “before those girls totally ruin the set-up I have planned. We open the showcase tomorrow, and my normal assistant is down with the flu.” She smiled at Tamia. “Take care, and tell Rick that Frank will probably be calling him, soon. He’s been doing a lot of digging into something that I’m almost sure has nothing to do with his job.” 

Tamia nodded, wondering what Frank had stumbled upon. “I’ll let him know. Have fun with the show.” 

And, as she walked away, Tamia felt her hope for the future rising. Everywhere she looked, she found more people willing to ignore the mandates of the Fertility Code, and eager to help her conceal her pregnancy. Together, they could one day force the Code’s repeal. She no longer believed it was impossible. 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

"Well! That's that!" Kathy exclaimed with a relieved sigh, plopping the pile of discs down on the Command Center table. "And I don't ever want to interview another politician in my life!" 

Rick grinned at her. "Bet you found out a whole lot of 'off the record' shit, though. Good work, Kath." 

She shrugged. "All in a day's work." 

"Or a month's." Tamia quipped. "Did you take your time, or what?" 

Kathy rolled her eyes. "Hey, mama, give me a break, okay? I had to keep restartin' the discs, and remindin' the interviewee that it was and interview, not a date! You wouldn't believe how many propositions I got! Those old geezers're a bunch of dickheads, literally." 

Tamia brushed a strand of dark hair back from her face, laughing. "All right! All right! We'll forgive you this time!" 

Walter took one of the discs from the pile then, and flipped it into the player. A few moments later, the holoprojection screen in the table’s center came alive with the first interview. After the first three questions, Tamia ignored the interviews. Most of these idiots didn't know anything about what was going on. They talked in circles, without saying a damn thing, as usual. Her fingers played lightly over her abdomen as she felt the feathery stirring of the baby inside her. A little bit of hope. They all needed it. 

As her mind drifted, Tamia’s gaze moved around the room. Eventually, her attention came to rest on Kelly’s empty seat, and the still-raw pain of losing her friend twisted deep. How did that old song go, something about turning back time? And she knew she wasn’t alone in her wish, either. They'd all been pretty shook up since Kelly died - just two weeks ago. Tamia knew Rick tortured himself over that mission, and whether they’d failed to take something into account in the hasty planning for that raid. But the truth was, no amount of planning would have saved Kelly. It was a 92 

tragic, horrible fluke. Matt had been Kelly’s mission partner, and he’d been right there when she was wounded. If he’d believed for even an instant that she was in danger, he wouldn’t have kept silent about it. Two days later, they'd all watched Kelly die. No one had known how badly she was wounded until she started showing signs of internal bleeding. 

Tamia shuddered with the terrible memory, knowing that Kelly had been in so much pain. Long Knives were nasty weapons. As a rule, they didn't puncture skin, and they could be used from up to ten meters away. They were thermal weapons, and could cook a person’s guts from the inside at close proximity, and cause blood vessels to burst from farther away. Easy wounds to hide, for a while. And Kelly hid them well, almost clear up to the end. Tears stung Tamia's eyes, and she pushed them quickly away. She cried too easily, anymore, and it unnerved her. She'd even cried herself to sleep for two nights after the death - something she hadn't done since she'd lost her family. But, then, Kelly had been like family. 

Tamia frowned as her eyes focused on Kelly’s empty seat. The Commandos hadn’t been the only ones to suffer the fallout of Kelly’s death. She’d left behind a lover who was hurting so bad she refused to face Kelly’s choices. No one'd heard from Carrissa since Rick tracked her down at Saint Patrick’s. At least they could monitor her movements, thanks to Rick’s quick thinking and Walter’s invisible bugs. Still, Tamia worried sometimes about the petite woman. Kelly had enemies that had nothing to do with the Commandos. Enemies who’d think nothing of taking Carrissa out, now that Kelly wasn’t around to protect her. They could only hope the bug Rick planted would be enough warning. 

Not that anything made the emotional pain of Kelly’s loss more bearable for anyone. They only had to look at the empty spot to remember the grinning face of the woman who'd once occupied it. The loss stung them all, but no one spoke of it - not here. In mission planning, grief was set aside. In the privacy of your own quarters, you beat the wall with your fists and cursed whatever malignant Being had taken your friend. In private, you cried tears as bitter as poisoned water, grief as hard as nails, until your soul was spent. But when they stepped through the door of the conference room, those emotions fled, locked themselves behind other masks, behind the camaraderie of the living. It was the only way to stay sane. 

Tamia felt Rick's eyes on her then, and lifted her own from regard of the table to his, offering him a small, reassuring smile. He worried about her more often since she'd finally admitted she was pregnant. Not that she blamed him; she was terrified. Ever since she lost the first baby after Porto Alegre… Her attention returned sharply to the interviews as the words being spoken sank in. 

"...Told him he'd never get away with it. He laughed, and reminded me who had instated the Fertility Code. He said it was easy, like killing babies. I really don't know what to say. I never believed he had the equipment." 
"Stop!" She exclaimed, drawing their attention. Walter halted the sequence, freezing the frame on the man's face, and all eyes turned Tamia's way. 

"What is it?" Rick asked, his brow furrowed. 

"He knows something more than he's saying. Kathy, what's been in the news about all this?" 

"Nothing yet, except that Panfild's under investigation for some supposed dealings with Charles Horner." 

"And who's that?" Tamia pointed at the face frozen in mid-air. 

"Uh," Kathy consulted her list, "Senator Jeffrey Colbert of Connecticut." 

"What are you getting at, Tamia?" Jen asked quietly. 

"What did you ask him?" 

Kathy's eyes went to her notes again. "What he knew of Panfild's operation." 

Rick's eyes widened as he realized where Tamia was going with this. 

"Hell," he muttered. "He's telling us about something that has nothing at all to do with the investigation! Walter, replay that." 

The other man nodded, and replayed the segment. The chilling implication of Colbert's words sank over them all as they listened. 

"You've no doubt heard of Commandant Panfild's implication in the Horner incident..." Came Kathy's voice, from off-screen. 

"Yes." 
"Can you tell me anything about the operation? Off the record, of course." 
"Well, Commandant Panfild has told me, on numerous occasions, about his plans of building a personal arsenal, and putting the entire nation on military lock-down. Once, I told him he'd never get away with it. He laughed, and reminded me who had instated the Fertility Code. He said it was easy, like killing babies. I really don't know what to say. I never believed he had the equipment." 
Kathy sighed, leaning back in her chair. "Sorry I didn’t get the chance to ask him more about that, y’all. I caught him on his way to a meeting, and he only had time for a couple of questions. I couldn’t jump right into that without tipping him off to what I was really after. I knew I should’ve scheduled that interview!" 

Tamia looked at her for a moment. "Did you ask anyone else, Kath? Did you mention the operation or equipment Colbert talked about to anyone else?" 

Frown-lines crossed the other woman's face as she sifted through her stacks of written questions. 
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"I don't think... ah, yes, I guess I did. Find disc thirty-five, Walter." 

The blond man searched the stack of discs, pulling out the one labeled "35" and flipped it into the player. Soon, a face they all recognized - that of New York senator Patric Donnell - splashed across the far wall. 

"Earlier, I spoke to a colleague of yours about Commandant Panfild's operations in the US, Senator. Can you give me any more information about that?" 
"I'd be happy to, Ms. Terrell. Martin Panfild has acquisitioned a large supply of government blacklisted weapons and technology. As to his exact plans, your guess is as good as mine. I do, however, know that he's under investigation for a drug deal of rather…uh…unusual dimensions." 
"Is this the rumor of the Senate? Are there any facts to back up the investigation, or to support what you're claiming, Senator?" 
He smiled charmingly. "Let me assure you personally, Ms. Terrell, that what I say is one hundred percent fact." 
Walter shut down the player then, and they all sat in silence for a long moment. Finally, Rick sighed and spoke up. "Well, everyone, I guess we've just been handed our answer. Next step will be to contact IA and let them know what we've found, and then hope to God that we don't have to go any farther with this." 

As the rest of the team returned to their duties, Tamia followed a frowning, preoccupied Rick into Communications. She was worried about him. Since his last meeting with Mark Black, Rick was acting strangely, with an intensity to his search that hadn’t been there, before. Almost as if he had something to prove, except she had no idea who to. 

“What are you planning to tell Black, anyway?” She asked him as he sat at the vidphone array and put on the headset. 

He tossed her a glance as he typed in the encrypting sequence. “Exactly what we know. We’ve got Panfild dead-to-rights, if those senators are to be believed.” 

She leaned against the desk, her concern climbing. He sounded so cold; he almost scared her. “But, Rick, we know Panfild isn’t the mole.” 

He nodded. “Yeah. But Panfild’s a major player in the network. If we take him out, it could flush the mole out of hiding.” 

Tamia sighed, but nodded. He was right, after all. Panfild was up to his eyeballs in this mess, and the chances were good that taking him out of the picture would bring the mole out into the open. “I’ll leave you to work in peace, then. Just don’t forget, we’re supposed to visit Jean today, before my appointment.” 

He nodded, shooting her a smile before he turned back to the vidphone. Tamia smiled back as she left Comms, and headed for her quarters. She had her own job to do. 

* * * 

Rick watched as Tamia smoothed back her hair and twisted her engagement ring nervously, and his heart squeezed at the uneasy concern on her face. He hadn’t seen her this nervous since the day she first came to the Underground. Wanting to alleviate her fears, he reached out and took her hands in his, stilling her anxious movements. She jumped, and concern shot through him. Tamia had nerves of steel; why was she suddenly as jumpy as a green Trooper? 

Leaning close, he murmured in her ear, “You’re fidgeting.” 

“Sorry,” she mumbled, and pulled her hands away. Rick’s brows knit at the despondent tone of her voice. What was going on, here?

“Tamia?” 

She cleared her throat, avoiding his eyes completely. She was pretending she hadn’t heard, but he knew differently. “Tamia? Are you okay, babe?” 

She couldn’t ignore him, this time. She sighed, and her shoulders lifted in a half-shrug. “I’m not sure…” 

When she never finished, Rick frowned. “This was your idea, honey. What aren’t you sure of?” 

She sighed again. “I know, I know. It doesn’t make much sense to anyone but me, but I’m worried, Rick. What if… What if she…?” 

When she cut off for the second time, Rick suddenly realized why she was acting so strangely. She knew that Jean was Rick’s friend, and the mother of his daughter. Though Tamia knew Rick’s feelings for Jean were nothing but platonic, Rick understood that Tamia was again putting herself in another’s shoes – this time, Jean’s. Tamia was remembering how she’d felt, herself, when she saw him with Jean at Walsh’s. She didn’t know how off base she was about Jean’s feelings. After all, she didn’t know Jean like he did. 

“She’s going to love you,” he assured her in a whisper against her ear, before bringing her captive hand to his lips. The familiar feel and scent of her skin pierced him, and his throat felt tight as he rasped, “I love you.” 

A soft smile flitted over her lips, even though her eyes remained troubled. He wished he knew a way to remove that uneasiness completely. 
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“Charmer,” she accused softly, before her smile collapsed completely, and her brow wrinkled with uncertainty. “I’m serious, Rick. What if she sees me as a threat? I mean, she trusts you. To a woman who’s been through what she has, that kind of trust can easily translate into something more, and you two have a past, besides. That makes me competition.” 

What she was saying might have made sense if they were talking statistics, or about any other woman in his past. But not Jean. Tamia still didn’t understand how his relationship with Jean worked. No one who hadn’t lived his life could. 

“Not going to happen,” he assured her as the elevator doors slid open and he escorted her down the sterile hospital corridor. “Jean and I have been friends for the better part of my life, babe. Yeah, we had a brief, confusing period; but that’s all it was – confusion. The effects of war and misunderstanding. Jean’s not jealous; she’s thrilled I found you. Hell, she’s worried for years that I’d never let anyone close enough to matter. Trust me, she doesn’t have a jealous bone in her body, when it comes to me.” 

She still looked skeptical. Rick shook his head as they neared Jean’s room. He didn’t know what else to do; Tamia would have to see it for herself. He trusted that much. As soon as she met Jean, Tamia would understand what he was talking about. 

At the door to Jean’s room, the guard stopped them. “I’m sorry, Commander. Mrs. O’Neil has visitors already, and my orders say no more than two at a time.” 

Rick froze, his senses on alert. Who else could be here? He opened his mouth to demand an answer, when the door opened. He relaxed, grinning. Of course. Marsha. 

As always, she looked perfectly turned-out, and her gray eyes were kind as she spoke to the guard. “I’d like to speak with Dr. Matnes, please. Could you go to the nursing station and page her?” 

“Hello, Judge.” 

Her head turned, and her eyes widened in surprise and delight. “Ricky!” 

Rick felt a flush creep up his neck as Tamia’s amused gaze landed on him, and, in an aside, she murmured, “Ricky?” 

Marsha smiled kindly at Tamia, proving her hearing was still as sharp as ever as she said, “I’m afraid old habits die hard, my dear. I’ve known the commander since he was a little boy.” 

Tamia’s eyes widened as she looked between the two. “I thought you said you met Jean in High School!” 

He smiled and shrugged. “I said we went to High School together. But I first met Jean when Judge Grady dragged me home with her from Juvie court when she learned that I didn’t have a home. She gave me a place to stay, and made me a deal. If I kept my nose clean and focused on school, rather than getting into trouble, I’d always be welcome in her home. I was twelve.” 

The guard cleared his throat then, drawing everyone’s attention. “Mrs. Grady, I can’t leave my post.” 

“Nonsense. My daughter is quite safe.” 

“I’m just doing my job, ma’am.” 

Rick grinned to himself, knowing what was coming. That excuse was one Marsha Grady heard too many times from the bench, when one public servant after another passed the buck on why a child slipped through the cracks. This kid didn’t stand a chance. 

“Don’t give me that, young man. Are you saying my daughter isn’t safe in a room with a judge and a Navy SEAL?” 

The kid’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed nervously. “No, ma’am.” 

“Then get going.” 

“Yes, ma’am!” The kid obviously knew when he was licked. He executed an exacting salute, and hurried off to follow Marsha’s instructions. 

Marsha turned back to Rick and Tamia with a smile. “They always worry too much about instructions, and not who’s instructing.” She held out her hand to Tamia. “Marsha Grady. And you are?” 

Rick watched Tamia’s expression fluctuate, and knew she was trying to figure out how to introduce herself. When she slipped her hands behind her back, like an errant child, the motion punched Rick in the chest, and fuelled his anger. He wasn’t about to let her do this; there was nothing to be worried about or ashamed of. Reaching behind her back, he took hold of her left hand, bringing it forward, clasped in his, as he introduced her, “This is my fiancée, Captain Tamia Kuan.” 

Marsha’s dark brows shot up, before her eyes filled with delight, and she engulfed Tamia in a quick, warm embrace. 

“It’s about time he found someone. Jean and I have been worried sick about him for years.” She stepped back, smiling. “Jean mentioned you’d be coming by to help her; thank you, my dear. There’s only so much a mother can do.” 

Tamia looked shell-shocked. Rick smiled as he watched her blink rapidly at Marsha, as if she didn’t understand what the older woman was saying. Maybe now, once the shock wore off, Tamia would believe him. 

“Go ahead on in,” Marsha offered, stepping aside. “I want to speak with Jean’s doctor without disturbing her.” 

Rick saw the determination in Marsha’s eyes, and winced inwardly. The last time he’d seen that fierce look on her face, it hadn’t boded well for the idiot on the receiving end. Resting his hand at the 98 

small of Tamia’s back, Rick escorted her into Jean’s hospital room, and assured himself he didn’t want to know what was on Marsha Grady’s mind. 

As she and Rick entered Jean’s room, Tamia’s eyes went straight to the occupants, and the anxiety stirred by meeting Marsha Grady climbed from her stomach into her chest. God, she couldn’t do this. This woman and child, sitting with curly copper heads close together, had more claim on Rick, and his past, than she did. She clenched her hands at her sides as the baby within her moved, and resisted the urge to comfort both herself and her son with a touch as she stared at mother and daughter, her heart cracking wide. 

Unable to stand the pain of this moment, Tamia turned her eyes away, fighting the urge to flee, and found a new definition of pain. Rick’s cobalt eyes were fixed on the little girl, and the ache there nearly shattered Tamia. If she hadn’t already known how much he wanted a family, she would have no doubts about it, now. 

Movement in her peripheral vision snapped Tamia’s gaze away before she could break down completely. She felt like an outsider, loving a man she had no right to love. It didn’t matter that she was the one he’d asked – begged – to marry him. Jean and his daughter needed him, and the past was too strong an enemy to fight, when it stared her in the face so blatantly. She’d already lost against her own past. She couldn’t fight Rick’s. 

She found Jean’s gaze on her, and, as their eyes met, a small smile spread over the redhead’s face. Gently, she patted the child on her lap’s back. “Hop up, Pumpkin.” 

A wide grin that sparkled in her cobalt eyes creased the little girl’s face as she bounded up from her mother’s lap. “Can I go color now, Mom?” 

“Sure, sweetie.” 

As the girl moved to the small table where a coloring book and pigment sticks lay, and began humming to herself as she colored, Jean watched her with a tearful smile. 

“She’s adjusting to this pretty well. Not surprising, I guess; Jim wasn’t very fatherly.” She rose to her feet then, and turned toward Rick and Tamia. “And now I see why Rick gets that besotted look every time he mentions you. You must be Tamia.” 

The uncertainty in Jean’s eyes struck a familiar chord in Tamia, surprising her. Jean looked as nervous about approval as Tamia felt. It was then that the similarities between them hit. They looked nothing alike, and came from totally different backgrounds, but they shared the unique link of survivors. They’d both made it through one of the most painful tortures a woman could endure. 

Tamia offered Jean a hesitant smile. “How are you, Mrs. O’Neil?” 

“It’s Jean, please. I’m alive; you know how it is.” 

Tamia nodded at the absolute certainty in Jean’s voice. Clearly, she’d been told a little about Tamia’s past. Yeah, she knew how it was. Even after all this time, there were still days she wished she’d died, sixteen years ago. 

Rick pulled up a chair, and touched Tamia’s arm lightly. “You should sit, babe.” 

She sighed, and rolled her eyes, but took the seat he offered. Jean returned to hers, as Rick pulled up a third chair. Tamia saw the glance Rick shot toward Tiffany, before his gaze turned back to Jean. “Have you heard anything more from the doctor about what’s going to happen?” 

She shook her head. “Nothing outside of the usual. Dr. Matnes is hoping I’ll be ready to leave the hospital by the end of the month. But every time I think of stepping outside these doors, knowing those bastards are out there, somewhere…” 

Tamia’s throat tightened with empathy. Yeah, she knew exactly how Jean felt. Only, they were trying to catch Jean’s attackers – someone cared enough to hunt them down. Tamia had lived in daily fear of her attackers for years. Even now, she suffered moments of dread, wondering if that past would catch up with her, one day. 

