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      I’m so proud of EJ for standing up in front of everyone and giving his speech. I asked him a few times after he was tasked with the best man duties if he needed help, but he said he had it. I don’t know when the shift happened between us, but it did. After Evan came back, I encouraged him to form a bond with his dad—as much as it pained me—it was necessary. Not only for Evan, as EJ’s dad, but for my relationship with my brother. 

      Our relationship is strained, and I suspect it will be for some time. I don’t know how anyone—especially a brother—can ever get over the fact that their sibling slept with their fiancée. In the beginning, I used to say, “In my defense,” but now that I’m looking at life differently; I should’ve known better. 

      Still, as EJ stands up here and finally calls Evan “dad”, I feel a surge of pride for my nephew and my brother. This is an important moment for them and one which Evan has been waiting for since his return. 

      Cara comes to stand next to me and slips her hand in mine. “Everything okay?” I ask her. She’s working a tough case, sex trafficking in Las Vegas. I hate her job and wish she would switch departments, but she’s good at what she does and is needed there. It’s hard for me to watch from the outside, though, knowing what I know about Evan’s mission. I had no idea how corrupt people could be. I mean, I did, but never thought it would be the magnitude that it is. 

      “Yes, just checking in. I had some emails and missed calls. I put them off as long as I could.”

      “Ryley and Evan understand. They know you’re working.” Always working. I shouldn’t be upset because I knew what her job was and the hours it would entail going into this relationship with Cara. It’s not like she will give it up because we’re dating. Although being on a year-long sabbatical has been nice, I haven't given up mine. I return to active duty shortly, and honestly, I’m not looking forward to it. Although, I do miss my team. 

      “What did I miss?” she asks, nodding toward Evan and EJ. 

      “EJ gave his speech,” I tell her. “Jensen has it on video. You can watch it. It was perfect. Moving. He called Evan ‘dad’.”

      “That’s amazing. They all look so happy.”

      I glance at Cara. We dated in high school, and I suppose we can call each other high school sweethearts even though we weren’t as serious then as we are now. Now, we live together, or at least we do when she’s in town, which seems to be less and less as time goes on. We were in love then and have fallen in love again. I want to marry her and start a family, but I’m unsure where she stands with all of this. Her career is important, and I don’t imagine there aren’t a lot of mothers working for the FBI as special agents. But then, I could be wrong and won’t know unless I ask her. I’ve intended to ask her what she sees for our future, but there’s always a case or something she must tend to, and the moment never seems right. The more I think about it, the more I realize I hate her job. 

      “They’re happy. They deserve it, especially Evan.”

      Cara sighs, and I know why. Every day, we thank God that Evan is alive and came back. I lived six years without my brother, and it hurt. Physically and mentally. Losing your sibling is one thing, but to lose your twin it’s a whole other ballgame. The day I came back and found out he was alive... and pissed the fuck off at me… my life changed. Everything became about protecting Ryley and EJ, rebuilding the trust Evan and I had before he deployed, and finding out what the fuck happened to him and his team. 

      “Do you want to dance?”

      Cara nods and tugs at my hand, leading us to the dance floor. The DJ plays some slow, sappy song. It’s not something either of us knows the words to, but Claire—McCoy’s daughter––seems to love it. She’s dancing with EJ, which I think is cute, but when I look over Cara’s shoulder, I see Grace standing on the edge of the dance floor with her arms crossed. I lean into Cara whisper, “Young love and jealousy is not a good combo,” and spin her so she can see Grace.

      “Whoa.”

      “I know. I don’t remember being their age and feeling like this.”

      “Boys are different,” Cara says. “You’re into sports, getting dirty, and making sure you get a snack after school. Girls are nurturing, and our bodies are changing. Girls have it much harder than boys do. Not only at this age, but throughout life.”

      Cara’s right about the things I liked when I was ten. Girls never hit my radar until I was about fourteen or fifteen. Hell, I was even embarrassed when I got my first hard-on because I had no idea what was wrong with me. One night, I go to bed fine, and then I wake up and am in pain. And the only relief is to touch myself. How wrong is that? So not wrong when you’re a guy.

      “I wonder if I should have a chat with EJ?”

      She shakes her head. “Maybe mention it to Evan. He might already know. It’s more important for you to strengthen your foundation with him right now. EJ will always be in your life, but Evan’s psyche will always be fragile where you’re concerned.”

      “Yours isn’t?” 