Reaching out, Tamia covered Jean’s trembling hands, and gave her what comfort she could. “They can’t hurt you, anymore. We know who they are and, as soon as we have enough evidence, we’re taking them off the streets for good.” 

Jean’s hands turned up, grasping Tamia’s tightly as she whispered, “Thank you.” 

Rick cleared his throat and rose suddenly. 

“I should get going. You two need to talk, and I have a meeting at JAG.” He looked at Tamia, his eyes worried. “You’ll be okay?” 

She smiled, and nodded. She knew he had a meeting, but she also knew he was leaving early, because he couldn’t bear to listen to a conversation between two women he cared about, about something he couldn’t fix or change. 

“Don’t run off quite yet.” Jean stopped him with an outstretched hand, and then turned toward her daughter. “Tiff, sweetie, come here for a minute.” 

Tiffany laid aside her project and bounced over to Jean’s side, full of an exuberance that only came with total innocence. Jean hugged her, and then said, “Remember what we talked about when you and Grandma first came to visit?” 

Tiffany nodded, and her blue eyes went straight to Rick. Loosened from her mother’s embrace, she took tentative steps toward him, and Rick hunkered down to her level. Tamia watched through tear-filled eyes as father and daughter looked at one another for a long moment. Surprise bloomed on Rick’s face when the girl suddenly threw her arms around his neck and burrowed her head against his shoulder, as if she’d always known him. 

Rick’s eyes went straight to Jean as he embraced his daughter, and Tamia saw the flash of concern. “Jean, what…?” 

The redhead swallowed hard as she rose to her feet and paced to the window, arms hugged around her own waist. 

“Jim knew, Rick. He did the math as soon as I told him I was pregnant, and he knew. It was bad enough that he thought I was a slut, but he wouldn’t go anywhere near Tiff; kept calling her ‘the little bastard.’ When…” She drew a shuddering breath. “When she was five, she asked me what that meant, why her daddy didn’t love her. I had to tell her the truth. She didn’t understand, I think, until yesterday. She asked me why the nice man she met at the airport had the same eyes as her.” 

Tamia’s eyes burned with tears as she watched Rick hug his daughter and murmur something to her. After a moment, he released her and rose to his feet. Tiffany clung to his hand for a moment longer, then beamed up at him and let go, skipping back across the room to return to her coloring. 

“Thanks.” Rick’s voice was hoarse as he smiled gratefully at Jean. “I really do need to get going, now.” 

He leaned down and gave Tamia a kiss she felt all the way to her toes. “Be back for you later, babe.” 

She nodded, and watched him walk out the door, her heart dancing in her chest. How had she ever got so lucky? 

“Rick’s a great guy.” Jean’s voice pulled her attention back around as the door slid closed. 

She laughed softly. “You don’t have to tell me.” 

“He really loves you.” Jean’s smile widened, and she laid her hand over Tamia’s, squeezing lightly. “You’re good for him, Tamia. I’m glad to see him so happy.” 

Tamia relaxed for the first time, smiling. Everything was going to be fine, just as Rick said. She had a feeling she and Jean were going to be good friends. She couldn’t ask for more. 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Tamia glanced at Rick as they parked down the street from Sherry Faulker’s clinic and frowned. He’d been unusually quiet since his return from his meeting at the Navy’s Judge Advocate General’s office. She knew he’d gone to discuss the Fertility Code, so his silence now, when the information directly affected her, wasn’t reassuring. 

“Look, Rick,” she said quietly, laying a hand on his arm. “You don’t have to go in.” 

His gaze snapped in her direction, full of surprise. “What’re you talking about? I’m not missing this!” 

She sighed internally, but nodded and forced a smile for his benefit as she reached for the door handle. “All right. In we go, Commander.” 

As they stepped inside the clinic a few minutes later, Tamia saw Rick’s curious glance turn to surprise, and then concern. She laughed lightly. “Don’t panic, Rick. I get VIP treatment around here.” 

His wary gaze came her way. “VIP?” 

“That means we clear out the place just for her.” Sherry Faulker’s voice made Tamia turn with a grin to face her friend and obstetrician. 

“Hey, Doc. I want you to meet someone.” 

Sherry strode forward, a broad grin on her face as she held out her hand to Rick. 

“Commander. At last we meet.” They shook hands, and Tamia watched Rick relax. Sherry’s smile didn’t fade as she released his hand. “Normally, I’d be a little miffed if the father didn’t show up or get involved until this late in the game. But, considering circumstances, and since Tamia assures me you’re one hundred percent involved on every other level, I suppose I can forgive your absence here.” 

Rick’s arm slipped around Tamia, and she felt his warmth enfold her. She’d never felt surer of her choice to have this baby than she did now. She looked up, and saw the soft light in his eyes as he smiled and said, “Believe me, Dr. Faulker, there’s nowhere I’d rather have been.” 

Sherry’s smile was full of approval. “And you’re the first man who’s ever said those words in connection with this clinic who I actually believe means them.” 

As Faulker chuckled, Tamia smiled into Rick’s bemused expression. “Sherry thinks it’s weird that people like us would be willing to sign something like the Code.” 

“I have lots of couples come through my clinic who are actually panicked by the thought of having a baby. They’re certainly much less concerned about or involved in the health and welfare of their unborn children than either of you,” Faulker explained with a smile. “And I certainly haven’t met any as willing to risk as much as you two to have a child.” 

“I doubt most people realize what a miracle, and gift, having a child is, either,” Rick replied softly, his gaze holding Tamia’s. His blue eyes were so full of promise, and love, that she had to turn her head away, blinking to clear the blur of tears. God, Jean was right, Tamia realized with a start. For reasons she didn’t understand, given her past, Rick saw her as an indispensable part of his life. 

She saw the smile on Faulker’s face, as the doctor gestured for them to follow her. “Shall we get started, then? I think it’s time the Commander met his son.” 

* * * 

The soft whir of the elevator’s descent only intensified the stillness of his companion, and Rick shot her a quick glance as they descended into the Underground. Tamia was quiet, but for once, he wasn’t worried. Not after what he’d seen at the clinic. Rick swallowed hard at the memory of holding Tamia’s hand as they watched their son on Dr. Faulker’s monitor. It’d reinforced the miracle of it all, and his commitment to keeping Tamia and the baby safe. He’d do whatever it took. 

Rick watched Tamia’s pensive expression, and his own chest tightened with a mingling of love and concern. Tamia could be frustratingly prickly when her emotional shell was in place. But right now, she wasn’t hiding. He lived for moments like this one, when she was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she didn’t realize her emotions were showing. If only he could figure out how to get her to let him in permanently. 

His gut clenched at the soft, elemental beauty of the woman at his side as his eyes skimmed over her. God, it’d been so long… Ever since she told him she was pregnant, a couple of weeks ago, Tamia had gone back to avoiding sexual contact. It drove him crazy, holding her at night and knowing that he couldn’t make a single move, or she’d pull away completely. 

Rick fought his body as it reacted to the direction of his thoughts, remembering every warm curve and hollow of her body. He wanted to make love to her; he hungered to see that beautiful look of abandon on her face as she came apart in his arms. But he was trying to be sensitive to her feelings, and she clearly had issues with sex right now. 

He winced and shifted to ease the pressure against his fly as his body naturally followed his imagination’s lead, leaving him painfully aroused. He sealed his lips over a curse. This wasn’t going to work, and he was sick of tiptoeing around the issue. He wanted to know what exactly she was afraid of. It was time to talk. 

Rick slapped his hand over the emergency stop panel, bringing the elevator to a jarring halt. Tamia caught his arm to steady herself as she gasped in surprise at the jolt, and he caught the strange look she shot his way. He didn’t care. Hell, she could look at him like he was crazy all day long, for all he cared. They were going to resolve her denial issue – or whatever the hell it was – once and for all, before this elevator went anywhere. 

“Why did you do that?” 

He took a step closer to her, filling up her personal space. “We need to talk.” 

Her pensive expression turned to one of concern as she took an involuntary step back. “Did something happen at JAG?” 

“Forget JAG,” he growled huskily, his patience strung to breaking as he closed his hands around her arms and drew her against his body. He closed his eyes and absorbed the feel of her, the combination of smooth skin, toned muscle, and feminine softness. Through a throat tight with need, he rasped, “Forget the mission, and our orders. This is about us, Tamia.” 

Her eyes widened in surprise, and then narrowed with suspicion, and he knew she could feel exactly what she did to him. “What about us?” 

She looked pissed, and Rick nearly backed off, remembering the last time he’d seen that fire in her eyes. But he couldn’t back off, now. This had been too long in coming. If he backed down now, he could ruin both their lives. 

“Dammit, Tamia, you made me a promise before Pier Forty. You told me you’d play it straight with me, that you’d tell me what was going on with you. Well,” his voice dropped to a husky whisper as he leaned in, stopping only when their lips were barely an inch apart. “It’s time to talk, babe.” 

Her mahogany eyes went wide, and he read need and confusion there, even as her breath hitched. “What do you mean?” 

“Tell me why you keep pushing me away, sweetheart.” 

A flush crept up her throat as she turned her face away. “It’s not intentional, Rick. We’ve just been so busy, and…” 

“We’re not busy now,” he murmured, and covered her lips in a kiss he hoped to God she felt as deeply as he did. 

Her lips were the same sweet nectar he knew so well, drugging him with desire, even as she softened in his arms, her body melting against his. Rick slid his hands down her arms as he drew in her scent and savored her hungry response. God, yes. This was what he wanted. He’d been ready to fall to his knees and beg her, if that’s what it took. But to know that Tamia wanted it as much as he did… 

“Rick.” His name escaped her on a soft moan, shooting through him like a meteor on collision course with his heart. His jeans were painfully tight against his arousal, and he knew what it was like to find heaven and hell in the same place. 

He broke their kiss and moved to taste the soft skin of her face and neck, feeling the sweet pulse of her speeding heart against his tongue. Tamia’s body was familiar, beloved ground, and he sought to revisit all the places he knew would drive her wild. 

Easing his hands beneath the bulk of her sweater, he explored warm, soft flesh that was at the same time familiar and new. He bit back a groan of need as he clamped his hands to her hips and dragged her as close as the soft swell of pregnancy would allow. He wanted her to know exactly what she did to him. 

“God, sweetheart,” he rasped against her ear, nipping the lobe lightly. “I—“ 

“All right, kids,” Jen’s teasing voice cut him off, startling them both. “You can find somewhere else to play games. Other people need to use the elevator, too.” 

Rick watched horrified realization cross Tamia’s face as her eyes flew toward the hidden camera above the door. Apparently, she’d forgotten it was there. Rick tightened his grip on her slightly, holding her in place when she would have pulled away. Biting back his frustration at the interruption, he turned his gaze toward the camera and quipped, “We keeping you, Jen?” 

Her answering chuckle echoed in the cab as Rick released the emergency stop. “Nope. I’m on Comms. But Kathy’s been swearing at the access pad upstairs for five minutes, now.” 

“Oh God,” Tamia muttered, clearly upset, though he wasn’t sure if it was at getting caught, or at what they’d been doing. He needed to teach her that it was okay to accept her own sensuality. All the abuse she’d suffered had done a number on her; she honestly believed that she wasn’t allowed to enjoy sex, or want it. 

Leaning in, Rick covered her lips in one final, deep kiss, until the soft light returned to her eyes. Then, forcing himself to step away from her and control the urge that begged him to make love to her here and now, he murmured, “This isn’t over, sweetheart. You can count on it.” 

It didn’t surprise him that, as soon as the elevator doors opened, Tamia fled without a word. She was scared. Not of him, but of herself, and what she felt. He’d give her space, for now. Once she had a chance to think over what he’d said, she’d be ready to talk. He could wait. 

* * * 

Later that evening, as Tamia sifted through a stack of interrogation transcripts and taped testimonies from various sources, the door-tone sounded. 

"Come in," she called, not even looking up from her work. She heard the door slide open, and a cadence of footfalls she recognized, before Rick plopped himself down on the couch beside her. 

"What're you doing, Tamia? Is this all really necessary?" He gestured to the discs scattered around her. 

She shrugged. "Kinda. I'm doing some background checks. Something about those two interviews didn't make sense, so I decided to do some checking up on them." 

"Find anything?" He asked. 

She nodded, looking up at him. "Horner's pushers gave a full testimony of what Panfild was looking for. Appears Panfild was looking for a cheap form of laced saki-kamikaze juice." 

Rick's brows met. "Hell, Tamia, what would he want that for? Stuff's part of ancient history now." 

She offered him a wan smile. "It's laced with opium, remember? Does strange stuff to your head." 

"But that still doesn't explain why Panfild would want it. It's a suicide drink!" 

She rolled her eyes. "He doesn't want it for himself, Rick." She responded, handing him a file. "Remember what Jen said about the Jaosantai? It uses a drug with an opium base as a pain inhibitor. And here,” she turned the reader toward him, displaying a list of locations, numbers, and codes. “I gleaned this out of Panfild's files when I did that spy job in the secure wing. I felt they were important, though they didn't amount to much then. They make a hell of a lot of sense now, though. Rick, there’s no way he’s working alone on this. This scheme’s too complex. Someone’s planning on making a private army of clones, completely invincible, by doping them up on Jaosantai, and whatever this drug is." She pointed to the notation about the drug found at Poco Nanches. 

"Shit!” Rick swore as his eyes scanned the screen's contents. "Tamia, this isn’t just our mole trying to start a war. This is an all-out coup!" 

She nodded. "And Panfild’s definitely involved. I did some more checking on Panfild, and both senators. Panfild was instated as War Department Head in twenty eighty-five, right after the Madrid incident started the first panic about the reliability of Reavers. With the power of CEADS behind him, he didn’t waste any time having the Regs altered to give himself supreme authority over the military. Hell, given the screwed up state of politics at the time, with the Polar Wars just over and all the grumbling about CEADS, I’m not surprised no one noticed or cared about what Panfild was doing with the military. Panfild established the Fertility Code in twenty ninety-two, as a way of showing that he was in absolute control of the Reavers; if he kept them from reproducing naturally, he kept them battle-ready. Or that’s the theory, anyway.” 

“Sounds like he had everything all figured out,” Rick said sourly. 

“Yeah. He even managed to avoid anyone digging into his past. I always wondered why he had such a strange last name. His former service records are under Martin P. VanFild; he’s Belgian, originally. Before he immigrated to the US and changed his name, he had a record with the Belgian Army – for ruthless acts and unethical behavior. He was twice charged by the Belgians with conduct unbecoming an officer, and was issued an official warning that he was under surveillance, just before he went AWOL, never to be seen again. In ‘seventy-nine, after joining the US Army, he was brought up before the JAG in connection to the death of a Justice Department operative. In the end, it was deemed an accident, but a lot of people still believed Panfild had something to do with it. All of that was quickly buried after his nomination to the War Department in >‘eighty-four. At his instatement, he claimed to have a spotless record of both military service, and as a private citizen. He was lying. As Martin VanFild, he has a criminal record dating back to ‘sixty-two, when he would have been ten! I guess no one bothered to dig deep enough to find out about his life before he entered the US.” 

Rick sighed. “They were probably too desperate to have someone in charge of the Reavers who could actually control them. People have an amazing ability to ‘forget’ to look into important things when they’re afraid of something.” 

She snorted in disgust. “Well, they should have kept looking. His military record's no better off than his civilian one. Aside from the JAG inquiry and the charges, he was practically a turncoat in the Reaver War, and ordered the deliberate destruction of five cities during the Divide - as head of WD. He's a madman, Rick." 

He was staring grimly at the file. "What I want to know is how the hell did his US military record get passed over during his history check when he was nominated?" 

"The Reaver War and the Divide didn't come along until after he was instated. Besides, he never had a history check. I placed an inquest on it through the Bureau of Criminal Proceedings, and was told that they'd never had a file for Martin Panfild. He had a lot of high-power supporters, particularly in the CEADS council. Obviously, someone got bought off to sweep it under the rug." 

“More than one someone.” Rick shook his head in disbelief. "IA's going to gag on this, big time. What about the senators?" 

She sighed, brushing hair from her face. "I'm not sure what to say. Colbert's got a criminal record longer than my arm by far, but Donnell's a clean slate. He's only had one traffic citation. They both took opposite sides on most of the major issues that have come up, and Donnell was completely opposed to the Divide, while Colbert was involved in the CIA coup. The only thing they seem to have in common is this information on Panfild. Colbert won't implicate himself - he's sneaky enough to know what he's doing is underhanded. Donnell seems to act like he's got nothing to hide. He knows something, but how he's involved I couldn't begin to tell you." 

Rick offered her a tired smile, and reached for her hand. "Pretty good detective work, Sherlock. I've got a meeting set up with Mark at five tomorrow evening. I'll pass all of this along to him. I'll get everyone cracking on compiling it first thing tomorrow morning. Now, how about you and me go grab a bite to eat, and talk about something other than this shit, okay? Forget about it all for tonight." 

She nodded. "Okay." 

He watched her carefully as she rose from the couch. She was really beginning to show. Her belly curved under the sweater she wore, and her breasts were more pronounced than before. God, she looked beautiful. The radiance in her eyes tugged at his heart, and he knew he’d do anything for her. 

He rose to his feet as she pulled on her jacket and gave her a lingering kiss. She felt his hand against her abdomen, and broke away to smile up at him. "Let's go. I'm starving!" 

With a grin, he took her hand, and they walked from her quarters to the elevator. As they waited, Rick turned to look at Tamia briefly, his eyes full of silent promise. When this was all over... 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

It was good to get out of the Underground and away from work for even a couple of hours. Rick looked at Tamia as they stepped out of the elevator and back into the hidden corridors, and smiled apologetically. 

“I need to go over some files. You want to bring your research to the Command Center?” 

She returned his smile with a nod. “You got it. See you in five.” 

As he watched her turn toward the housing sector, his gaze fixed on her backside, and his body stirred again. They’d never finished what they’d started earlier, it reminded him insistently. He chose to ignore it, for now. He had work to do, first. 

Ten minutes later, Rick was poring through the information Tamia had compiled and the files he’d pulled on Panfild’s political connections, when he heard Tamia swear from Comms, where she was helping Chelsea process some contacts. Concerned, he rose and walked over to the open doorway between the rooms. “What’s up?” 

“Rick,” Tamia looked up from where she was leaning over Chelsea’s shoulder, studying the monitor. “We have a problem.” 

He frowned, his concern spiking as he stepped into the room. “What?” 

“It is Señorita Leads,” Chelsea answered him quietly, pointing to the blank tracking screen. “Walter has been electronically shadowing her, as you requested. But she is no longer on the monitor. Ace, she is… gone.” 

The worry in Chelsea’s eyes amplified his, but the fear in Tamia’s told him exactly how wrong the situation was. “Gone, how?” 