      Cara shrugs. “We weren’t together. You didn’t leave me for Ryley. We broke up because we headed in two different directions. Evan and Ryley didn’t break up. He deployed and expected to find her waiting for him. When he came home, his world was rocked. I honestly think you’re lucky he speaks to you. I think if you weren’t a SEAL and one of the best snipers in the Armed Forces, he would have nothing to do with you.”

      “As much as I hate to say it, you’re right.”

      “Of course, I am.” Cara smiles. “Just keep being there, and everything will work out. The Archer brothers will be a united front for everything that’s going on.”

      “Which is?”

      Cara shakes her head. “Not here. When we get home.”
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      When we get home, I scan the apartment for bugs. I trust absolutely no one, not even all the members on my SEAL team. It’s sad to say, but after what my brother went through and the bogus training mission my team had when Evan returned, someone in my circle is knee-deep in shit and trying to protect themselves. 

      Once Cara and I clear our space, she turns some music on and turns the volume up high. We meet in the kitchen, where I pour myself a drink, but she declines and says she’ll have water. She hasn’t drunk all day, which I find odd. She’s off work and is usually a social drinker. 

      “Are you feeling okay?” I ask as I hand her a glass of water. 

      “Fine,” she says before taking a drink. “I’m having trouble adjusting to the heat in Las Vegas. Dry and over a hundred every day versus the humidity. It’s wiping me out.”

      I drink down my two-finger shot of whiskey and pour myself another. “So, what’s going on?”

      “The car was a rental. I contacted the agency, hoping they’d give me the information without a warrant. No success. I asked one of my contacts in Vegas to hack into the site. The name came back as Roger Duvry.”

      “Doesn’t sound familiar. Are we worried for nothing?”

      Cara shakes her head and refills her glass from our filtered pitcher. “Not necessarily. I can’t find him on a flight manifest or even in the DMV, so it’s definitely an alias. I have an RD in my list of child porn viewers, though, so this could be related to Las Vegas.”

      “But?”

      “But… I don’t know. How does this Roger Duvry get a car rental in San Diego, from an airport location, without having an originating or returning flight, and isn’t on the manifest anywhere?”

      “Insider at the rental agency?”

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” she says, nodding. “But also,” she pauses. “I don’t know. I overthink a lot lately because I’m trying to take down this sex ring and keep my eye on Lawson’s ring.”

      “Are there more players?”

      Cara looks at me, “What if Lawson was small potatoes? What if he wasn’t the mastermind behind Evan’s deployment to cover up the Chelsey girl?”

      “We can play the what-if game all day long when it comes to this shit.”

      “I know, and I hate it. Just when I think I have it all figured out, someone throws a monkey wrench into my theory or timeline, and nothing matches anymore. Lawson is still my number one suspect for anything that has to do with Evan’s case, but my gut says he’s just a puppet.”

      “Frannie was his puppet.”

      “Her medical file is as thick as New York City’s yellow pages. I was shocked when her psychiatrist sent that in. Most doctors won’t, but he said she was one of the worst cases he’s had in his career and thought BAU could learn something from it. The stuff Lawson made her do—the way he brainwashed her—I don’t know how she managed to stay sane enough to marry River.”

      “I don’t either. River didn’t deserve what she did to him.”

      “Is he out of the Navy?” Cara asks.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I think Command is afraid to discharge any of the team because of all of this, but I can’t imagine River has any sort of access to the base. He’s the worst AWOL case out there. He shows up out of nowhere and disappears in the blink of an eye. He showed up at Magoo’s after we went to the gun range. Didn’t say much, just sat there, had a beer, and left.”

      “Do you think he knows more than he’s letting on?”

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t think so, but ask Evan. River was his team leader, and he knows him better. I only know him through Evan and what I read in that file you gave me before River blew the house up. I’d like to think he’s not involved, and he did kill Frannie.”

      “Maybe to keep her quiet?”

      Cara’s question gives me pause. “I don’t buy it. I think he killed her because of what she did to him and his team.”

      She sets her glass in the sink and turns to me. “We need to talk to Evan. He needs to know what I found. It may be nothing, but I’d rather him know than be surprised later.”

      “McCoy too,” I add. “Claire is... young.”

      Cara nods. “Carter?”

      “We can give him a heads up. So far, Grace hasn’t been on anyone’s radar.”

      “That doesn’t mean she’s not.”

      “True.”

      I step forward and pull Cara into my arms. “Someday, none of this will be a topic of conversation. We won’t spend our days and nights worrying about who lurks around the corner or who is trying to hurt our family.”

      “It’ll always be my job,” she reminds me. “But you’re right. Someday it won’t be our family involved.”

      Just someone else’s family.

      “How long are you here for?”

      “A couple of days,” she says. “I have a meeting with the Bureau chief on Monday at the field office in San Diego.”

      “What for?”

      She shrugs. “He didn’t say, and I didn’t ask. I’m almost afraid to know.”

      I hate her job. 

      “Come on, let’s walk downtown and get some dinner.”

      “Sounds perfect.” Cara kisses me deeply, and instead of heading out for dinner, we head into the bedroom. With her on a mini vacation, it’s time we reacquaint ourselves.
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      Today is one of those days when I don’t want to work. Between the sun, the blue sky, and the sound of freedom flying overhead, the thought of opening my email or going into the field office to talk about sex trafficking and crimes doesn’t sit high on my list. To make matters worse, Nate only has a few more days until he returns to active duty, and who knows how that will go. We haven’t really talked about him retiring, but I know we’ve both thought about it. I don’t trust the Navy, not with everything going on, and I definitely don't trust the government even though I work for the FBI. The sheer number of cover-ups I come across blows my mind. Every politician is dirty, and everyone lies. The term passing the buck doesn’t even scratch the surface for these people. The truth could stare them down in an alley, and they’d still say it was someone else. 

      The San Diego branch of the FBI sits in front of what I suspect is supposed to be a grassy knoll, but it’s more like a dirt knoll if there is such a thing. The campus consists of three buildings, made mostly of glass. It makes you wonder why an entity like the FBI doesn’t covet privacy a bit more. Granted, security is tight, but it’s like the feds are screaming for the criminals to, “come and stare in our windows.”

      I show the guard my badge. He checks the log and then raises the barrier to let me through. The San Diego branch focuses mostly on homeland security and anything significant in California, like fraud or corruption. Of course, the team here lends a hand whenever additional special agents are needed. I’m not sure why I’m here, to be honest. My division is special crimes, and while I go where I’m needed, my office is based out of Quantico. 

      After checking in at the front and having my weapon checked, I head to Special Agent in Charge Suzanna Trey’s office. We met once in passing when she was the assistant director in charge of training. A colleague introduced us, but we’ve never had a face-to-face until now.

      When I get to her office, her assistant instructs me to go to the conference room where I find Ms. Trey and three other agents: Pamela Skinner, Hank Granger, and Jess Turner. After introductions, we sit down with cups of coffee and let the awkwardness settle in. 

      “I’m going to cut to the chase, Agent Hughes. I like you. I like the work that you’re doing, and I think you’re the perfect person to head up our new sex crimes unit for this office.”

      I let her words sink in and replay them in my head. With anything as of late, I want to know why. It’s become a habit, almost like second nature, to ask. “Why am I the perfect candidate when there are so many more qualified agents in Quantico?” 

      The other agents in the room look uncomfortable with my question, but not Agent Trey. “Qualifications mean nothing if you’re not passionate about what you’re fighting for.” She moves a large file in front of her and places her hands on top. “This is your file on Senator Lawson,” she says. “And when I look through here, do you know what I see?”

      “That I haven’t closed it,” I say.

      “Exactly.”

      “Do you want to know why?”

      Trey shakes her head. “I already know. It’s not finished.” She pauses and takes a sip of her coffee. “The fact that the man is behind bars and his file is still open says something about how you view this case.”

      I scoff. “My SAC thinks I’m stalling because I have a personal relationship with one of the victims.”

      “I don’t care about that. What I care about is that you’re aware enough to know there are other issues with this case, that once it’s closed, it will be a mountain of paperwork to get it open again. I admire someone who isn’t afraid to go against the grain, and I want someone like you to head up the division. This is just one file of many that we have. It makes sense for San Diego to have their own task force instead of continually borrowing from Quantico.”

      I take a drink of my coffee and lean forward, feeling a bit queasy. Honestly, the past couple of weeks I’ve felt off, and I’m not sure I haven’t picked up some bug from the cesspool of underground filth I’ve had to wade through in Vegas. Figuratively speaking, of course. 

      “The job isn’t without hardship, as you know. The job is hard. It takes a toll on a person. But it requires someone with guts and passion. I think that’s you.”