“She’s completely off the scope, Rick. We’ve got a nationwide radius on that bug, and she’s nowhere on it,” Tamia said, shaking her head. 

Rick moved to lean over Chelsea’s other shoulder, his gaze fixed on the screen. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Walter had developed his own tracking device – he jokingly called it “the Bug” – that was invisible, undetectable, and waterproof. It could monitor a person’s situation via a single beacon chip, set up for either tracking or audio/video surveillance, depending on the signal chip used. He’d slipped a tracker on Carrissa’s neck at St. Patrick’s and, until now, the beacon had worked perfectly. 

“Damn it.” He paced away, hands shoved into his back pockets to keep from breaking anything in his frustration. His gut roiled with tension as he fought guilt; he’d promised to make sure Carrissa was taken care of. Now she was gone, and they had no idea why, or where. He turned, and found Tamia watching him with uneasy eyes. He stopped, and drew in several deep breaths to calm himself, before he said, “Okay. We need to figure out if this is a voluntary absence or not. I’ll put Matt and Kathy on her trail; maybe someone knows where she is or has seen her somewhere.” He looked at Tamia. “Check the logs and see where Matt’s supposed to be operating, tonight. I need to know where to contact him. Chels, find Walter and have him dig up the exact specs on that bug of his. We need to know what it can and can’t do, and how it might have gone down.” 

Chelsea nodded and rose from her seat, heading out of Comms. Tamia merely raised a brow at Rick as she called up the job logs on one computer. “And what are you going to do?” 

“I’ll monitor Comms while I make some calls. I want to make sure Carrissa hasn’t just skipped out of monitoring range.” 

Tamia flashed him a smile and a wink. 

“I knew you had a hunch,” she tossed over her shoulder as she worked at her station. “You’ve got that look in your eyes.” 

In spite of his worry and tension, Rick couldn’t help the smile that tugged at his lips as he settled into his own task. There was no doubt about it; Tamia was good for him. No matter what happened, as long as she was in his life, he could still smile. 

The vidphone beeped just then, drawing his attention. Putting on the headphones, he pressed the connection. “You have reached a secure line. Identify yourself.” 

“Frank Harlin. That you, Rick?” 

Rick sat back, stunned. Frank had his private line, and they usually spoke once a week, on Rick’s downtime. Frank would never tie up the Comm line without a damned good reason. An uncomfortable sensation that something was terribly wrong hit him. “What’s going on, Frank?” 

“Didn’t Tamia tell you? Callie said they spoke the other day.” 

He shot a glance at Tamia. She looked totally engrossed in her search. “No. What’s up?” 

“I stumbled across some information that I thought the Commandos could use. Is this line encrypted?” 

Rick punched in the encryption sequence. “It is now. Lay it out for me.” 

“I got an odd call, about a week ago. It was from Baraman Banhauste.” 

Rick sat upright, his heart stalling before adrenaline rushed through him. If anyone outside the team could give them a key to this frustrating mystery they faced, the German philanthropist and social reformist Frank had once worked for could. 

“I’m listening.” 

“Seems the EP paid the old man a visit and questioned him about Poco Nanches. They were none too polite about it, either, according to him.” 

Rick’s lips tugged upward at the corners at the image Frank’s words painted. Banhauste was well known for his Old World gentlemanly demeanor, and his belief in civility. “Bet that didn’t go over well.” 

“To say the least,” Frank said wryly. “He was appalled by what they described. He called me, and asked that I speak with someone who could help clear this ‘mess’ up. He gave me the entire history of bad blood between the Regiment and Perosulo. He sent me all his files on the doc, as well as the Intel his operatives dug up since Perosulo was fired. I’m sending it all over to you for review. Apparently, Perosulo’s connected to Horner through the Jaosantai; I think that’s who Panfild’s buying it for.” He sighed. “I double-checked the files with a buddy of mine at DEA. It gets worse, Rick.” 

Rick snorted in disgust. “Why am I not surprised?” 

“Craig says DEA’s confiscated a large shipment of contraband drugs listed in the Tokyo Accords from a warehouse in Houston. He wouldn’t tell me which drugs, but my money’s on the Jaosantai being present on that list.” 

“Who do they have for the mule?” 

“I wouldn’t call him a mule,” Frank said. “He was storing, not transporting. But the warehouse deed was in the name Russell James.” 

Rick’s brow furrowed. Could they have missed a major player in this network? “Who’s he? I’ve never heard of him.” 

“Until about two months ago, neither had anyone else. Apparently, Mr. James is only two months old. No records before that date, no information of any kind. Funny thing, though. I ran his prints through the Citizen’s Registry, and came up with a match.” 

“Who?” 

“Brian McClendan.” 

Rick sucked in a breath of surprise. As weird as it all sounded, it made a strange kind of sense. “Let me get this straight. Horner’s bringing in shipments of Jaosantai straight from China, using Carson Meilin as the middleman. The street syndicates run by Horner pass the drugs off to Panfild, or some agent of his, under a guise of a drug buy. At the same time, Brian McClendan, a known hitman for the Irish Mafia, disappears with a large chunk of his employers’ cash. Then Russell James shows up in Texas, suspected of storing, and then transporting the Jaosantai back out of the country, to wherever Perosulo’s working his sick experiments since Poco Nanches combusted. And none of it involves Banhauste’s Regiment.” 

“Yeah. Real kick in the teeth, huh? If we’d got our hands on Perosulo when we were in Peru, we could have done more. We could have got some real answers.” 

And Kelly might still be alive. That fact didn’t escape Rick. 

Damn. “Thanks for the Intel, Frank. I’ll look into it.” 

“Hey, Callie just came in the door; I need to go. Take care, Rick, and tell everyone hello for me,” Frank signed off, and Rick’s screen blinked with an incoming encrypted file transfer. 

Tamia dropped a sheet in front of him. “That’s Matt’s location, and contact. I’m out of here.” 

He nodded, setting the machine to burn the information being transferred directly to a disc while he checked the monitor station again, and beeped Walter’s quarters. “I’ll be a little while.” 

She skimmed her fingers over his cheek and squeezed his shoulder lightly. “Take your time. Let me know if you find Carrissa, okay?” 

“Maddoc.” The compound intercom came on. 

“Walt, you got those schematics yet? I’m still not getting anything on the monitor.” 

“I’m on my way.” 

Rick turned to speak to Tamia again, only to discover she was gone. Probably for the best. He didn’t want her in the middle of this mess, now. She didn’t need the stress. 

An hour later, Rick sat back with a sigh, scrubbing his face wearily. He’d been over Walter’s specs on The Bug twice, and could find nothing to explain why Carrissa had suddenly dropped off the tracking radar. And digging through all the old files on McClendan that Kelly had compiled only heightened his tension. This was turning into a nightmare, fast, and his head was throbbing. Great. 

“You look ready to drop.” 

He looked up to find Jen leaning against the doorjamb. He lifted one brow in question. “What are you doing here? You’re on downtime.” 

She shrugged awkwardly, her dark-ringed eyes averted as she stepped into the room. “Matt’s out on the streets, tonight. I couldn’t sleep.” 

He leaned forward, concerned. “Want to talk about it?” 

“No,” her response was sharp and automatic, and he knew she was struggling. She met his gaze, then. “Looks like it’s a good thing I’m here, though.” 

He rubbed his face, and felt the abrasion of stubble. God, he probably looked a fright. He wasn’t in the mood for guessing games, either. “Why’s that?” 

She moved to place a hand on his shoulder. “Go get some rest, Rick. I’ve got Comms.” 

He shook his head. “I’m waiting for updates, and I need to contact Matt.” 

“I’ll take care of it, Rick. Go.” 

His lips twitched with wry humor. “Whatever happened to right of command?” 

“You have someone waiting for you.” Her eyes went to the monitoring array. “And I have someone out there, in harm’s way. I’ll feel better keeping an eye on him. Please, Rick.” 

He saw the plea in her green eyes, and knew she was serious. After Tamia’s suggestion about taking Matt’s place on the streets, he understood how Jen felt. With a brief, understanding smile, he rose to his feet. “You convinced me. I’m out of here.” 

A few minutes later, Rick paused outside Tamia’s quarters and debated what he should do. It was late. She was probably asleep, and he didn’t want to wake her, if she was. She was getting little enough sleep, lately, and he knew a great deal of that had to do with worry over her grandfather. 

As he turned away, he stopped, and closed his eyes as he struggled with his choices. He already knew he wouldn’t sleep if he went to his own quarters. Not with Carrissa still missing and his promise to Kelly haunting him. But with Tamia in his arms, he could sleep; she gave him hope, and peace. Chances were good she wasn’t asleep, anyway, between concern for Kuron and the baby’s activity level at night. 

Decision made, Rick tapped the access panel. He was surprised when the door slid open, without a signal. Tamia never left her door unlocked, unless… A smile spread across his face as he recalled their encounter in the elevator. Maybe she was expecting him. 

As he stepped into her quarters, the sound of running water reached his ears from the direction of the bathroom, and an entirely new scenario sliced through his brain. Tamia often suffered late-night bouts with morning sickness. He frowned, wondering if she was okay. She’d looked a little pale since shortly after they left the restaurant, and she’d been quiet. Maybe he’d misinterpreted her silence. 

Worried now, he followed the sound, tapping the release for the bathroom door. He came to an abrupt halt, sucking in a breath of steamy, soap-scented air as his heart slammed against his ribcage and every drop of blood in his body rushed south, fast. 

Tamia wasn’t sick. She was in the shower, her silhouette visible through the steam-fogged glass. It was a sight sure to give him heart failure, after all the abstinence. No man could do the honorable thing, when faced with this. 

It escaped him why anyone would consider pregnancy a source of ugliness in women. Tamia only grew more beautiful in his eyes. With every day, he wanted her more intensely than he’d ever wanted anyone or anything. And it wasn’t just sex, regardless of the insistent swell against his fly. It was more about the tightness in his chest whenever he looked at her, or heard her voice. It was about the rush of joy and love, better than any adrenaline in the world, when it hit him at odd moments that this woman loved him. 

Of course, that wasn’t to say he was immune to her, physically. Quite the opposite, he acknowledged as he ground his teeth in frustration. He didn’t understand why Tamia went to such lengths to hide herself from him. Hiding her pregnancy was necessary, when it came to the world outside of the Underground, but he’d expected her to be comfortable with him, now that he knew. 

She wasn’t, not by a long shot. If anything, she acted even more nervous when they were completely alone. She insisted on sleeping in sweatpants and baggy t-shirts, when he knew they made her uncomfortable. She’d let him hold her, but she always moved away if the touch got too intimate. As if she thought the sight of her naked body would repulse him. 

Shock avalanched through him as he realized that was exactly what she thought. God. He stared at her beautiful body, and couldn’t believe his own thoughts. How could Tamia even think she could ever do anything but turn him on? He’d seen her at the worst place a person could be – covered in blood, muck, and the stench of battlefield fear. He’d seen her nearly dead, with more plastic on her body than skin. And all he’d wanted, at those times, was to hold her. He shook his head; he had to find a way to prove to her that she had nothing to be afraid of. 

As he watched her, a solution took shape in his mind, bringing a slow smile to his face. Tamia would never be more vulnerable than she was now; she was naked both physically and emotionally, believing she was alone. If he showed her how beautiful she was to him now, she wouldn’t ever again be able to question her appeal in his eyes. Determination mingled with anticipation in his chest, and he stripped off his clothes and slid open the shower door. It was time for Tamia to stop running. 

In the shower stall, Rick closed the door and turned toward her. He froze, the steamy air hanging in his lungs, as his body went into full alert, and lust slammed through him. God, she was even more beautiful than he remembered. 

Tamia stood beneath the billowing spray, her head tipped back and her eyes closed as she rinsed her hair. The hot water danced across her shoulders and ran down her body in rivulets that made his mouth water with the desire to taste the sweet skin he remembered. The cascade of water over her curves highlighted her beauty, and nearly stopped his heart. 

With her eyes closed like that, she was completely unaware of his presence, and Rick took advantage of the opportunity to look his fill, ignoring the throbbing demand of his body. Tamia was insane if she thought she was anything short of drop-dead gorgeous. 

Her breasts were fuller and heavier than he remembered, and her nipples were large, dark, and formed in soft peaks. As he watched a drop of moisture run down her breast and drip from one of those amazing tips, he nearly groaned. The image of licking that moisture from her body seared through his mind, and he felt ready to explode with desire. Lungs burning, he sucked in a shallow, humid breath, and dragged his eyes away from her breasts. 

Her belly extended in a gentle swell, proof of the child she carried – his child. Tenderness curled through his physical need, and he knew his resistance was lost. He had to touch her. With a careful step closer, he skimmed his fingertips gently up over her belly, enthralled by the miracle of all their love could create. 

Tamia gasped, her eyes flying open as her first instinct – to protect herself and her child – sent her fist flashing toward his solar plexus. 

“Whoa, babe!” He blocked the attack with his hand, bringing her half-formed fist to his lips, instead, and softly kissing her fingers and wrist. 

“Rick! You scared the shit out of me!” She closed her eyes and drew in a relieved breath. Then, he watched as realization broke through, and the color drained from her face. “Oh, god. Rick.” 

He knew what she was thinking; it was written all over her face. She knew he saw her naked, and she was mortified by the idea. She was ashamed of her body, and he couldn’t for the life of him understand why. With a gentle smile, he sought to reassure her. He nibbled her wrist lightly, and laved each finger with gentle strokes of his tongue, all the while maintaining eye contact, as he whispered, “You’re gorgeous.” 

“You’re just saying that,” she breathed, her eyes fluttering closed. A small sound escaped her lips, and told him that she was as desperate and frustrated as he was. 

As her words penetrated the haze in his mind, Rick bit back a curse. Enough of this shit. Her insecurities about her body were ridiculous. She’d be beautiful in his eyes no matter what, and never more so than she was now, her body lush with pregnancy. Still with a light hold on her wrist, he brought her hand down, to where his body clamored most for contact. He groaned and clenched his jaw against the painful need as her soft fingers instinctively cupped around him.

“Does it feel like I’m just saying things?” He managed in a strangled growl. God, if she backed out of this now, he’d die for sure. 

“Mmm.” A small, wicked smile tugged at her lips, and his breath stalled as his heart raced in his ears. “Nope.” 

Rick dragged in unsteady breaths, fighting his body for control, as Tamia’s capable hands moved over his damp skin in slow strokes that she knew damn well drove him insane. Bending his head, he licked water from the soft, moist warmth of her throat and shaped her breasts in his hands, stroking his thumbs over those amazing nipples until she moaned and arched into his touch. Her hands slid up to his shoulders, and he felt the strength in her grip as she clung to him. He closed his eyes and cautioned himself to slow down – a hard thing to do when her responsiveness only heightened his need. 

“Rick…” 

“Shh.” He released her and stepped away, while he still had any control left. He wanted her so badly he was surprised his eyes hadn’t crossed, yet, but he needed this to be perfect for her. More than ever. Reaching around her, he shut off the water, and then opened the shower door. With a tender smile, he drew Tamia from the shower and grabbed the towel from its bar. Using the soft material to gently dry her, he took his time, caressing her body in slow, sensuous motions that aroused him more and, from the tiny gasps and moans she made, drove Tamia crazy. 

As he moved to step away, he suddenly found his hands empty, and Tamia’s mahogany eyes danced with heat and mischief as she stroked the terrycloth between her fingers. He swallowed hard, and shook his head. “Not this time, babe. It’ll be all—“ 

He bit off with a sound that was half curse, half groan, as she ignored him and began running the towel and her hands all over his body. He let her continue for a moment, his eyes closed as he fought his body. Finally gaining control, he took the towel from her and finished drying off. He tossed the towel over the bar, and pulled Tamia into his arms, angling his head for a deep, searching kiss. The hot taste of her kiss, traced with the mint of her toothpaste, intoxicated him, and the softness of her naked body against his was enough to bring a man to his knees. 

With a jerk, he pulled back, breathing hard as he commanded his body to wait. This wasn’t how he wanted it, but he wasn’t sure how long he could last. It’d been too long. If he didn’t get some space, this was going to be over before it started. 

He looked into her hungry, confused eyes, and his heart tripped. Reaching out, he touched her cheek with one fingertip, and realized he was trembling. “God, I want you.” 

Her eyes drifted closed as he skimmed that single digit over her silky flesh, and he felt her pulse flutter beneath his thumb as he brushed against her neck. She loosed a tiny gasp, and tilted her head slightly. He kept his gaze fixed on her face, and the breathtaking beauty of her arousal, and swore he’d reached heaven. She was the most erotic angel he’d ever imagined seeing. 

Taking her hand, he brought it to his lips, pressing kisses to her wrist as he drew her into the bedroom and urged her to sit down on the edge of the bed. 

“Rick.” She laid her hand against his bare thigh. The shock jolted through him with a sensual intensity that nearly undid his faltering resolve completely. “Do you think this is a good idea?” 

God. She had no clue how bad an idea not making love to her would feel to him. But he had too much respect for her to ignore the fear in her eyes. 

“What do you mean?” He rasped, afraid of what her response would be. 

“The baby… Do you think…?” 

He laughed softly as he realized what worried her. He’d been worried about that, himself, for a while; but he’d done research, asked questions, and he knew they’d be okay. 

“It’ll be fine,” he murmured as he dropped to his knees before her. Slipping his hands up the insides of her thighs, he heard the quality of her breathing change, and watched her expression shift with hungry desperation, and knew she trusted him. That trust was the headiest aphrodisiac he’d ever experienced. 

Tamia gasped, her eyes closed, as she absorbed the sensation of Rick’s callused hands rasping lightly over the sensitive flesh of her inner thighs. A moan slipped loose as his lips and tongue touched her collarbone, and she felt the world tilting away at the light abrasion of stubble against her skin. His mouth slid to her breast, and she felt the heat of his body settling between her thighs. Embarrassment over her body faded away, and she burrowed her hands into his hair, feeling the silky texture slip through her fingers as she urged him closer. She was burning up with the need she’d repressed so long. She couldn’t stop this even if she wanted to, and she didn’t. Oh, God, she didn’t want it to ever stop… She moaned again as his fingers gently probed the sensitive flesh between her thighs, driving her arousal higher. 

“Rick…” Her body arched into his touch instinctively, and her fingers dug into his muscular shoulders as she fought for sanity. She wanted him inside her. She wanted to feel the connection, the completion only Rick could supply. 

Suddenly, Rick’s touch was gone, and she tightened her grasp as her eyes fluttered open and she moaned in protest. He couldn’t stop now… 

“Shh.” He silenced her with tender, open-mouthed kisses as he rose to his feet and bent over her. Releasing her mouth, he murmured, “Lay back.” 