      Leading a team would be a dream. Nate and I could put down some roots and not have to travel so much. “Would I be able to continue working on the Lawson case, even though my leads have gone cold?”

      Trey pushes the file toward me. I open it even though I have the contents memorized. “I’d expect nothing less,” she says. I thumb through the pages and work to keep the contents of my stomach where they belong. He’s a sick, sick man. 

      “How big is the team?”

      “Besides you, Granger, Skinner, and Turner. Each of them has major crimes experience, and Turner did a stint at BAU.”

      I nod. “And an office?”

      “Your own pit, with an analyst. We’re not cutting corners here. Trafficking is an issue, especially so close to the border. I want it stopped.”

      We’re on the same page there. “When can I start?”

      “Let’s take a trip downstairs. I’ll show you around.”

      We all get up and head to the elevator to go down one floor. I would’ve preferred the stairs, but whatever. When the door opens, we step out, and there are two sets of glass doors, one to the right and the other to the left. We go to the one on the left. It’s dark inside but lights up as soon as Trey unlocks the door and flips the switch. 

      The pit is like every other one I’ve been in—desks in the center of the room with whiteboards covering every inch of the wall space. Trey shows me where my office would be. I step in and pretend to check out the view and look around. Most offices are the same with the desk facing two chairs, a working table that seats four, large windows overlooking either the parking lot or the knoll, and a credenza behind the desk. The shelves are blank, as are the walls, giving me ample space to display my degrees, accommodations, and books. 

      “What do you think?” Trey stands at the door and motions for me to look at the nameplate. Hughes, in etched letters, appears there. 

      I glance at the other agents. All three appear to wait for me to agree or back out. “I think we have a lot of work to do.”

      Trey smiles. “Welcome to San Diego. How fast can you be ready?”

      “Monday, if that works for everyone?” The other agents nod. 

      Trey leaves us to figure out the logistics of starting a new force. We’re going to start fresh when the week begins, see what we can uncover, and see who we can bring down. I spend the rest of my morning sitting at my desk, in my empty office, making calls to my Las Vegas SAC. He’s not pleased, but understands and expects that we’ll end up working on the same cases. He tells me that he’ll send copies over as soon as possible. I hang up and lean back in my chair. My view is of the dried grass behind the building. I think this is better than looking at the parking lot. I’d likely spend too much time wondering where people were going or what they were doing. I press Nate’s name on my phone and hold it to my ear.

      “Hey, how’d your meeting go?” Nate says when he answers. 

      “Good,” I tell him. “Actually, it was amazing.”

      He chuckles. “Oh yeah, did you get a raise?”

      "Promotion.”

      “Hot shit, congrats.”

      “Yeah,” I say with a sigh. “Thing is, it requires me to move.”

      There’s silence, and then he asks. “Where?”

      “San Diego.”

      “Wait, what?”

      Now I’m the one laughing. “SAC Trey offered me a job. I’m going to lead the sex crimes task force here. She gave me three agents and an analyst. And I have my own office.”

      “Well damn, look at you. I’m happy for you.”

      “And for yourself?”

      “Duh,” he says. “No time difference, less traveling, and when you’re not out of town, you’ll be in our bed. Of course, I’m happy. Not only for me but for us.”

      “What about you and the DC office?”

      “Evan and I’ve been chatting. We’re thinking of moving the home base here. I’m not worried.”

      “Want to drive to Vegas and help me clean out my rental?”

      “Works for me. I’ll see you when you get home. Love you.”

      “I love you,” I tell him and hang up. 
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      On my way back to the apartment Nate and I share, I stop at the urgent care clinic. Something isn’t right, but I can’t put my finger on it. I check-in and prepare to wait for hours, only to have my name called immediately by the nurse. She takes my height and weight, hands me a cup, and tells me to pee in it. Fun times, all around. This kind of stuff reminds me why I don’t go to the doctor. I leave the sealed cup on the tray, wash my hands and open the door. The nurse tells me to follow her to a room, where she takes more vitals.

      “Okay, the doctor will be in.”

      I’m halfway through an article about police in schools when the doctor walks in with a big smile on her face. “Congratulations,” she says.

      “For what?”

      “You’re pregnant.” The end of her last word trails off, and her smile disappears. She sits down on her stool and looks at me. “I guess that’s not why you’re here.”

      “No, it’s not. I haven’t felt right for the past couple of weeks, but I guess this explains it.”