She didn’t need any urging. She lowered her back against the bed as his hands cupped against the underside of her knees and lifted. She couldn’t draw a full breath, drowning under the intense fire in his eyes as her world swam from his kiss. Her heart pounded loudly in her ears, and she licked her lips, still tasting the heat and hunger of his kisses. Lying on her back, she watched the flare of desire in his eyes as he lifted her heels onto the edge of the mattress. Reaching toward the head of the bed, he grabbed the pillows and lifted her hips to slide them under her. Then, at last, his touch returned, and Tamia cried out at the intensity of the sensation, made more erotic by the vulnerability of her position. She was wide open to him, exposed and burning beneath his heated gaze. 

“Rick, I need…” 

She arched up from the bed with another cry as he joined their bodies in a single thrust that curled her toes into the mattress. And, as he set the rhythm meant to turn her inside out, Tamia closed her eyes and, for the first time in her life, totally gave up control. There was no place on Earth safer than where she was right now. 

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

The shrill tone of her bedside phone invaded Tamia’s sleep – for once thankfully dreamless – and dragged her into wakefulness. She covered her head with a disbelieving groan as she glanced at the clock and saw the time. 0330. Someone was going to die. She swore beneath her breath and fumbled for the receiver as the annoying screech continued. 

“This’d better be good.” 

“Are you well?” 

Tamia groaned out loud, rubbing her face wearily. She didn’t believe this – all that time worrying about him because he wouldn’t speak to her… “Why do you always call in the middle of the night?” 

“I am old. Sometimes, I forget that you are in a different time of the day.” He sounded apologetic, but she wasn’t buying a minute of it. There was nothing wrong with Shaung Ku-Ran’s memory. “I do not have much time to speak, Tamiasa.” 

Tamia glanced at Rick, to make sure the phone hadn’t woken him, and sighed as she rose gingerly from the bed and pulled on her robe. “What’s on your mind, Grandfather?” 

“You have been in contact with Hoshimiro.” 

She winced at the open censure in his tone. He’d made her promise him, after David died, that she would never call Hoshi, never involve him in her troubles. She’d bent that promise nearly to breaking after she ran afoul of Dr. Perosulo in Peru, and now her childhood friend was putting himself in danger, for her. She knew she was wrong to involve him, and Kuron had a right to be pissed. 

“It was unavoidable, Grandfather.” 

“You made me a promise, Tamiasa.” 

She heard the disappointment in his voice, and it stung worse than a slap in the face. She knew she owed him an explanation, but it wasn’t going to be easy, without getting into classified details. 

“My job brought us into the same circles. I never contacted him directly.” Technically, that was true, the first time. She’d had Rick make the call, in hopes of avoiding this very scene. No such luck. She frowned, then, as something niggled her. “How do you know about this?” 

“He called me, asking many unsettling questions about your parents. When I asked him why he wished to know, he said he was helping you.” Tamia froze, grabbing for something to steady herself as dizziness shot through her. What did her parents have to do with any part of this investigation? “What do you mean?” 

“Hoshimiro found a file on your father. He claims that Kuan Shen was writing about the drugs the Reaver armies used, and the harm those drugs cause. Hoshimiro believes that Shen’s research is what led to your family’s execution.” 

Her throat tightened, and she rasped, “When did you speak with him?” “A week ago.” Tamia shivered, suddenly freezing, as an icy lump formed in her chest. She’d talked to Hoshi 

three days ago. Why hadn’t he mentioned any of this to her? Why would he hide something this 

important? “What did you tell him?” She managed in a whisper, her heart pounding so hard it felt bruised. “Only what I knew.” Kuron sounded at a loss for the first time in her life. “I know nothing 

about what Shen was researching; I very much doubt even your mother knew. The final year of his life, Shen became very secretive about his work. For a man who had many opinions, he became very silent.” Tamia sucked in a sharp breath. “So you believe he was researching the Reaver Gene Project, too.” “I do not know. What I do know is that my daughter and her husband were searching for peaceful ways to halt the massacre of our people, and our beliefs.” 

Tamia swallowed hard, tears stinging her eyes as vague memories of her parents, in a happier time, washed through her. She was glad to hear someone re-enforce the hazy past she had often believed a product of her desperate psyche. 

“Thank you,” she murmured hoarsely. There was a moment of silence, before Kuron asked, “When do you marry?” “Soon. The paperwork’s all filed. We’re just waiting for approval.” “I shall be there within the week.” 

Tamia blinked, stunned. Had she missed something? Kuron never traveled outside of Tibet, and he certainly never flew. “Excuse me?” 

“You will have a proper marriage, and I am aware you cannot make the trip here to do so. So, I must come to you.” 

Tamia nearly groaned. Uh-oh. She knew what he meant by “proper marriage,” and she could see the disaster brewing already. 

“Grandfather, Rick’s…well, we’re getting a Catholic priest, and—“ 

“Absolutely not. You are my granddaughter, Tamiasa. I am your only living relation, and I will see to it that you have a proper, traditional blessing, or you will have no marriage at all.” 

Tamia sighed at the unyielding tone of his voice, and rubbed her forehead wearily. There was obviously no getting around Kuron on this. Rick was going to laugh his ass off when she told him! That brought a wry grin to her face, and she shook her head in amusement as she capitulated, “All right, Grandfather; you win. But be prepared to bend some of the traditions, or the deal’s off.” 

And, as she punched the power button off, Tamia slumped onto the sofa and laid her head back with a quiet laugh. This ought to be a wedding for the books! 

Nostalgia squeezed her chest and brought tears to her eyes as she wished her family could be here, to see how happy she and Rick were. She liked to imagine her mother would approve of Rick; the vague memories she had told her that Kuan Kakiri was a very traditional woman, who would have loved knowing that her daughter found a man capable of treating her like a treasure. Blinking aside the sting of tears, Tamia recalled what Kuron said. Hoshimiro believed her family was murdered because of her father’s research. 

Again, the sting of knowing that Hoshimiro didn’t feel it necessary to share this theory with her hit her, and Tamia rose to her feet, wide awake, now. She needed to think, but she didn’t want to wake Rick with her pacing. She’d go for a walk. That would clear her head, and help her think this through. She needed to decide what to do, next. 

* * * 

Rick stepped off the elevator and headed for the street, concern eating at him. When he awakened this morning, it was to an empty bed and a hastily scrawled note, telling him Tamia had gone for a walk, to think. Fear stabbed him as he wondered what was bothering her so much she didn’t feel able to confide it in him. He didn’t have any trouble admitting that stung. He wanted her to turn to him, but every time he thought they were finally at the point they didn’t have any more secrets, she pulled 

one of these disappearing acts, and convinced him they still had a long way to go. 

“Commander Carinson!” 

Rick whipped around, expecting the worst, at that frantic tone. His eyes nearly popped out of his head as he saw who was dashing toward him. He stopped, letting her catch up to him. She bent double, panting with exertion, as she reached him, and he took a step toward her, afraid she’d pass out. Her head rose, and she snapped upright, her expression determined. Uh-oh. Apparently, this was his day for bad news. 

“Carrissa. Where’ve you been hiding? I’ve been trying to get in touch with you…” 

Se started, blinked, and then flushed and shrugged awkwardly. “I haven’t been home. I took a trip to Australia.” 

Of course. That explained why she’d gone off The Bug’s tracker. “What for?” 

Her shoulders tensed. “Kelly’s mother and brother still live there. I thought they should know what happened, and that Kelly wouldn’t ever be calling them again.” 

Rick winced, feeling like an ass. Kelly was always very private about her life; she refused to talk about her family, so he’d assumed that, like him, she didn’t have any. He’d never even thought to check for living relations. “Everything go okay?” 

A small smile pulled at her lips. “I learned a lot about Kelly, and something about myself, as well.” She drew herself up to her full height – probably 5’3”, at most – and faced him staunchly as she announced, “I’m taking Kelly’s seat.” 

Rick blinked, stunned by her audacity. “I’m sorry, but—“ 

“I know,” Carrissa plunged ahead, cutting him off. “Kelly told me about the seating policy you have. But I’m not replacing Kelly – no one could ever do that; least of all me. What I am going to do is carry on in her name. I’m going to help put her killers away, and get justice.” 

He sighed heavily, hearing the grim determination in her voice. This was a touchy situation. If he granted Carrissa’s demand, he could kiss his promise to Kelly good-bye. There was no way to defend someone and put them on the front lines of battle at the same time. If there were, he’d already have put Tamia there. And he couldn’t break his promise to Kelly. A man like him was only as good as his word. “Carrissa, I can’t let you—“ 

“It’s not a choice,” she said with a determined tilt of her chin that told him she was dead serious. “You told Kelly you’d look out for me.” 

He froze, a chill working through him. “Who told you that?” 

Carrissa’s answering smile was enigmatic. “I told you I learned a lot, Commander.” 

Which wasn’t a straight answer; but, given that look on her face, he wasn’t sure he wanted one, either. Finally, he settled for a huffed-out sigh of disgust. “Fine. Then you know why I can’t let you put yourself into her slot.” 

“And you have to know that I’m going to keep hunting her killer, with or without the Commandos. So, if you want to have any control over how much danger I get into, you’ll let me have her seat.” 

This was blackmail, plain and simple. But, Rick had to admit she made a convincing argument. Her tactic was effective, to say the least. He couldn’t take the risk that she would do exactly what she threatened. Someone had to keep an eye on her. Finally, with a heavy sigh, he nodded. 

“All right. You meet with Jen LaSaulle, and go through entry testing and combat readiness. If her evaluations come back affirmative, I’ll call a meeting and put it before the team. This isn’t a decision I’ll make lightly, or alone, Carrissa.” 

She nodded. “I understand.” 

“Good. Jen’s at IA, doing archive work, today. Tell her I sent you, and why. She’ll take it from there.” 

Carrissa grinned. “Thanks, Commander. You won’t regret it.” 

He watched as she walked away, and tamped down the sickening feeling in his gut that said he was taking a dangerous risk, as, to himself, he muttered, “I already do.” 

* * * 

She’d been walking for hours, and she still didn’t have it figured out. She had no idea why Hoshimiro would keep his investigation of her family a secret from her. Tamia sighed. If her father was researching Reaver Teas when he was killed, then the past could be imperative to their current investigation. And, if they still existed, her father’s journals could piece their straggling pieces of evidence together, and give her a feeling of vindication. She could finally put her family to rest, properly honored. And she knew just who to ask! All of her parents’ worldly belongings were in Kuron’s keeping, for her. All she had to do was ask! 

Excited, Tamia nearly jumped out of her skin as a strange ring suddenly jolted through her right ear. What the—? She relaxed as she remembered, she’d grabbed a portable COMlink in Comms before she left the Underground, so she could be reached if needed. She’d hoped to allay Rick’s concerns about her wandering around the streets of Manhattan alone. Looks like her plan backfired. With a small sigh, she tapped the clip on her shirt collar and said, “Kuan.” 

“I take it you’re not on a sensitive assignment,” Walter’s voice came through the line. 

She grinned. “Nope. This is a precautionary step, to keep me from getting busted by Rick.” 

He laughed. “Good. You got a call.” 

Hoshi? “Who?” 

“Guy named… Feldar. Said he has something to tell you.” 

Adrenaline rushed through her. Finally! She’d put Feldar on the track of some missing internal information about Panfild; mainly the pages missing from his IA profile. She’d been waiting for this call for days. “Great. Thanks, Walter! I’ll head over there, right now.” 

Fifteen minutes later, Tamia grinned as she leaned one shoulder against the doorjamb of the New York Times’ star reporter’s office and crossed her arms over her chest. Carey Feldar looked as frazzled as usual, and twice as buried under his research. 

“Haven’t you ever heard of computers?” She quipped. “Here I thought you were a field reporter.” 

“Well, some smart-mouthed Marine handed me a sit-on-my-ass research assignment,” he shot back without missing a beat, as he pushed away from his desk and leaned back in his seat with a grin. “There’s a computer under all of this, somewhere. C’mon in, Tamia. Grab a seat.” 

She eyed his normal disaster area of an office, and her grin widened. “Should I call HazMat, first?” 

“Put a cork in it and get your butt in here, before I decide to not tell you anything,” he growled, his eyes dancing with laughter. 

She laughed at his mock surliness as she stepped the rest of the way through the door, letting it slide closed behind her. Feldar was a natural-born charmer, but he’d never been anything but appropriately friendly to her. She felt lucky to count him among her small number of friends. 

“I’ll stand, thanks. You called?” 

He nodded, his teasing demeanor falling away. “I found more on Panfild, and it’s quite disturbing. Ever hear of Jaosantai?” 

Tamia froze, unsure how to respond. She couldn’t tell Feldar about an ongoing, classified investigation, but nor could she deny any knowledge of the drug. Finally, she decided on a truth somewhere in the middle. 

“Yeah, I’ve heard of it. I was born in Tibet. And we’ve been investigating some rumors of Jaosantai being used in illegal activities here in the US.” 

He smiled knowingly. “I smell ‘classified’ all over that. Okay; I know when to reel in my curiosity.” 

“Since when?” She teased as she perched on the arm of one chair, fighting the urge to wince. She’d managed to ignore the throb in her legs while she was walking, but now, standing in one place, they were killing her. 

He laughed. 

“Hey, I’m the Trooper’s crusader, remember? I know all about National Security, and…” He broke off, his eyes wide in shock. Tamia followed his gaze, and her heart slammed to a stop as she realized he was staring at her, his gaze fixed somewhere around her belly. Surely he couldn’t tell, beneath her heavy winter coat... Fear plunged through her, and she jerked to her feet and took a defensive step back. “What?” 

He blinked, and drew a breath, before he blurted, “Holy Hell! You’re pregnant!” 

She cast a swift glance toward the door, to be sure it was closed. “Feldar…” 

The shock drained from his face, and he looked contrite. “Sorry. Guess it’s just a shock. mean…” 

She managed a wobbly smile, unable to work past the fear. He was a reporter, after all… “I know. Things change.” 

He met her eyes again, and she saw the understanding there. “Don’t worry, Tamia. You’re my friend, not a story. Your secret’s safe with me.” 

At the sincere tone of his voice and the somber light in his eyes, Tamia blinked away tears. In the past few years, she’d begun to discover the light side of a dark world. She’d once believed everyone was out only for what they could get, however they could get it. People were users, and she’d quit trusting them over a decade ago. 

But Rick and the Commandos showed her a different world. They showed her what loyalty was supposed to be about. And, since she got pregnant, she learned with every day that passed how kind the average person could be. It didn’t take a military rank or a uniform to be a hero. 

“Thanks,” she managed around the lump of emotion in her throat as she readjusted her coat to hide her body. 

“You’re welcome. And congrats.” 

She returned his smile with a wobbly, relieved one of her own. 

He frowned then, his eyes concerned. “You should get out of here, Tamia. This place is full of story-hungry vultures who’d be only too glad to sell you out for a story. I’ll zap over the files and research I have, and I’ll just talk to you on the phone when I have something, from now on.” 

Tamia sighed, understanding his warning. She needed to leave, and be careful in doing so. Her son’s life, and her own, depended on it. 

“Okay; I’m out of here. Oh, and speaking of stories that need writing, if you’d like to help us nail Charles Horner, there’s a woman you should meet. She’s at Mount Sinai, right now, and I’m sure she’d be happy to talk to you, if it puts Horner behind bars.” 

“Thanks for the tip; I’ll look into it. What’s her name?” “Jean O’Neil.” He stared at her. “The Pulitzer prize winner?” She nodded. “God, I remember her. We worked on the Guidia epidemic in Africa, just before the Divide 

started.” His gaze turned faraway, then snapped back to Tamia, piercing. “What happened to her?” Studying his expression, Tamia realized there was more to this story than she knew. She’d seen that expression before. Quietly, she murmured, “I think that’s a story best left for her to tell.” 

And, before he could ask any more questions, she sealed the closure of her jacket and stepped out of his office and into the rows of cubicles. She’d have to navigate this minefield carefully; she wasn't about to stumble into suicide. 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

She was nervous as hell. Tamia flexed her shoulders as her gaze traveled around the Arena, and acknowledged that someone – most likely Walter – had gone all out. It still amazed her that her grandfather had formed such a quick and solid bond with the ex-Marine Intelligence Officer. Her lips twitched with humor as she studied the digitally crafted recreation of Kuron’s home in Tibet, right down to a Wisdom Tree that looked so real she wanted to climb into it. She would feel totally at peace, if she weren’t so aware of what today was. Around her in the programmed Arena were her teammates and friends – all the people who’d come to mean so much to her in recent months. 

Jean caught her eye and winked as she draped an arm over her daughter’s shoulder, and Tamia’s throat tightened with gratitude. She and Jean had forged an easy friendship, and she was glad to see the other woman accompanied by Carey Feldar. She nearly laughed as she realized his suit was perfectly in order, his wild hair combed and his face free of stubble. Obviously, Jean was having an effect on his appearance. On Tiffany’s other side, Marsha Grady smiled at her, and Tamia got the distinct impression Marsha was offering her blessing, as the only mother Rick had ever known. Suddenly, she felt a pang, wishing her own family could be here, to share in her happiness. She missed them so much… 

She swallowed hard as it sunk in again that she was actually getting married. Today. Her heart leapt into her throat, hammering with an anxiety worse than any battle. God… She’d never expected to see this day. If anyone had told her back in ‘Frisco that this day would come, she’d have laughed in their faces. She didn’t trust any man enough to bind her life to his, to give him that power. She hadn’t known a thing about love, back then. Her heart tripped as she thought of Rick, and knew that she’d come a long way. She wasn’t going to just survive, any longer. She was actually going to live. 

Tamia turned away from the faces gathered around where she and Rick stood, and blinked rapidly to stave off tears, as she heard the halting footsteps of Kuron making his way toward them from the Arena’s door. She met his gaze as he finally came to a stop before her and Rick, and the benevolent approval in Kuron’s ancient eyes pulled the tears loose, to track freely down her cheeks. For the first time, she felt no shame at her tears, and no fear. Before these two men, she had no secrets; they would never harm her. Just then, she felt the baby kick, and a small laugh bubbled from her lips at his reminder. Okay, three men in her life. 

She fought to keep her gaze forward as Rick took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. She was hungry for the sight of her lover – soon to be her husband – but tradition dictated she wasn’t allowed to look at her intended until after the wedding story was complete. 

Tamia grinned wryly. Well, she might not be able to look at Rick, yet, but she could observe her grandfather freely. She’d never seen him in the traditional clothing of a Bonpo, or Bon priest, from the rich, gold embroidered cloth to the elaborate, turquoise-set headdress and jewelry. It was almost wrong, to see Kuron – a man who eschewed wealth or its display – dressed so elaborately. But the power that rolled off him now made the outfit not only believable, but appropriate. 

Unlike her own get-up, Tamia acknowledged wryly as her gaze dropped to her own clothes, and she stifled a laugh. Some women just weren’t made for dresses – she was one of them. Not that this was her idea, or even her choice, she thought as she cast a mock glower toward Jean, and then Kathy. They’d been appalled to learn that she planned to get married in her BDUs, since her dress uniform didn’t fit, right now. Against all her protests, they’d dragged her upstairs into the mall that was the Underground’s cover, and shoved her into more dresses than she’d seen in her life. They’d ignored her when she threatened them both with bodily harm if they didn’t quit fussing over her. So, here she was, wearing a dress. She’d drawn the line at the fancy hairdo and make-up job Kathy had been set on. She liked her hair the way it was, >pulled back in a simple clip, and her face with just a light touch of rouge and lipstick. After all, Rick knew what he was getting, and he wanted her just the way she was, not all dolled up. 

“You look amazing.” Rick’s husky murmur shot a shimmy of delight through her, and suddenly all the fussing was worthwhile. 

“Not my idea, but I’m glad you like it,” she returned without turning. It was becoming more and more difficult to not turn and look at him, but she couldn’t very well do it now, with Kuron standing before them. 

“Babe, it’s not the wrapping; it’s the prize inside.” 

A sudden lump formed in Tamia’s throat, and she fought the swell of tears. No one had ever thought of her as a prize, before. Rick’s words made her feel positively buoyant. She thought she couldn’t get any happier when Rick had let Kuron, after a token argument, convince him to allow the service to be performed in Tibetan tradition. Due to the law governing military marriages, the license and record entry would still have to be signed by a military chaplain, but Kuron easily conceded that. 

With Rick’s words still dancing in her heart, she couldn’t resist looking at him any longer. She shifted her gaze his way, and tingling awareness washed through her. It wasn’t that she’d never seen Rick in his dress uniform before, but there was definitely a difference between seeing him from across a crowded room, and standing right next to him. She’d been smitten with him from a distance, all those years ago. Up close, the white of his uniform brought out every sun-browned feature of his face, and turned his eyes to compelling midnight pools. As their eyes met, the love and desire in his made her heart flutter with joy. She couldn’t tear her eyes away, drowning in Rick’s hot, tender gaze as Kuron’s voice murmured around her, starting the ceremony. Vaguely, she knew he was chanting in Tibetan as he told the story of Sikam Phrulmoche, >daughter of the god Sangpo Bumtri, and Lingkar, Lord of Gya, and their marriage. It was an ancient wedding tradition, and she was happy to be a part of it. 

As he ended the story, Kuron unwound two woolen threads from beneath the wide gold and turquoise bracelet around his wrist and stepped closer to Tamia and Rick. With a reassuring flicker of his lips, he threaded one of the red cords through the buttonhole of Rick’s dress uniform jacket. Turning to Tamia, Kuron tied the second cord to the lace trim of her dress, right over her navel. 

Tamia saw the bemused lift of Rick’s eyebrow as Kuron stepped back, and collected two objects from the turquoise-studded pouch hanging off his belt. She gave Rick a tiny smile, knowing he must think this crazy. He couldn’t understand what Kuron was saying, after all, to know the story that’d just been told, or the fortune and connection to Heaven that the cords represented. But he trusted her, and he’d show her grandfather, and her heritage, every respect he could. 

Kuron chanted blessings as he stepped forward again and gestured for them both to hold out their left hands – not traditional for either Tibetan or Christian weddings. It’d taken Tamia hours of argument to convince Kuron to agree to the change. She knew that, typical of Tibetan weddings, only the man should receive a ring, while the woman received a piece of the highly-prized turquoise, which she would then have fashioned into a hair or body ornament. But she’d convinced Kuron to compromise – two gold rings. Rick’s was plain, while Tamia’s was inlaid with Tibetan turquoise. 

Still chanting, Kuron slipped the rings onto their hands, then joined the hands in his own, smiling as he gestured for them to kneel on the white carpet beneath their feet. A wry smile twitched at Tamia’s lips as she followed his instructions. It was a good thing for everyone that she was in top physical shape; otherwise, she might not be getting back off the floor again, between her condition and the unfamiliar and annoyingly ungainly dress. 

Once they were kneeling, Kuron touched a frail hand to each of their heads and chanted prayers for safety and good fortune. Tamia kept her eyes closed throughout the blessing, feeling the warm pressure of Rick’s hand engulfing hers. She couldn’t believe it was almost over. While traditional Tibetan weddings could last days, even weeks, Tamia had appealed to her grandfather to shorten it as much as possible, given the nature of their job. And here she was, minutes away from being married. Her chest tightened, and more tears slipped loose from between her lashes. She felt the baby shift, and knew he was proffering his blessing, as well. In many cultures, a pregnancy at the time of marriage was a lucky omen. She certainly felt blessed. 

Finally, Kuron’s voice faded away, and the pressure of his hand on her forehead disappeared. It was done. A beaming smile split her face as she opened her eyes and turned toward her new husband. 

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” 

He skimmed his fingertips over her cheek as he leaned closer. 

“It got me you; that’s never bad,” he whispered. 

Tamia’s heart flipped over and began pounding triple time as heat flooded her body under the tender desire in his eyes. Her body thrummed, an instrument brought to life by the mere touch of his fingers. She could sit like this, staring into his eyes, forever… 

“Kiss her, already!” Matt’s mischief-laden voice broke in then, causing her to blink as the moment was broken. “If you don’t, man, I’m gonna.” 

Rick shot Matt a mock glare and then, with a smile all for her, he leaned in and claimed her lips in a kiss that curled Tamia’s toes and set her blood on fire. Suddenly, she wished everyone else would disappear. She wanted Rick all to herself, in this place that reminded her so much of her childhood home. 

Her fingers curled in the lapels of his dress whites, a small sound of protest escaping her lips as he eased away. Opening her eyes, she saw his soft, knowing smile, and heated gaze, and knew she wasn’t alone in her wish. 

“We’ve got an audience, babe,” he said for her ears alone, and rose to his feet, drawing her up with him so smoothly she loved him even more, if that was possible. She knew he grasped the situation, and the potential embarrassment, and saw to it that she didn’t have to publicly require assistance. He winked at her, then gave her another quick, hot kiss and muttered, “We’ve got later.” 

She grinned wickedly at him, and went to step back. She was brought up short less than a step away. Her brow furrowed, and she looked down to figure out what the resistance was. A laugh bubbled up and escaped as she realized the threads Kuron tied to them had become tangled during their kiss. 

Rick followed her gaze, and grinned. “Well, I guess that’s a sure sign we’re stuck with each other, sweetheart. Do you know how to undo this tangle?” 

“I guess I can do that,” Tamia murmured as she reached for the thread and, with a mischievous smile, disengaged the tangle with a couple of strategic pulls. “Since I’ve got you all to myself, now.” 

He chuckled, and brushed a kiss over her lips. “You always did.” 

A throat cleared near then, and they both turned to find an apologetic Chelsea standing at the edge of the carpet. 

“I am very sorry to do this, amigos.” Her gaze turned to Rick. “There is a very important call in Communications, for you. They would not agree to leave a message, or call back.” 

Tamia sighed internally, even as she offered Chelsea a forgiving smile. She’d known this was par for the course; she hadn’t expected it to change, even if she had hoped they’d make it through tonight without interruption. Giving Rick’s hands a gentle squeeze, she murmured, “Go.” 

He claimed her lips in a quick but thorough kiss. “I’ll be back shortly.” 

And, as the door closed behind him a few moments later, Tamia pasted a smile on her face and turned toward her friends. She might not like this part, but she knew either one of them could be pulled away from the other by work, at any time. At least she’d find no pity in the faces of their friends. Everyone here understood the job. That was enough for her; she’d have Rick by her side before the night was out. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

It was 0800, and this was the last place he wanted to be, right now. Rick scowled as he strode down the corridor of Internal Affairs, toward the Executive Director’s office. He hated this place. Ever since Tolson went down, this stretch of hallway made him feel as if he was heading into battle. At least Tolson was gone. 

Not that he was particularly thrilled about Mark Black heading up IA, either, he acknowledged as his scowl deepened. Internal Affairs handled all military and civilian Law Enforcement psychological testing, and had their fingers in every Intel operation out there, as part of the Psychological Warfare Act of 2095. They had a lot of political clout, and a large say in military operations. Putting a man like Mark Black in charge was like adding accelerant to an untended campfire. Damned dangerous. 

Edginess crept in at that thought, and Rick tapped the envelope of discs he carried against his open palm. Gold flashed, drawing his attention to the wedding band on his ring finger. Annoyance flashed through him. It was beginning to really piss him off, how his job always intruded when he least wanted it to. He could still remember the resignation in Tamia’s eyes when he left her last evening to take a call he hadn’t wanted to take. He and Tamia were married less than twenty-four hours, and he’d already been dragged away from her by the world of politics and mission planning. 

Damn it, it wasn’t what he wanted. All he really wanted right now was to spend some quiet time with his new wife. They hadn’t even managed to have the wedding night he’d promised her, and that stung like hell. 

Rick scowled. Chelsea’s “phone call” turned out to be a video conference call with the heads of the Justice Department agencies. By the time they’d all signed off at 0400, Tamia had been fast asleep. He’d crawled into bed and held his sleeping wife for two hours before Kathy called him to Comms at 0600, to speak with some lackey at IA who wouldn’t take no for an answer. Black wanted status reports on the Panfild investigation. Rick had spent the next hour and a half compiling everything. And now, here he was, on his way to another meeting, and further away from Tamia’s warm body. His grim expression turned determined. It wasn’t going to happen again. Tonight, he was going to make sure they had some uninterrupted time together. 

The door to Black’s office was closed, as usual, when Rick arrived. It was probably locked, too. He hated that Black set himself up like this – unreachable unless summoned. It felt like being ordered before God, which wasn’t exactly trust inspiring. With a disgusted shake of his head, Rick tapped the doorpad and waited until he heard the authorization tone. The door slid open, and Rick strode into the room. 

“I’m here, Mark. Now tell me what’s so damned important it couldn’t wait until this afternoon.” 

Black’s gaze lifted from his computer screen, and fixed on the envelope in Rick’s hands. “That the reports?” 

“Yeah. What’s this all about?” 

“Have you found anything more on Panfild since we last spoke?” 

“Plenty.” Rick nearly snarled the word as frustration shot through him. He was far from in the mood for these games. “What the hell was so important it couldn’t wait?” 

Black glanced toward the door, as if to make sure it was closed; like it would be any other way. Then, leaning his elbows on his desk, he gestured for Rick to have a seat. 

“This is need-to-know information; it doesn’t leave this room,” he began, then stopped, drawing several breaths before he continued, “After our conference call last night, the Justice Department agreed to convene a Military Tribunal tomorrow, to consider the evidence against Panfild and determine if enough evidence exists to proffer formal charges.” 

Suddenly, Rick was glad he was sitting. Had the entire Justice Department suddenly gone nuts? He stared at Mark, aghast. “We don’t have enough evidence for a Tribunal charge!” 

Black’s answering smile was smug in a way Rick instantly wanted to knock off his face. “We do, now.” 

Rick frowned as an eerie sensation crawled along his spine. He smelled trouble. “How?” 

“At 0530 this morning, Tolson rolled on Panfild, big time. All we have to do is find corroborating evidence, which is where your investigation reports come into play.” 

Okay, so he was impressed, even if he was still uneasy. He hadn’t been as sure as everyone else that Tolson would roll at all. He still wasn’t sure they had the whole truth, but it wasn’t his call, anymore. With a sigh, he laid the envelope on Black’s desk. “It’s all yours.” 

Mark’s brow furrowed suddenly, and Rick braced for bad news. 

“What?” 

“When did you get married?” 

Rick followed Black’s gaze to his left hand, laying on top of the envelope, and warmth spread through him as he remembered the look in Tamia’s eyes. God, he wished he hadn’t had to leave her. He had to clear his throat before he said, “Yesterday evening. Your teleconference was timed rottenly. I barely had a chance to kiss my bride before I got yanked out for the call.” 

Black’s eyes widened, and Rick swore he saw apology in the man’s face. “Damn. Sorry about that. Congratulations; I didn’t even know you were dating anyone. Who’s the lucky gal? That hot redhead from Montreal?” 

Rick scowled. This wasn’t Black’s business; and nor had Montreal been. Hell, they weren’t even friends. 

“No,” was all he allowed in a cool voice as he rose to his feet. “Now, unless there’s something else you need for the Tribunal, I’m out of here. And next time you just need a pile of discs, tell whoever’s on Comms that. I have a very capable team.” 

He didn’t wait for Black’s response; he couldn’t care less, right now, if the man did have a job for him. He just wanted out of here, before he gave in to the urge to slug the man who could destroy his entire team single-handedly. He had better things to do. 

Twenty minutes later, Rick smiled to himself as he made his way through the housing sector of the Underground. Finally. His heart rate increased as he neared his quarters, and his blood heated as he wondered if Tamia was still asleep. He could wake her slowly, with kisses and caresses, and make love to her the way he’d wanted to last night. He swallowed hard, his jeans uncomfortably tight as he thought of all the ways he could wake her. He had a lifetime, now, to try them all. 

A tap to the outside doorpad opened the door silently. Moving through the living room, he stopped at the bedroom doorway, disappointment flashing through him as he realized Tamia was awake. Then, as his eyes skimmed over her, a grin broke over his face. God, she was beautiful. 

He leaned against the doorjamb and took advantage of the chance to watch her as she moved around the bedroom, stowing her clothes beside his in the closet and drawers. She didn’t know he was there, and he liked the idea of being able to watch her. His eyes moved over every inch of her, taking in her beauty and the contentment in her body language. Yesterday, he’d suffered a brief bout of anxiety, wondering if they were doing something she’d ultimately regret. Seeing her so at peace told him everything would be fine. His heart twisted as he realized she wasn’t pissed at him, either; Tamia was the first woman he’d ever been involved with who truly understood his responsibilities. 

“Hey, babe. I’m back.” 

She turned from the closet, where she was arranging her clothes, and gave him a bright smile that tightened his gut with desire. He wanted to kiss her until she made those little sounds of delight that drove him crazy. 

“I got your note,” she said as she moved back toward the bed, where more of her stuff was spread out. “I brought what I could carry over. Kuron left this morning, and everyone else is out on assignment, and I figured you’d have a coronary if I tried to move anything heavier than a few armloads of clothes.” 

The teasing light in her eyes arrowed every drop of blood in his body south of his belt, leaving him lightheaded and speechless with hunger. 

“You bet I would,” he managed hoarsely as her words finally penetrated the fog in his mind, replacing hot fantasies with the chilling image of Tamia going into a very early and dangerous labor, from lugging around heavy furniture. 

As Tamia bent to arrange her shoes in the bottom of the closet, Rick’s attention shifted to the enticing view of her rear, and his brain went blank again, every thought swept away by the image of his new wife, naked and in his arms. 

Stealthy as a tiger stalking prey, he moved up behind her and slid his hands over her hips as he pulled her back against him. He heard the tiny gasp that told him she felt his arousal, and the sound shot a bolt of lust through him that made him tremble. He closed his eyes and groaned as her softness hugged him, and he craved the same position, minus the barrier of their clothing. God, she felt so good. 

Tamia laughed softly as she straightened, rubbing against him as she leaned into his embrace and murmured, “I think someone feels neglected.” 

“Damn straight,” he growled, easing aside the silky fall of her short, dark hair to gain access to the sweet pulse in her neck, even as his free hand moved to cup one full breast, squeezing lightly. 

Tamia made another one of those small, breathless sounds, and then eased away and turned toward him. “What happened, anyway?” 

He sighed, tamping down the impatience that had been building since he’d been pulled away from her yesterday evening. Tamia had a right to know why he’d only been in bed two hours last night. And he didn’t give a damn what Black thought about need-to-know. As far as Rick was concerned, Tamia needed to know. 

“It was a Justice Department teleconference. By the time we got finished, you were already asleep. Then, at six this morning, Mark Black called and wanted me to put together a report on our investigation into Panfild and get it over to IA, ASAP.” 

Her brow furrowed in concern. “Why?” 

He sighed as he moved away a step and shrugged out of his leather jacket. He tossed it onto his footlocker, and met Tamia’s eyes somberly. “The Military Tribunal has been convened. They’re going to study all the paper evidence today, and have the hearing tomorrow, to determine whether or not there’s sufficient grounds to charge Panfild.” 

“Mark Black told you that?” She looked uneasy. 

“Yeah.” Rick frowned as he watched her move around the room in a distracted, worried manner. Something wasn’t right; she was clearly more bothered by his news than he’d imagined. What was she thinking? Finally, after her troubled silence continued for well over a minute, he asked, “Why?” 

She stopped, and her anxious mahogany eyes nearly killed him as she looked back at him. “I don’t know why, but I don’t trust him, Rick. You said it, yourself; what if he’s got another agenda?” 

That was the exact same concern Jen had voiced when she stopped in the Command Center while he was compiling the report. A spurt of uneasiness shot through Rick. Tamia and Jen were both intelligent, highly intuitive women; that they had the same opinion and concerns about the new EDIA was far from comforting. 

His eyes on his wife, he knew he couldn’t let her stew about this. Tamia was under enough stress on a daily basis, and he couldn’t help but remember Dr. Matnes’ warning about stress on the regenerated organs. He needed to get Tamia’s mind off of this mess, and he knew just how to do it. They were alone in the compound, for now, and, as long as the beeper Tamia wore didn’t go off, he intended to take full advantage of the situation. 

“You been to the gym, yet?” He knew she made at least one trip a day to the gym, to keep up her reflexes and flexibility. Dr. Faulker was encouraging her to lay off the martial arts and impact training for something that didn’t put as much strain on her body, but Tamia was nothing if not stubborn. Fortunately, he had some ideas about how to get her to slow down. 

She shook her head. “Not yet. That’s my next stop.” 

“Great. Let’s go.” He scooped her into his arms, and frowned. “You’re too damned light.” 

She laughed, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Flatterer. I feel like a beached whale.” 

He glanced down at her gently rounded belly, and raised a brow at her exaggeration. In loose enough clothing, no one would even guess she was pregnant. “Not likely. I’m serious, Tamia. You can’t weight more than one-forty, if that.” 

“I wish. I weighed almost one-forty before I got pregnant. I weighed in at a little over one-sixty at last check. Dr. Faulker says that’s a healthy weight gain, given my metabolism.” She gave him a small, teasing smile. “Now, quite worrying and put me down.” 

“Not now that I’ve finally got you,” he murmured as studied her face, his chest tight with emotion. Tamia had the rare kind of beauty that would only grow more arresting with age. He met her gaze, and the soft light in her mahogany eyes twisted his heart and gut together. Desire that had cooled to humming warmth flared full-force again, and his good intentions flew out the window as he carried her across the room and lowered her onto the bed, his mouth absorbing her small sounds of need as he eased away her clothing. As he got lost in her warm body and needy touch, the world melted away. It would have to get by on its own, for a while. 

* * * 

“This is insane, Rick.” Tamia blew out her breath as she tread water in the gym’s pool, three hours later. She felt exposed, and ridiculous, even though they were alone, and she was wearing a very conservative bathing suit. 