      “So, you weren’t trying?”

      “Define trying?” Because if it’s having sex with the person you’re in love with every chance you get, then yes, Nate and I are trying all the time. But if it’s missing a pill here and there, then no, we’re not trying, despite me missing a pill here and there.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      She looks at me and laughs. “Well, to be the bearer of news, you’re pregnant. We don’t really do vaginal exams here, but I can refer you to an obstetrician if you don’t already have one. Or offer you some pamphlets on resources.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “About a referral?” she asks, but I’m shaking my head. “About being pregnant?” I nod. “Yeah, HCG is present in your urine. I can send you to the lab to test your blood for another confirmation. Your OB can do an ultrasound as well, and they’ll be able to tell you how far along you are.”

      And whether I’m carrying twins.

      Fuck.

      The doctor hands me a slip of paper with four names written down, along with my urine results. They’re nothing but a blur. She leaves, but not before putting her hand on my shoulder. “Take your time.” I nod but say nothing.

      I don’t know how long I sit on the exam room table, but it’s long enough to miss a slew of texts from Nate and a handful of calls. When I leave the office, the staff stare, making me wonder what the doctor said to them. I imagine people are excited when they get results like this, but I’m not.

      The drive over the bridge takes hardly any time, and I find myself sitting in the parking lot, staring out into nothing. The tap on my window startles me. Nate stands there with a concerned look on his face. I turn off the car and step out.

      “What’s going on?” he asks.

      “Nothing,” I lie. I hate lying, but I have to think.

      “Why are you just sitting in your car?”

      “Just lost in thought, is all. Thinking about everything.”

      He leans in and kisses me. “I’m so proud of you. Do you want to go out and celebrate or eat in?”

      I hold his hand. “Let’s eat in.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I nod. “I am.”

      Nate studies me. The way he looks at me makes me want to crawl into a hole. I kiss him, hoping to assuage his thoughts, and start walking toward our apartment. I know I have to tell him, but I want to see a doctor first, one who can show me proof, before I open the door to something that could ruin us.
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      All night, something felt off with Cara. She seemed lost in her own world but assured me things were good. I’m thankful she didn’t use “fine” to tell me she’s okay because then I would know something is bothering her. Her quiet demeanor, I chalk up to her job. It’s stressful, and I wish every day damn she worked in a different department, like fraud or corruption. Anything other than what she must deal with daily.

      I pull up in front of Carter’s house and honk my horn. I called him this morning to see what he was doing, not realizing that it’s a workday and not everyone is on vacation like Cara and me. Thankfully, he said he had the day off, and I asked if he wanted to hang out. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him what I truly wanted to do because he’d balk and give me shit.

      Carter opens the passenger side door and slips into my car. “Shooting range?” he asks as I drive away from the curb.

      “Not exactly.” Not even close.

      “Is this going to be a game of twenty questions?”

      While I like the idea of making him sweat, I don’t think Carter will appreciate it too much. I shake my head and head toward downtown. “There’s a place down here that I want to check out.”

      “Really?” Carter looks out the window. I don’t know if he’s checking out the people walking by or the storefronts. I do hope he’s scoping out a parking spot for me. As much as I hate parallel parking, I don’t want to pay parking fees in some overpriced lot. He knows exactly what I’m thinking and points to a car leaving. I maneuver my car into the spot, park, and turn it off. I don’t give Carter a chance to ask me what we’re doing and hop out, avoiding the oncoming traffic.

      Carter waits for me on the sidewalk with an expectant look on his face. I think if he raises his eyebrows anymore, they’re liable to stay that way. “Any clue as to what we’re doing?”

      “Follow me,” I tell him as I turn and walk down the street.

      “You know, I think this is one of those times when following you will get me into trouble.” I laugh and reach for the door. He pauses and then claps me on my back. “Yeah, okay. Not what I expected after you asked to hang out, but I’m totally your guy.”

      His words are encouraging. A salesclerk meets us before we can get to a counter. “What can I help you gentlemen find today?” he asks.

      “I’m looking for an engagement ring,” I tell him.

      He smiles brightly and looks from Carter to me. “I’ll be happy to help. Follow me.” He points to where we’ll meet him and then goes behind the counter and meets us at the display case. “Do you have an idea of what you’re looking for?”

      I shake my head. “I just know I want to propose and figured once I saw the ring, I’d know.”

      “Very well.” He takes out four trays and sets them up in a grid. “Go ahead and pick them up. Let me know if you have any questions.”

      Every ring I pick up, I hold for a second, imagine it on her finger, and then put it back down. Carter chooses some as well, but none of them seem to be the one. The salesman sets out a couple more trays and tells me to take my time. I like that he’s not pushy and trying to sell me something I don’t like. I pick one up, and it seems simple and plain. It’s a one-and-a-half carat round diamond on a platinum band. Cara is far from simple, but this ring is perfect for her.

      “I think you’ve found the one,” the clerk says.

      My eyes meet his, and I wonder if he’s right. “What makes you think that?”

      “You’ve held that one the longest.”

      “He’s right,” Carter adds. “I think Cara would like it.”

      “Is it stupid for me to buy one?” I ask. “It’s not like she will wear it to work. The last thing she would want is for some sleazebag to know she’s engaged.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Carter shrug. “The ring symbolizes the love you have for each other. She can wear it when she’s not working. If you want to propose, you should do it with a ring. Unless you talk about getting married first and you both decide you don’t want rings. It’s not like you’ll wear yours to work, and you won’t wear it when you go out on missions. The last thing you’d want is for a captor to know you’re married.”

      He's right. I continue to hold the ring between my thumb and index finger. This ring screams Cara to me. “Okay, this is the one I want.”

      The salesman smiles and takes it from me. He tells us he’ll be right back, and I breathe a sigh of relief. Asking Cara to marry me doesn’t stress me out or make me second-guess anything. I’ve known for a while that I want to marry her but watching Evan and Ryley finally say their vows showed me that I’m wasting precious time. Our time needs to be now, not later, because later isn’t guaranteed for any of us.

      The clerk returns with the ring in a box. He shows it to me before telling me how much it is. I don’t bat an eyelash at the cost and hand him my credit card. When I sign the slip, he tells me they’ll resize, polish, and repair the ring for the life of the ring. I don’t ask him what that means—the life of the—but assume it means as long as it’s still in my possession.

      We grab an early lunch, and then on the drive back to his house, I tell him about Cara’s new job offer and how she’ll be staying in San Diego. Carter tells me that Lois will be happy to have another friend around and will want to convince Cara to join her book club.

      “What happens in book club, stays in book club,” he mutters.

      I laugh at him. “Sounds scandalous.”

      “You have no idea. This one time, I picked up one of the books, and all eight women screeched at the same time. I’ve never dropped something so fast in my life. Apparently, I’m not allowed to know what they’re reading. I am, however, allowed to appreciate what they’re reading.”

      “What?” I look at him quickly, trying to decipher what he’s talking about.

      “Porn, Nate. They’re reading porn. It’s disguised in these books, and they’re reading about throbbing members and all that crap.”

      “Oh.”

      “So, when Cara comes home from book club, be ready.”

      “Ready for what?” I ask as I turn onto his road.

      “The sex,” he says as if the word disgusts him. “And don’t let the whole ‘spank me, daddy’ freak you out.” My tire hits the curb, and we jerk to a stop. Carter sits there shaking his head. “Don’t tell Cara I told you about this. I’ll feel bad if Lois doesn’t invite her, but I suspect she will. Just be prepared.”

      “I . . . uh . . . thanks, I guess.”

      He nods and gets out of the car. Before he closes the door, he leans back in and says, “Let me know when you’ve asked Cara, and we’ll do dinner or something. We’ll want to celebrate with you.” I let him know I’ll call and set something up after asking Cara to marry me. Assuming she says yes. I’m confident she will, but there’s always the voice in the back of my head. I have a word for that little fucker—doubt.

      After leaving Carter’s, I head toward Evan’s, with thoughts of book club on my mind. I’m curious as to what the ladies are reading and remember my mom reading stories with some guy on the front, whose long hair always flowed like he was standing in front of a wind machine. Now that I think back, my mom never left the book on the counter or anything. It was always with her, and she never read it in front of us. I will have to ask Livvie if there are any in the house, because now I want to know if mom is part of this “book club.”

      Evan’s in the small garage when I pull up. He waves but doesn’t come out to greet me. “What are you working on?” I ask him.

      “I’m about to set the cameras up. Did Cara find anything?”

      “The car was a rental, so she’s checking some things out. She got a promotion.”

      Evan looks up. “She did? Is it a good one?”