When he didn’t answer her accusation, she glanced over her shoulder at him, and her throat closed with emotion. She knew he was part-fish in the water, but there was something so elemental about seeing him like this, with water trickling along the flesh of his wiry body, his dark hair slicked down and his cobalt eyes framed in water-speckled lashes. A tiny jolt of desire ran through her body, and she felt tears gathering as reality dawned on her yet again, that this man was her husband. How had she ever got so lucky? 

She closed her eyes and absorbed the sensation of his hands as they slid down her body and gently massaged her lower back. After a moment, she felt a wry smile tug at her lips as she realized he still hadn’t responded. “Are you even listening?” 

“You bet,” he answered, dropping a light kiss on her shoulder as his hands continued to work in slow, steady circles over her aching back. Tamia sighed and moaned in blissful relief. It might be insane, but it felt damned good. 

“Dr. Faulker and Dr. Matnes both said you need to ease off the heavy training and start doing exercises that don’t put pressure on your body, because of the Regen therapy. This is the solution.” 

“The pool?” She laughed, feeling relaxation move through her. “Richard Benjamin Carinson, you are crazy!” 

“Yeah,” he murmured, his eyes softening as he trailed lingering kisses over her neck and shoulder, nudging one strap of her suit down her arm. “Crazy over you.” 

She smiled, glad for the water, which kept her trembling body upright. They had so little time like this, free of the intense stress of their jobs. Their entire courtship had been a whirlwind of missions and danger; it was nice to have a respite from that, no matter how brief. She already knew it was foolish to wish it would last, but she couldn’t help the errant thought as the feel of Rick’s mouth, lightly sucking the water from her skin, sent tingles of fire racing through her. 

Then he eased away with a sigh and returned her strap to its place. “All right, Captain, enough playing around. We came here to get some exercise.” 

She winked at him over her shoulder and opened her mouth to respond, but a shrill beep from the side of the pool made her groan, instead. She’d known it couldn’t last. 

“What lousy timing.” 

Turning smoothly in the water, Rick proved his familiarity with the element as, in two long strokes, he reached the edge of the pool and lifted himself fluidly from the water to reach the beeper. 

“Damn. Looks important, babe.” He reached for a towel and his clothes. “I’ll take care of it.” 

“Oh, no, you won’t,” Tamia said firmly, lifting herself out of the pool. “I’m the one on Comms, I’ll take care of it myself.” 

With that, she pulled on her sweatpants and t-shirt, and headed for the door. She didn’t look back to see what Rick would do; she knew he’d let her do her job. After all, respect was what love was all about. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

The loud beeping of the bedside alarm cut through her ears like a knife, and all she wanted to do was smash the stupid contraption. Tamia groaned and squeezed her eyes shut as she buried her face in the pillow. From the way her stomach was already roiling, she knew what to expect if she even attempted to sit up. Masochistic, she wasn’t. 

She felt Rick shift against her back, and his hand skimmed the bare skin of her arm as he kissed her shoulder. “Up and at ‘em, Marine.” 

“You’re not serious,” she griped into her pillow as she commanded her stomach to behave itself. 

“You’ve got a meeting at the Times at zero-nine-hundred, remember? That’s in an hour.” 

She rolled to her back to look up at him. “Don’t remind me, Carinson. I’m trying to forget the world exists, right now.” 

His cobalt eyes went soft with concern as he skimmed the back of his finger over her cheek. “You do look a little pale. You okay?” 

Tamia eased slowly up to her elbows, and groaned as the nausea hit her head-on. “Rick…” 

He didn’t ask; one look at her probably told him everything he needed to know, if she looked anything like she felt. With reflexes trained by battle, he scooped her out of the bed and carried her to the bathroom. 

It would have been embarrassing, once, to heave her guts out in front of a man like Rick. Now, as she sat back from doing just that, she smiled gratefully as Rick held out a cup of water and crouched down beside her, his eyes openly worried. 

“Look, I know everyone keeps saying this is normal, but I’m worried, babe.” 

“It’s no picnic for me, either,” she croaked through a throat so raw it was burning. Rinsing the foul taste from her mouth with the water, she shuddered. “But as long as the doctors aren’t concerned, and nothing feels wrong, it’s a price I’m willing to pay for our son.” 

His expression softened, and he opened his mouth to respond, but a loud beeping from the bedroom interrupted. With an apologetic glance, he rose to his feet and disappeared back into the other room. A moment later, she heard him talking to someone on the line that connected to Comms. 

Tamia leaned her head against the cool, tiled wall of the bathroom and let the murmur of Rick’s voice wash over her. He had a very calming voice, and the light flavor of a Boston-born accent made her feel as if she was wrapped up in a warm blanket. She felt better, just knowing Rick was there. 

The baby shifted in her womb, and Tamia smiled. She’d told Rick the truth – she was willing to pay any price for the child growing inside of her. Love swelled in her heart, knowing that someday very soon, she’d be holding her baby in her arms. It was a dream she hadn’t believed she’d live to see become reality. 

“Good morning, Mikey,” she whispered as she stroked her belly gently. She and Rick had settled on Michael as the baby’s name, after her last appointment with Faulker. Her hand rose to the silvery hololocket around her neck. She didn’t have to open it to know what would appear if she did. A holographic image of the Archangel Michael, watching over a soldier carrying a child in his arms. The image was a special message from Rick to her, the promise of a protector for the defender. 

“Sweetheart?” Rick’s hand squeezed her arm gently, and her eyes opened to the worry in his. “Are you okay?” 

She nodded. “Michael just said good morning.” 

His hand moved to her belly, rubbing gently, as he murmured, “Good morning to you, too.” 

Their eyes met, and Tamia smiled softly, blinking away tears. Then she noticed how he was dressed, and uneasiness shot through her. Rick hardly ever wore his uniform, unless… “What’s going on?” 

“The Tribunal wants me to testify, at ten. I hate to run off on you, but—“ 

“Go,” she urged. She knew how important this was, and if the tables were reversed, she’d expect the same understanding. Their jobs didn’t end because they were married. The same responsibilities – and the same dangers – remained. 

He dropped a kiss on her forehead. “I’ll be back as soon as I’m done.” 

As she heard the door lock’s tone sound a few moments later, Tamia’s stomach clenched in fear, and she aimed for the toilet again as bile rose in her throat. She was frightened of what could happen if the Tribunal quashed the charges, and she was terrified that, by testifying, Rick was putting himself squarely in the cross-hairs of an assassin’s gun. She only prayed her instincts were wrong, this time. 

Closing her eyes, she saw the flash of an image; an explosion that blew out windows and shook the earth beneath her feet. Her heart clogged her throat, making breathing impossible, and she knew – she knew – something happened to Rick. With a cry and a jerk of her head, she forced her eyes open, gasping for breath around sobs. Rising on unsteady legs, she faced herself in the mirror, and saw the effects of her terror. Her eyes were still wild, her skin sallow with fright. Staring at her reflection, she told herself she was being an idiot. Her little episode was most likely due to stress and hormones, and nothing more. 

Drawing a breath, she splashed water on her face, and watched the color return as her pounding heart subsided. Then, the phone rang, nearly startling her out of her skin. Oh, God. Her heart hammered as she scrambled for the phone, yanking it up from its stand. 

“Yeah?” Her voice emerged as a croak, reminding her that her throat was still raw. She sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, her legs shaking too much to stand, as her stomach roiled again. She didn’t want to talk on the phone; she wanted to bury her head under the pillows and forget this nightmare of a day. 

“You sound like hell.” 

The voice that cut through her jumbled feelings sounded male, and familiar, but she had no idea where from. “Who is this?” 

“You are sick! No wonder you never showed.” 

Feldar. Tamia groaned as she glanced at the clock and realized it was 0920. She opened her mouth to apologize, then stopped as a chill shot through her. She hadn’t given Feldar this number. He had the old number to her quarters, not Rick’s. “How did you get this number, Feldar?” 

He laughed easily. “Your confidence in my investigative ability is awe-inspiring, Captain. I got it from Jean O’Neil, after the wedding.” 

She closed her eyes with a relieved sigh. She should have guessed. “What do you have?” 

“Since you’re sick, I’ll be kind. I might have a connection for you.” 

“Connection?” Tamia sat up straight, her interest piqued. 

“Yeah. I got in contact with a source in Horner’s legitimate business, Lasuras Agency. She was more than willing to talk about closed-door meetings between Horner and Panfild, and a growing number of Chinese visitors with diplomatic titles and uniforms. It sounds suspicious, but I don’t have any other leads, yet. I smell a scandal, but I can’t make heads or tails of it. I figured it would probably mean more to you than it does to me.” 

“Damn right, it does!” Tamia’s pulse skipped a beat as the connection jolted through her mind, and she couldn’t contain her sense of triumph. Hope rushed through her, and she suddenly felt a whole lot better. Leaping to her feet, she began pacing as her mind worked the next steps over at a mile a minute. “Okay, we need to set up a meeting with your source, and get bug placement set up for—“ 

“Whoa! Ratchet down, Trooper,” Feldar suddenly sounded uneasy. “There’s no meeting.” 

She froze, and a chill rushed through her. “What do you mean, ‘no meeting’? This is our first real chance! This is—“ 

“ ‘This’ is an anonymous source, okay? I’ve never so much as seen her, myself.” 

She stared at the phone in disbelief for a full minute before she asked, “So, how do you communicate?” 

“I didn’t say we don’t talk.” She could hear the humor in his voice. “She calls me, or I call her. No paper trail, and no meetings. It’s too dangerous.” 

“Must be a bitch trying to get corroboration.” 

He snorted. “Why do you think I haven’t nailed Horner’s dirty ass to the wall, yet? Look, I can’t set up any meetings. And, as far as your bugging idea goes… You know the Justice Department ran surveillance ops on Horner for a year, and didn’t turn up so much as a sniff of drugs.” 

“Yeah, but he knew he was under surveillance, then.” Tamia resumed pacing, her mind once again working. “But he’s getting cocky, and sloppy, now. He had the EDIA in his pocket until recently, and he’s got the Commandant of the WD. Who knows who else he’s in bed with.” 

“You have any ideas?” 

“Yeah, but they’re classified.” She glanced at the clock. She had just enough time to get a message to Rick, before he went into Tribunal. She needed his okay, to set her plans in motion. “Look, Feldar, I have to go. I’ll be in touch.” 

He rang off, and Tamia quickly punched in the number for the Justice Department’s Tribunal Courts. 

“Tribunal proceedings. I’m sorry but the Justices are in deliberation.” A nasal male voice, sounding bored, said in her ear. 

Tamia swallowed back her impatience. “Actually, I’m trying to locate Commander Richard Carinson. He’s supposed to be there for the hearing, today.” 

“Yes. He’s on my list, as checked in.” 

“I know. I need to speak with him.” 

There was a pause. “This is highly irregular.” 

“It’s very important.” 

“Who is this, please?” The man didn’t sound convinced, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to give her name. 

“Just tell him it’s his wife calling.” 

There was another pause. “You’re kidding.” 
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	“Not in the least.” 
	

	The man loosed a put-upon sigh. “Please hold.” 
	

	Tamia continued to pace impatiently as she waited.
	Then, Rick’s voice came on the line. 

	“What’s wrong, babe?” 
	


She winced at the worry in his voice. With the shape she’d been in when he left, she should have expected him to assume the worst. 

“I just got done with my meeting, Rick. We can’t discuss it on an unsecured line, but we’ve got a lead on the supplier. I need your permission to start surveillance.” 

“You got it. But, Blade,” his voice was quiet and serious, “send someone else.” 

She rolled her eyes in exasperation, knowing just what he was alluding to. “I’m not about to get into this one. I’d be see-through.” 

“Okay. Go for it.” There was a pause, and muffled voices, before Rick came back on the line. “Look, hon, I’ve got to go. We’ll discuss the specifics later.” 

“Okay; later.” She hung up, before she could voice her reservations about him testifying. She still couldn’t shake the image of that explosion. 

Full of nervous energy, now, Tamia moved around their quarters, straightening things that were already squared-away. Hell, Rick was more of a neat freak than she’d ever be. She certainly wouldn’t have to pick up after him, like she’d heard so many women bitch about. However, that obsession with order made having excess adrenaline – like now – annoying. 

She sighed as she looked around the living room, acknowledging that there wasn’t anything here she could do to exorcise the sickening feeling that crept in whenever she remembered that vision. Closing her eyes, she drew a deep breath to calm herself. She could always hit the gym, and work it off, there. Sherry and Maria would probably lynch her. Rick would definitely flip if he found out. Tough shit; she had to do something to get rid of the tension in her shoulders and head, or she’d be of no use to anyone. 

The baby kicked hard, just then, making her gasp with the burst of pain, then settled down again. Tamia chuckled. “All right, Mikey. I’m going.” 

As she approached the gym a few minutes later, Tamia’s brow furrowed at the echo of frustrated screams and solid thudding in the corridor. Her adrenaline spiked as instinct kicked in, and she smacked the doorpad with the flat of her palm, her blood pumping with the energy of battle. Alert for trouble, she ducked into the room, and stopped. 

The only battle here was one against demons Tamia couldn’t fight. But she recognized the frustrated desperation of the petite new volunteer’s work at the punching bag. She’d been there herself, a lifetime ago. 

“You know, if you deepen and even up your breaths, get your breathing into rhythm with the punches, you’ll get more strength and control behind them.” 

Carrissa froze – exactly the wrong move with an erratically swinging punching bag. Before Tamia could even voice her warning, the bag connected, and sent the smaller woman flying clear off her feet. Tamia rushed to stop the bag with the familiar reflexes of a long-time boxer, and then bent to help Carrissa sit up. 

“Easy. Sit up in stages; a tap like that can leave you woozy, or even break bones,” she cautioned, watching the other woman for signs of pain that would indicate a severe injury. “Sorry if I startled you.” 

Carrissa shoved back a strand of light brown hair that fell across her face and shrugged, wincing. “It’s okay. I’m still working on strength and timing. I passed the Crisis Monitor and basic firearms. This is the only area I’m still weak, but Jen said I have time to work on it.” She looked up at Tamia then. “I didn’t realize how tough a job you guys have.” 

Tamia frowned as she studied the hollowed-out shadows of Carrissa’s eyes and cheeks. Her face looked emaciated and her hair had the dull look Tamia would associate with drug use, if she didn’t know better. The details made an all too familiar view – one she’d seen in her mirror off and on for decades, whenever the nightmares came to visit. “Are you sleeping at all?” 

Carrissa shrugged awkwardly as she rose slowly to her feet. “Kind of hard; you know. All I can think about is…” 

“Revenge?” Tamia asked quietly when Carrissa didn’t fill in the blanks. Oh, yeah, this was a very familiar story. 

Carrissa nodded miserably, and scrubbed one tape-wrapped hand across her face. 

“I don’t eat or sleep. I lay on the sofa in Kelly’s old quarters, staring at the ceiling, because I can’t bear to even go into the bedroom. It’s like living in hell. I mean, that’s where she died! Oh, God…” She bent double, her emotional pain so intense that Tamia felt its stab in her own chest. 

“I have an idea,” she said quietly as she put her arm around Carrissa’s slim shoulders and led her toward the benches by the door. “My old quarters will be empty by tomorrow. Why don’t you take them? Maybe get some sleep.” 

Carrissa sucked in her sobs, and looked up at Tamia as she slumped tiredly onto the bench. “You sure that’ll be all right?” 

“Yeah. I’m sure.” She sat down beside the other woman. “I know how you feel, Carrissa; I’ve been there. I lost my family when I was little. They were tortured and murdered before my eyes.” 

Carrissa shuddered visibly and crossed herself. “How did you ever survive that?” 

“It wasn’t easy, believe me,” Tamia admitted as images from her years of rebellion and self-torture flashed through her mind. She’d faced her demons, and lost. In the end, all she’d had left was survival, until she found a new family in the Commandos. “I wanted revenge, too. It ate at me, until I couldn’t eat or sleep. I trained night and day, too angry to do anything else. All I could think about was how I was going to kill the entire Chinese Army.” 

Carrissa’s eyes widened in surprise. “That sounds impossible. What happened?” 

Tamia shrugged, her eyes fixed on the punching bag as she saw that girl she’d once been, training on an old wooden mook yan jong until she destroyed it, hate burning in her eyes. “My grandfather was more observant than I thought. He sent me to the US, hoping the distance would dull the hate, I imagine. It didn’t work out that way, though. Things just got worse, and I spiraled out of control, until I could only dull the pain and hate with drugs. When I got clean, the anger came back, and I felt guilty for it. But a very wise friend helped me out – she reminded me that I could talk about the good times, and no matter how bad the bad times were, they couldn’t stand up to the good memories. She was right; I finally found control.” 

A wistful smile crossed Carrissa’s face. “Kelly used to say that…” 

“I know,” Tamia responded, returning the smile as she remembered the dark woman whose humor and wisdom had given her a better understanding of herself, and true honor. “And she was right.” 

“God, I miss her so much.” Carrissa hugged herself and rocked back and forth. “Sometimes, it’s like I can still feel her, still hear her voice…” 

“Would you like to talk about it?” 

Carrissa fell silent, staring at the floor for a long moment. Then her gaze lifted, and she smiled shyly. “You know, I think would.” 

* * * 

Rick leaned his head and shoulders back against the wall, propping his cover on his knee with one hand as he watched the people passing by. It’d been an hour since the Military Tribunal sequestered for deliberation, but he’d stayed in hopes of speaking with Civilian Justice Theresa Salvatoi after her court recessed for the morning. If he was going to make allies in his crusade to get the Commandos out from under the Fertility Code, he needed to start with the most vocal opponents to the Code. No one was more vocally opposed than Salvatoi. 

“Commander Carinson.” The tall, slim woman who approached on high heels had Rick shifting his gaze. For being nearly sixty, Justice Salvatoi was still an attractive woman, her pressed gray tweed suit encasing her in perfectly tailored style, and her appealingly painted face formed in a pleasant but formal smile. She tilted her neatly coifed salt-and-pepper head to one side as she extended one manicured hand toward him. “A pleasure to see you again. How can I help you?” 

“Madam Justice,” Rick acknowledged, rising to his feet to shake her hand. “I need to discuss a sensitive legal issue with you.” 

One slim, dark brow rose. “That’s usually what lawyers are for, not Justices of the Civil Tribunal. Interesting. Please, go on.” 

He glanced around, at the teeming bustle of clerks and lawyers moving around the Bureau of Civilian Justice complete, and frowned. He wasn't about to have this discussion in public. “Uh, it’s not something I think we should discuss here.” 

She quirked him a curious look, then jerked her head toward the door beside them. “Very well. Let’s talk in my chambers, shall we?” 

As they entered the Justice’s chambers, she gestured toward the seats facing her desk, and moved toward a decanter of amber liquid and glasses sitting on one shelf. “Brandy?” 

He shook his head, and watched as she poured a few fingers into a brandy snifter, then moved to sit behind her desk. “So, what brings you to the BCJ?” 

Rick leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees as he met her perceptive hazel eyes. “I assume you’ve heard about the current case before the Military Tribunal.” 

She nodded, and sipped her drink. “It’s about time, too. I’ve been cross-briefing them for years, to begin inquiries. No one, man or woman, should be allowed to regulate the reproductive rights of women, and the CEADS charter states that reproductive choice is a basic right.” 

And Rick was counting on Theresa Salvatoi’s feminist stance on reproductive rights to help his family. The tension eased out of his body, and he acknowledged that he was definitely facing an ally, not an enemy. 

“I’m trying to petition the Tribunal to lift Panfild’s Fertility Code, as an illegal order. But the wheels of military law move slower than civilian, particularly on established policy. But if the BCJ could provide a unanimous ruling on the issue, that might speed up the process.” 

She sighed, setting aside her drink and laying her hands on her desk. “I’m on your side all the way, Commander. But I have to be honest with you – the War Department responds badly to interference from civilian courts. The military’s legal history is riddled with jurisdiction conflicts. Unfortunately, unless the Military Tribunal charges Panfild publicly, my hands are as tied as yours.” 

Rick closed his eyes, his jaw clenched as he fought the loss of hope. This was what he was most afraid of. He’d never felt so helpless, and he hated the feeling. Panfild went before the Tribunal soon, with jeopardy attached. And Mark Black’s rush for political clout could carry a price Rick wasn’t ready to pay, if Panfild walked. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

By 1600 hours, the Military Tribunal was back from sequestering with their verdict. As he listened to their decision, Rick caught Salvatoi’s entrance to the courtroom, and the nod of her head, and knew he now had a solid ally. Panfild would be charged. 

Rick wished he could say he was happy with the verdict; he was certainly relieved. But a strange sense of dread twisted in his gut as he left the courtroom, and he couldn’t help but wonder what was going to go wrong. It wasn’t that he was a pessimist; it was that he knew Panfild. The man was too slick to go down this easily. 

“Rick!” He was nearly to the outside doors when the sound of Mark Black’s voice stopped him. He turned, to find the EDIA hurrying after him. 

“We’ve got a situation, Rick,” Black gasped as he skidded to a rather undignified stop. 

Rick raised one eyebrow. He really wasn’t in the mood for more of Black’s political games. He was still worried about Tamia, and now he had the added worry of figuring out Panfild’s next move. “What situation is that?” 

“I know you heard the verdict.” 

“Yeah.” The thread of his patience grew taut. He was ready to snap. 

“Panfild must have expected it. I just got the call; he left the city four hours ago.” 

Rick swore under his breath. “Where?” 

“Most likely to his ranch in Texas.” Black slapped a folded page into Rick’s hand. “I want you to take command of the arrest. You and your team go get him.” 

Rick stared down at the warrant in his hand, and his sense of dread solidified. This was what he’d been worried about. This was trouble, with a capital “T”. 

He glanced back up, to ask Black how they were supposed to bring in the man, only to find Black gone. With a heavy sigh, he tucked the warrant into his jacket pocket and headed out onto the street. This was news the team would find a mixed blessing. They were finally going to get Panfild; but what was it going to cost them? 

Twenty minutes later, Rick entered the busy Command Center of the Underground, and looked around. Everyone was on their way in from assignments, and he could only hope they were ready for what he was about to tell them. 

“Everyone, take your seats,” he ordered as he shrugged out of his uniform jacket and tossed it over the back of his chair. “We’ve got a mission.” 

Silence fell sharply, and everyone found their seats as their somber gazes fixed on Rick. 

“What was the verdict?” This, from a very anxious-looking Tamia. Rick understood her concern; the decision of the Tribunal affected the rest of her life, and his. 

Jen frowned. “What verdict?” 

Rick let his gaze travel around the table, then turned and pulled the warrant from his jacket pocket and slapped it onto the table. “I just got back from a special Military Tribunal, set up to decide whether or not to press charges against Panfild. The Tribunal was unanimous in its decision to strip Panfild of his rank and rights; he’s been formally dismissed from the office of Commandant of the War Department, and ordered to appear before the Tribunal.” 

Tamia leaned forward to pick up the warrant, and frowned as she read it. “This says we’re supposed to bring him in, dead or alive, from Texas. If he’s supposed to appear before Tribunal, what’s he doing in Texas?” 

“Apparently, Panfild got wind of the Tribunal’s verdict ahead of time, and left for his ranch in Texas. Black gave me the news, and the warrant, after the ruling came in.” 

The frown on Tamia’s face spoke volumes to Rick. He already knew she was suspicious of Mark Black, but he knew this was on the level. All nine members of the Tribunal signed the warrant. 

“How long do we have?” Walter wanted to know. 

“Forty-eight hours. The warrant’s only good until the charge hearing. I think they’re afraid he’ll flee the jurisdiction for COSEC if they give him any more time than that.” He looked around the table. “Ishmael’s still in Europe, and Carrissa’s not ready to be in the field. I’m setting you up to monitor Comms, here,” he told the petite woman. “Until you pass your Field Readiness test, that’s your assignment.” 

She nodded sullenly, but fortunately didn’t argue the issue. He knew she wanted to help hunt down Kelly’s killers, but he knew she wasn’t thinking about this logically. No one except Kelly actually knew who had pulled the trigger that killed her. Besides, he couldn’t shake the feeling that she chose to take that shot; something told him Kelly already knew she was dying when she’d been hit. 

“Chelsea,” he turned his attention to the Hispanic woman. “You’re going back to Lima. I need you to talk to your family; persuade them to make deals with the rest of the cartels, for a while. We need the drug cartels to stay out of this, or we’ll have a bloodbath on our hands before we can blink. Remind them about the Divide; that ought to get them thinking.” 

She rose to her feet with a nod, and headed for the door. That was Chelsea; she always hopped on her assignment right away. 

“Walter, get busy on some more of those bugs. We’re going to need them when we get back.” 

“You got it.” 

“Jen, Matt, Kathy, Tamia and I will be the primary team, heading for Denton, Texas.” He met the gaze of each one, and read resignation and grim understanding in all of them. Only Tamia looked worried, and he couldn’t fathom why. His heart clenched as he studied her face. They’d been married less than forty-eight hours, and he was afraid for her. This wasn’t going to be an easy mission. Finally, he cleared his throat and shifted his attention to Jen and Matt. “You two are on perimeter. Check everything. Panfild spent time working in Military Intel before he got kicked upstairs, so be thorough. I don’t want any surprises.” 

Jen and Matt shared a glance, and Jen nodded. “We’ve got it.” 

“Kathy, I’m setting you up to monitor communications and phone taps from Denton.” 

Worry creased Kathy’s brow, and her eyes darted to his side. Rick knew where she was looking 

– at Tamia – even before she spoke. “Shouldn’t we have Tamia on the lines?” 

He wished they could do that, too. He’d tried to think of anything he could do to keep her out of the main battle zone, but he’d finally accepted the truth. There was no out. Grimly, he shook his head. “Tamia’s got the Rover.” 

In his peripheral vision, he caught Tamia stiffening, and braced himself for her arguments. She surprised him when she asked, “And you?” 

“I’m the inside man. I’ll bring Panfild out.” 

Her silence was frightening. Turning, he winced as he saw the pallor of her face, her pupils dilated. He could see the argument brewing in her dark eyes, and knew she’d let it loose once they were alone. 

“All right, arrest team. We leave at twenty-two hundred hours; exactly six hours from now. Go suit up, and run your equipment checks.” He looked over the group as a whole once again. “Dismissed.” 

Tamia lasted four hours, before she couldn’t stand it any longer. She kept seeing that damned explosion in her mind, and the anxiety was gnawing at her like a hungry tiger. It was time to talk. 

She finished pulling on her mission suit, and then smoothed a hand over her belly, sighing, as she regarded herself in the full-length mirror. Oh, well. No more hiding it. Her belly had a definite curve to it now. She'd taken to wearing looser clothing lately, both for comfort, and to conceal her pregnancy 

- but the dark mission suits were government issue to Special Forces, and definitely not made to conceal pregnancy. She studied herself critically for a long moment. Not bad. She'd thought she'd be a lot heavier. She was just over seven months pregnant, and she’d expected to be huge. Thank God for a high metabolism. Tamia sighed again. It had been bad enough when it had been just Rick who played nursemaid. Now, everyone seemed to be doing it. She'd almost flattened Matt when he'd started on her. Then, Kathy made that comment, earlier. And as for Rick, well ... this mission was hardly what she called wisely chosen. Of course, she knew why he was doing this, but it still didn’t feel right. With a final sigh, and a shake of her head, Tamia turned to regard her husband. "This isn't such a great idea, Rick. We've always gone in together. I have a bad feeling about doing it this way." 

He gave her a hooded look as he strapped a survival knife to his leg. "Look, Tamia, the Rover's the safest place for you, and you've got combat reflexes at the controls - something Kathy doesn't have and we're going to need if everyone's going to come out of this alive. Besides, I can't spare two people in that Rover - Kathy's got to mind the phone lines from Denton, make sure he doesn't call in any reenforcements. Gypsy's on her way to Peru already, talking the boys down there out of backing Horner or Panfild, and Ishmael’s gone MIA in Europe. With Red and Hood both gone, and Carrissa still unqualified for the field, we're short on power. You're the only one with the calm to handle both cockpit jobs - you've had the experience. I know you don't like it, but there's nothing else we can do. If I had my way, you'd be staying here, or at least going to Denton instead of Kathy. I can't do that, though. We're going to need that Rover." 

She sighed again, sitting on the bed. She couldn’t tell him about her vision; not now. He didn’t need to worry about her mental state, right now. "I'll do my best, but, Rick, be careful, please. Panfild's crazy – we’ve got no guarantees that this'll work." 

He leaned across the bed to kiss her. "You got it. Now, c'mon, we're holding things up." 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

So much for Mark Black’s supposedly covert surveillance operation. Rick snorted in disgust as he dropped the final couple of feet from the open hatch of the settling Rover to the ground. The Commandos’ mission vehicle was, thanks to the experimental Chameleon system, the only truly silent assault vehicle in the world. He’d expected it to be the only aircraft or large vehicle involved in this operation. Instead, the station of operations for the surveillance mission team looked and sounded like a war zone. Rick’s expression set in grim determination. He was putting a stop to this, no matter whose toes he had to step on to do it. There was no way they could complete their mission with a tent city and obvious military activity surrounding the commandeered ranch. 

Rick reached to tap the COMlink on his belt, and connect with the rest of his team. Thanks to Walter, the new COMlinks didn’t require the bulky masks. Instead, the ex-Military Intelligence technician had devised an earpiece and microphone pin that were invisible to the naked eye, and connected digitally to the COMlink in the same way the old mission masks had. 

“Okay, let’s get things set up. We’re setting up station in the bunkhouse. Diamond, Watchdog, get the command post set up and find out which line taps they’re using. Hook us in through their back door monitors. I don’t want anyone to know we’re there, least of all Panfild. Cat, check out the area, and talk to people. Get a feel for what the hell’s been going on the past twenty-four hours. I need to know what kind of damage control we have to do. Blade, as soon as you get the Rover down, make sure all the weapons are loaded and run mission mechanicals. We can’t afford any glitches when we go in. I’m going to see if I can get some of this mess cleared out, before our friends from the Justice Department send Panfild into flight.” 

As the team acknowledged his orders, Rick turned toward the main house of the ranch, certain that he’d find the man or woman in charge of this ridiculous waste of manpower there. A few minutes later, as he entered the building, he stopped cold, his eyes narrowing on one of the men leaning over the map table. What the hell was he doing here? 

“Who’s in charge?” Rick demanded as he stalked toward the small cluster of people around the table. 

“That would be me,” a black man with a jagged scar across his right cheek said, stepping around the table to stand before Rick. “George Randolph, Covert Operations Chair, FBI. And you are?” 

“Commander Richard Carinson, Commandos.” Rick’s eyes shifted to Senator Patric Donnell again, and suspicion settled like a lump of cold steel in his gut. “Do you know you’ve got one of the named co-conspirators of Panfild’s plot right here in your command center, Mr. Randolph?” 

Randolph followed Rick’s gaze. “Oh, you mean Senator Donnell? He turned himself in this afternoon, as soon as the charges hit public airwaves. We offered him a deal in exchange for information on Panfild and his compound.” 

Rick snorted. He’d read all about Panfild’s fifteen-acre spread, enclosed in four rings of thermal walls. The alarms and defenses on the grounds and buildings were state-of-the-art, but not impossible to breach. Walter had already showed them how to work their way through the system. And it didn’t impress Rick that Panfild called his ranch “The Citadel,” after the long-destroyed Air Force academy. All that proved was that Panfild’s mania had been growing for a while, and his ego right along with it. 

“Anything on the other co-conspirator, Jeffrey Colbert?” That was the one he was really worried about, after all. Donnell was small potatoes, in comparison. 

“Aside from the fact that he’s psychotic?” Patric Donnell asked, without looking up from the map he was marking. “You probably know more about his personal history than I do, Commander Carinson. I can tell you his political agendas and pet policies, but I doubt those are of any interest to you right now.” 

“How about you tell me where he fits into Panfild’s scheme, instead?” 

Donnell looked up, his dark eyes incredulous. “He’s Panfild’s right-hand man, of course. If Panfild says ‘we need to do this,’ Colbert finds a way to make it happen. He’s a facilitator. But you should know that.” 

Rick shrugged. “We never did much digging, until recently. Colbert tipped his hand in an interview we got our hands on. We’ve only just started digging into his past. What about you? How do you fit in?” 

“You’re kidding, right?” Donnell shook his head. “I barely knew there was a conspiracy, before the Tribunal passed down its judgment and I was suddenly told to get out of town. I think the only reason I was brought in at all was because it was my state that was the primary channel for their illegal 

activity.” 

Rick turned to Randolph again. “Who’s on point? We need to have a command meeting.” 

“According to the EDIA, you Commandos are our point team. Director Black made it clear to everyone that you would be running this show.” 

“Fine. I want a command meeting of section heads in twenty minutes at the bunkhouse. For right now, we need to get this operation scaled down to low profile. Let your Special Agents in Charge know what’s going on, and tell them to pick out three of their most essential people. I want to rest of these people,” he gestured around the building and toward the door, “out of here, yesterday. Especially the regular military. Keep one team of SEALs and one Delta ops on stand-by. But the Troopers and all the mechanized go, now. We need support personnel to mind taps and communications, not an army. We’re not going to war.” 

Randolph frowned, as if just realizing how many people were around, and nodded. “I’ll get right on it.” 

“Mr. Donnell,” Rick turned to the senator, “have you ever been inside the compound?” 

“A few times. I haven’t been everywhere in the facilities, but I’ve seen plenty.” 

“Good. You’ve got fifteen minutes to walk me through every inch of the places you remember, and the grounds as well.” 

Donnell nodded. “I can do that.” 

Rick tapped his COMlink. “Cat, Watchdog, Blade, I’ll be at the bunkhouse in five. Be there. We’re getting a walk-through of the Citadel.” 

“Roger that,” Tamia’s voice said in his ear. “Cat and Watchdog are already there, and I’m on my way.” 

* * * 

Less than two hours later, Tamia watched from the cockpit of the Rover as Rick disengaged the interior thermowall of the compound with a burst-emitter. It was a temporary device, dissipating the ‘wall for only the space of two minutes. Rick had another to let himself back out after he found Panfild and Colbert. There was a flash, and then everything outside of the cockpit went dark, the red glow of the ‘wall gone. Tamia drew a breath and squinted, trying to adjust her eyes to the darkness outside the craft. 

“Get out of here. Go to stand-by,” came Rick’s gruff order. “Now.” 

Tamia sat back, her fingers falling to the controls with the familiarity of years of experience in the cockpit. She didn’t need her brain to lift this thing off the ground; she could practically do it in her sleep. As the Rover slowly eased from the ground, she touched the COMlink on the instrument panel and said, “Angel ascending. Be careful out there.” 

Then the night sky was embracing her, and Tamia shuddered at the feeling of unease that wound through her, bringing back the disturbing image of that explosion. The next twenty minutes, monitoring team communications, would be the longest of her life. She couldn’t do anything to help unless directly instructed. 

* * * 

This was all wrong. Matt flattened himself against the wall of the bunker with a frown as he drew shallow breaths to calm his pounding heart. Ever since they came through the thermowall on the Citadel’s East side, his instinct for trouble gnawed at him. Aware of the danger that might be all around them, he turned his gaze briefly to his partner, awaiting her signal that she was ready. Her dark head bobbed in a swift nod, even as she raised her weapon into firing position. His gut clenched with fear at the sight of the deadly Colt Heater, and he remembered watching one of the deadly thermal weapons slice into Hood’s side. He’d had nightmares about that night, ever since Hood died. Now, the thermal weapon was in Jen’s hands, and uneasiness was crawling in the pit of his stomach. God, this really didn’t feel right. 

With a quietly drawn breath to stave off the queasy feeling, Matt forced himself to focus. Whatever happened, he couldn’t let Jen see he was worried. He had to be cool about this. Another breath, and he edged closer to the corner, arming his weapon as he moved. He cast a quick glance around the corner, and his gut squeezed as adrenaline punched him. There wasn’t anyone here. 

He felt a nudge, and turned to see the question in Jen’s emerald eyes. She wanted to know their next step. Sour humor twisted in him, to know he could read her in a glance. Under fire, they had an almost telepathic communication; they could read a situation in each other’s body language or expression. He didn’t have time to wonder why it couldn’t work that way during downtime, but he couldn’t help the fleeting thought, even as he nodded toward the corner, letting her know where he was going next. 

She moved to pass by him, and Matt flung an arm out to stop her, shaking his head grimly. Hell, no. He wasn’t about to let her walk out there and play target. He might not see anyone, but he didn’t believe there wasn’t someone out there, still. He saw her frown, and flashed her a cocky grin before he eased around the corner, his eyes going instantly to the bunker’s door ahead of them, conscious of Jen’s presence, and the possibility of snipers as he moved toward the bunker’s entry. His gut roiled as his street instincts screamed Trap! 
At the bunker door, Matt glanced again at Jen, and saw her grim nod. She was ready. With a confident grin he wasn’t feeling, Matt mouthed, Let’s rock. 

His hand slapped the door release, and he spun his body into the opening as the door slid open, his weapon charged and at the ready. 

“Holy Hell.” He couldn’t stop the low oath from leaving his mouth as he stared at the bays – each the size of a grown man and full of grey-green goop he could only assume was cloning fluid. He wasn’t sure how this process worked exactly, but he was damned if he was going to let it finish. 

“Watchdog?” 

The sound of Jen’s voice, from behind him, mobilized Matt. He wasn’t about to let her see this; Jen and her bleeding heart would want them to leave it alone. She wouldn’t be able to pull the plug, but he knew they had to. He’d heard Tamia’s stories of China under a Reaver Army’s thumb. He’d die before he’d let that happen in the US. 

“Get out of here, Cat. This place reeks of ghosts.” 

“Omigod,” she gasped as she caught sight of the bunker’s interior. Withdrawing instantly, she started to follow his direction, but he heard her footsteps pause when he didn’t follow. “Watchdog? What are you doing?” 

“Go. I got it covered.” 

“No.” Her footsteps returned, and he felt the touch of her hand against his shoulder. “Let’s do it, Watchdog. I’ve got your back.” 

His respect for her went up another notch as he saw the grim determination that masked her revulsion to this task. With a nod, he slipped into the bunker to find the control station, leaving Jen to inform Rick and Tamia about what they’d found. 

Hovering above the world, silent and invisible, Tamia listened to the COMlink. 

“Close-encounter to Bloodhound: We found the Creator’s lab. Removing life-support now. Haven’t seen any ghosts. Looks like they came alone,” Jen’s voice crackled in her ear, informing Rick that she and Matt had found the cloning lab, but no snipers, on their perimeter search. “Going in for a closer look.” 

“Watch for magic,” came Rick’s voice in reply, code to watch for anything suspicious. 

“Will do.” 

Silence fell for about fifteen minutes, before Jen’s voice filled the cabin again. “No ghosts in sight, no magic. Are there angels in heaven?” That was her cue. Leaning forward, she flicked the communication switch. “Angel at the ready. 

Are you in position?” “Affirmative.” Tamia turned the Rover toward the Landing Zone where she was to pick up the perimeter team. “Angel, we’ve got a problem,” Rick’s voice suddenly filled her space, freezing her in place as 

ice shot through her veins. “Go ahead, Bloodhound.” “The Colonel got away. Am in pursuit. Take your cargo to Heaven and come back.” “Negative.” She wasn’t leaving him out here completely alone. “That’s an order, Angel.” Tamia sighed at the commanding note in Rick’s voice, and the realization that he was pulling 

rank. “Affirmative.” 

The Rover touched down just outside the perimeter, and Jen and Matt leapt into the rear, closing the hatch behind them. Tamia maneuvered the craft up into the sky and toward their command post, the clenching in her gut growing as the distance between them and Rick grew. 

“He’ll be okay,” Jen said quietly, squeezing Tamia’s shoulder as she slipped into the co-pilot’s seat. “Rick’s—“ 

The sudden rattling explosion behind them lit up the night sky, and Tamia only barely held in her scream. Scrambling for the COMlink, her heart hammered in her throat as she managed, “Angel to Bloodhound. Come in. Please… come in.” 

Silence answered for a long moment, and Tamia’s body began to tremble with fear. Then, the sweetest sound she’d ever heard filled her ears. Rick’s voice. “Bloodhound to Angel. The Colonel’s out of the picture. He took a duck through a storage building I think was holding chemical weapons. He’s vapor.” 

Rick was alive. Tamia couldn’t care less what had happened to Panfild. “I’m coming back for 

you.” “Negative. Remain on course. I’ve got to find the Right-hand. He’s still here, somewhere.” Tamia closed her eyes. God, she couldn’t take this. “Be careful,” she whispered into the microphone at her mouth. “Please, be careful.” “No worries. Bloodhound out.” 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

Shadow and light flickered and shifted around him, compliments of the flames and shooting sparks from the destroyed bunker that bathed his path in treacherous light. Too bad he hadn’t had a chance to take Panfild out himself; but there was a kind of poetic justice in knowing the man’s greed had turned him into atomic dust. All those weapons Panfild had ordered hijacked had quite literally blown up in his face; all it’d taken had been one stray bullet, fired from Panfild’s own gun toward Rick, in hot pursuit. Rick had barely escaped ending up in the blast, as well – which he was never going to tell Tamia, if he could help it. 

Rick drew shallow breaths and kept his weapon at the ready as he made his way toward the main house. He knew his prey, knew the dangers of this hunt. He was all too aware that a single misstep could reveal his presence to Colbert, and cast his shadow against the ground or buildings to alert a sniper to his location. He was even more conscious that he was alone out here, and that he didn’t dare fail. He’d heard the fear in Tamia’s voice, after that explosion, and knew that his failure would bring her screaming in like an avenging Valkyrie. She’d make herself into a target. 

He’d be damned if he’d let that happen, Rick concluded grimly as he slipped through the shadows, intent on his target. Donnell hadn’t known why Colbert got involved in Panfild’s plan in the first place, but Rick had a suspicion. The sick feeling in his gut told him exactly how personal Colbert’s stake in this was. 

The Citadel’s main doors loomed before him, and Rick steeled himself for anything. Jen and Matt had found Perosulo’s cloning lab on the perimeter search, so God only knew what Rick would find in Panfild’s inner sanctum. The lack of defenses in this place, however, left a very bad taste in Rick’s mouth. Panfild wasn’t stupid or sloppy, and he’d been Military Intelligence, once. Rick knew from personal experience that a man who lived in shadows and kept secrets like Panfild’s didn’t take chances with security. He might be arrogant, but even Panfild wasn’t conceited enough to believe a thermowall and his position made him untouchable. 

According to Donnell, the main door was security coded, which didn’t surprise Rick at all. He’d come prepared for exactly that contingency, with one of Walter’s codebreaker cards. Drawing the specially-made keycard from his parka, he couldn’t help the wry smile as he realized they’d come almost full circle. He’d given one of these cards to Tamia, when he’d sent her to break into the War Department’s secure information storage wing. She’d found the information, that day, that pointed them firmly toward Panfild as involved in the mole’s caper. Now, he was about to use the same device to bring down yet another of the mole’s operatives, in the heart of Panfild’s safe haven. 

Rick swiped the keycard through the reader, and watched the numbers whirl and lock into place on the tiny screen, even as he kept his peripheral vision tuned to his surroundings, searching for threats. Seconds later, the reader beeped once to acknowledge the code as accepted, and the door slid open to the dim hallway beyond. With a glance over his shoulder, toward the sky, Rick drew a deep breath, and knew he was alone. 

Checking the charge of his thermal pistol, he slipped into the darkened interior of the building, aware that he could be playing directly into Colbert’s – or even Panfild’s – hands. His skin prickled, and his senses rose to full alert as the door slid shut behind him. 

Inside, the building smelled stale and unused, as if Panfild hadn’t been here in years, which Rick knew wasn’t true. Likely, the stale smell came from a neglected air filtration unit. As his eyes adjusted to the gloomy interior, Rick caught motion off to his left, and swung that way, expecting to find a thug with a weapon. Instead, he stared into the terrified face of a young woman in the uniform of a domestic. With her dark, wary eyes and frightened stance, she reminded him of Chelsea, when the Hispanic woman had first come to his attention. 

“Por favor, señor, no—“ 

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said soothingly, and sighed when she relaxed, gratitude shining in her eyes. “Where’s Colbert?” 

She shook her head and crossed herself rapidly. “Señor Colbert no es aqui.” 

Rick swore under his breath as he realized she’d misinterpreted him. She thought he was one of Panfild’s men. He saw the dark bracelets of bruising around her forearms, and imagined they weren’t the only abuse she suffered. Cold rage settled in him, to see all Panfild’s men hang high. He didn’t bother to ask the girl if she knew where Colbert had gone; that would only make the situation worse. 

“Come on,” he said, lowering his weapon and gesturing for her to come with him. “I’ll get you out of here, to safety.” 

As he led the girl toward the entrance, Rick touched the beacon unit on his belt, activating it. Tamia would know that was the signal to pick him up. Colbert might be here, still, or he could be long gone. Rick didn’t have time to go looking, now. He couldn’t put a civilian in the line of fire, and his training was to evacuate innocents before hunting down bad guys. Once the girl was safely away, he could get down to the real hunt. 

Determination lining her eyes and mouth, Tamia winged her way back toward the Citadel in response to Rick’s activated beacon. Hell, she’d been in the air again as soon as Matt and Jen disembarked. Whether he’d found Colbert or not, Rick was getting the hell out of there. When she’d dropped Jen and Matt at their command post, Kathy had relayed a message that made Tamia’s blood run cold. EDIA Black issued a vapor sweep of the Citadel. There were bombers on their way in, with a load of chemical explosives meant to level Panfild’s Citadel to the ground, and kill anyone left in there. She’d be damned if Rick was going to be one of the casualties. 

As she approached the cluster of buildings, she could see the flicker of flames and the curl of smoke from the destroyed bunker. She flicked on her COMlink. “Angel to Bloodhound. I’m inbound. Give me a coordinate fix, and be there. Be advised that Top Dog is sending in pesticide. ETA thirty minutes.” 

“Affirmative. I’m at the main house. Meet you at the gate. The place looks clear. We’ve picked up a passenger.” 

“Roger that. I’m on my way.” 

As she set the Rover down outside the gate, two minutes later, Tamia saw Rick, his back flat against the wall of the central compound building and a figure that looked young, and distinctly female, hidden in the shadows behind him. He hadn't found Colbert, then. Damn. They'd been so close. Panfild had been caught in his own trap, blown to bits in the arsenal he'd built up. She’d hated leaving Rick behind, and every second had felt like a year, as a gnawing sense of uneasiness settled over her. When his signal finally came over the COMlink, she'd felt her heart start again. He was coming out; she was to meet him at the gate. They'd both forgotten about the automated defenses. Now, here she was, on one side of a thermowall, holding her breath again, praying he still had his burst-emitter, or could find a way out. She couldn't set the Rover down on his side. There wasn’t >enough space to get in and back out. She watched as he moved slowly along the main house’s wall, and then stepped away from it. Movement to one side caught her eye, and she turned, just in time to see a figure, in the shadows, open fire. The girl beside Rick crumpled on the spot, sliding into the light as she hit the ground, and Tamia could see the widening black stain of blood on her light blue uniform shirt. Rick dropped instantly to one knee, and Tamia watched him search for a pulse she could already tell, from this distance, was nonexistent. His head lifted then, and his face was engulfed in cold rage as he surged to his feet and moved toward the shadows on the other side of the building, firing back at the dark silhouette that dodged the beams and ducked into a near-by building. Glass shattered, and then a volley of gunfire split the darkness of one of the main house’s downstairs windows. 

"Rick!" Tamia screamed over the COMlink, her eyes flying to him. She watched in horror as he jerked and stumbled, and then fell, rolling toward the thermowall. Her world went spinning, but she knew she couldn’t pass out. She felt as if she were no longer in control of her limbs, even as she moved swiftly toward the rear hatch. She bolted from the Rover, her sidearm already in hand. Aiming at the ‘wall’s control box, she fired. There was a miniature explosion, and the ‘wall dissipated. She reached Rick just as he cleared the 'wall, and dropped to her knees beside him. She didn’t have time to worry about her safety, or the sniper who Rick had been trading shots with. Her attention was fixed on her husband. Tears burning down her cheeks, she slung his arm over her shoulder and tried to lift him. His eyes closed, Rick groaned, his head lolling against her shoulder as she raised him from the ground. God, how badly was he hurt? 

Finally, panting from the exertion, Tamia got him on his feet, half-draped over her shoulders, and headed for the Rover. Just a few more yards, and she could give him something for the pain, see to his wounds. His blood soaked his suit, and covered her hands. Just a few more yards... 

A gunshot sounded, and Tamia felt the stinging impact of a projectile against her upper arm, before a wave of dizziness assaulted her. She groaned in pain, nearly letting go of Rick, but gritted her teeth and pushed past it. She didn’t have time to give in to her own wounding. She had to get Rick to the Rover, fast. A sudden hiss passed by above her head, and Tamia looked up, just as a Twister mini-missile impacted with the Rover, and it flew apart in a blast of fire and shrapnel. Tamia fell to her knees instinctively, trying to shield both Rick and the baby inside her own body from the blast. She felt the reverberation of the blast through the ground, and tensed, waiting for the sharp sting of shrapnel against her back. She heard the sound of settling debris, and glanced up. Shrapnel settled to the ground just a few inches away, but no closer. Tamia was too numb inside to be >thankful. What now? How could she get herself, and Rick, out? How could she save them both when their only means of escape was nothing more than a pile of smoldering metal fragments? Without thought, she touched her COMlink, heard Cat's voice in her ear. "…Trying to get a FRU out to you. Hang on a little longer..." 

Tamia's eyes flew to Rick as she heard his groan. He was struggling to say something through the blood. 

"I…” He shuddered then, and went still. Her heart lurching into her throat, Tamia checked for a pulse with bloody hands. Nothing. She bent over him, heedless of the blood, and used everything she knew to try and start his heart again, before it was too late. One minute. She ripped open the pocket of her suit that contained a hypodermic needle filled with a light blue substance known on the streets as Electric Jesus, because it stimulated nerve impulses, and could literally bring someone back from total cardiac arrest. Removing the cap, she found his vein and inserted the needle, injecting the fluid into his blood. Two minutes. Damn. The electriod wasn't working. She tried CPR. Nothing. Three minutes. Pressure built up in her head, and she wanted to scream. She pleaded with him as she pounded on his chest, trying to restart his heart. She breathed in the scent of blood and charred flesh, and frustrated tears stung her eyes. 

“No!” She howled the denial defiantly. She wasn’t going to lose him, dammit! She struck his chest as hard as she could, pounding with all the strength she had. “Don’t you dare die on me, dammit!” 

Rick’s body jerked, and a wheeze of air left him. Then, slowly, his chest rose as he drew in a breath. 

Sobbing with relief, Tamia removed her parka and folded it, placing it under his head. His eyes blinked open a moment later, staring up at her dazedly. 

“If you ever do that again,” she warned him severely, uncaring that tears were streaming down her face, “I swear to God, I’ll kill you myself.” 

A weak smile tugged at his lips, before his eyes closed and he groaned. As gently as she could, Tamia opened his parka and examined his wounds. Her blood ran ice-cold as she looked at the blood pumping from the wound in his abdomen. Black. It was black. Instinctively, she pressed her hand hard against the wound, drawing another groan from him. 

“You stay with me,” she warned him sharply. “They’re getting a FRU out to us, so you just stay with me, here, okay?” 

Tamia heard the whirring of rotary blades, then felt the blast of air as the Field Retrieval Unit settled near-by. She glanced up as a medical team clustered around them, lifting Rick onto the stretcher. She recognized Cat's quiet voice, and turned with a wan, grateful smile as the other woman draped a parka over her shoulders and helped her rise. Then, the world seemed to swim for an instant, before everything went dark. Her last thought before unconsciousness claimed her was of Rick. She prayed he’d make it out of this alive. 

EPILOGUE 

Tamia rested her arms and forehead against the hospital bed’s mattress and closed her eyes wearily. She shouldn’t even be here; she was risking one of these military nurses or doctors realizing she was pregnant. But she couldn’t leave. Not until Rick was awake, and she knew he was going to be okay. At the memory of that explosion, she shuddered, and lifted her gaze to his sleeping face. He looked a little pale, still, and there were a couple of cuts on his face that would probably scar, once they healed, but he was alive, and that was all she cared about. 

Rick had been transferred here to Slater Medical, at Red Hook, directly from Winslow Medical Center, in Texas. That had been six hours ago, and Rick still hadn’t opened his eyes. Thankfully, his wounds weren’t as severe as they’d first looked –shock and blood loss that had caused the cardiac arrest back at the Citadel. Rick was stable, and the doctors claimed that his sleep was natural and not dangerous. They called it healing sleep, claiming it was the body’s way of healing itself. If they weren’t worried, she wouldn’t be, either, Tamia promised herself. But it was so damned hard, when she remembered what happened… 

The mattress shifted, and Tamia’s head jerked up, to find Rick’s gaze fixed hazily on her. 

“Tamia?” His voice was hoarse. “Where am I?” 

“Hi,” she murmured, rising to lean over and kiss his lips, careful of the cut there. “You scared the shit out of me, you know.” 

He struggled a bit, and winced as he raised up on his elbows to look around the room. “Where am I? A hospital?” 

“Slater Medical, actually. How are you feeling?” 

“Like hell,” he grumbled as he laid back. “What are you doing here, Tamia?” 

She blinked, taken aback by his gruff attitude. “I’m your wife, Carinson. Tell me where the hell else I should be.” 

“Anywhere but on a military base, dammit. Tamia…” His gaze went pointedly to her middle. 

“Relax, Sailor. I know what I’m doing.” Or so she hoped, anyway. 

“Who’s in charge?” 

She blinked, startled, before she realized he was referring to the team, not the hospital. “I am, until you get cleared, medically.” 

“Good.” He closed his eyes and his breathing grew momentarily ragged. “Did we get Colbert? I can’t remember anything, except being shot.” He stiffened, suddenly, and his eyes flew open to rake over her. “Am I the only casualty?” 

She smiled reassuringly, knowing he was trying to piece everything together. Rick hated loose ends. “One question at the time, Commander. No, we didn’t get Colbert – the FBI’s on his trail, right now. Don’t know who the sniper was, yet, but we think the Air Force wiped him out when they leveled the Citadel. The good news is, Matt found some interesting reading material when he shut down that cloning lab. I’ve got Walter working on deciphering the access codes now, but I think we got Perosulo’s personal notes on the project. Hopefully, that’ll shed some light on the girl you found, and the identity of her donor.” 

Rick’s brow furrowed. “Donor?” 

“She was a clone, according to what Jen found when she did the autopsy. Her genetic make-up has the same biotoxin resistance as those boys we found at Poco Nanches,” Tamia said quietly. “But there weren’t any female prisoners taken after Lima, so her donor has to be either a kidnapping, or a volunteer. We’re hoping for a volunteer, who might lead us back to the mole.” 

“Or is the mole,” Rick said, his voice gravelly. His blue eyes stayed focused on her. “Any other casualties?” 

“Two.” She fought to keep her expression neutral. “You, who the doctors say will heal, and one fatality.” 

Rick’s face paled even further, and his stare turned intent. “Who?” 

“The Rover. I’ve already been in touch with Acquisitions, over at Science and Research. They’ve got another Rover, newly updated, under construction.” 

“Tamia,” he took her hand, squeezing it, and she was thrilled at the strength of his grip. That, more than anything, told her he was on the mend. “I need you to contact Justice Salvatoi, for me. Tell her Panfild’s dead. We need to get going on the campaign.” 

“Already in the works,” she answered him with a smile. “Carrissa took a call from the Justice while we were in Texas. Both Tribunals are in joint session, reviewing the Code.” 

As he lay back, Rick sighed and drew her hand to his lips, kissing it lightly. Tears clogged Tamia’s throat, and she brought their joined hands to her cheek and held it there as she watched him slip back into the grip of sleep. The baby kicked, and her smile widened. They were going to make it. Everything was going to work out; she could feel it in her heart. As long as they had each other, they could handle anything. 