      I nod. “She’s going to stay in San Diego and work for the field office. She’ll have her own team and head up a task force on sex crimes.”

      “Shitty job, but I’m happy for her.”

      “Me too,” I pause and fiddle with some of the components on the table. “Say, what do you think about closing the DC office and making this our home base? There’s some rental space in a few of the strip malls. We could open an office there and hire some people. I know Carter will work part-time, maybe even McCoy.”

      Evan thinks for a minute and then nods. “I’m good with it. How much equipment do we have in DC?”

      “Enough that I’d need to go get it, but Cara has an apartment there that she’ll need to empty, so it looks like I’ll already have to drive a truck back here.”

      “I thought she lived in Vegas?”

      “She does, but I think the stuff she has there is mostly clothes.”

      Evan laughs. “So, slacks and sport coats?”

      I chuckle as well. “Pretty much.”

      “I’m cool with it. Besides, it’ll give me something to do. When do you go back?” he walks over to the fridge, opens it and pulls out two beers, and hands me one.

      “Next week,” I tell him.

      “You ready?”

      I shake my head and twist the cap off the bottle. “Nope, and for the first time since we enlisted, I don’t want to go to work. I don’t trust my employer. How shitty is that?”

      “Pretty fucking shitty,” Evan says. “At least they know we know.”

      “Know what, exactly? That someone in the rank is covering up a ton of shit and ruining lives.”

      Evan shrugs. “They just know we know. Not much else we can say until we figure it all out.”

      “Aren’t you tired of trying to figure it out?”

      He sighs and sets his hands on the table. “I hate it. I hate that I miss my job and would go back in a heartbeat if I could. I hate that my government—the one I pledge to protect—didn’t protect my teammates or me. I hate that some piece of shit got to dictate our futures. Shit, Nate, the list goes on and on, but I’m alive. You’re alive. I’ve got Ryley and EJ. You’ve got Cara. We take shit one day at a time until it’s over. If it’s ever over.”

      “I know I haven’t said this before, but I’m really happy you’re back. Losing you . . .” I pause and gather my words. “It was like I lost a part of me. And the stuff that happened with Ryley, I know now that it was wrong, and I’m sorry.”

      “I forgive you,” he says straight away. “I probably would’ve done the same thing in your shoes. I asked you to take care of her, and you did. You were both hurting. It makes sense.”

      “EJ calling you dad really capped your wedding reception off.”

      Evan laughs. “He told me afterward that he’s been fighting saying it for some time because he wanted it to be special and something I would remember. I told him every day with him is special, and there doesn’t need to be an occasion to tell someone how you feel. Life’s too fucking short to wait around.”

      Evan’s right. I don’t want to wait to ask Cara to marry me. “I’m going to ask Cara to marry me. I’ve just been to the jeweler and bought her a ring. I’m going to do it tonight.” Evan smiles. He comes around the table and hugs me.

      “I’m happy for you, man. Cara’s awesome. If it wasn’t for her . . .” his words trail off. We all know there isn’t a need to finish what he has to say. She uncovered the cover-up and helped McCoy find his family.

      “Our lives are finally falling into a happy rhythm.”

      “Makes you wonder what lurks around the corner.”

      I bring the beer bottle to my lips and take a long drink. “Nothing we can’t handle.”

      Evan offers me his fist, and I bump it. “Help me wire the house,” he says. “I feel like it’s time I sit at a desk and watch the people in my neighborhood.”

      “You need a hobby, man. Something that doesn’t involve guns, spying, and watching endless hours of surveillance videos.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.”

      Maybe we need our own book club?
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      Motherhood has never crossed my mind. I’ve never seen myself as the motherly type or someone who’s nurturing. I’m married to my job, and up until I started working on the Tacito Renato case, I never thought I’d find love. Or, in my case, love again. At one time in my life, Nate was the love of my life. I thought we had a bright future, but the world had different ideas for us. The odd thing is, I never felt heartbroken when things ended, I felt . . . okay. It was like we were expected to take the paths we did, and I think we were meant to find each other again. I’m just not sure we are meant to be parents. Well, he might be, but I’m not positive I am. I see the world differently. I know the dangers that lurk in the darkness and wonder if bringing a child into the world is the right thing to do.

      I bring my knees to my chest and look at the ocean. To my left, candidates are training, or they were. Now, most of the candidates are sleeping, with their legs and feet pressed against the wall, so their boots will dry. Their trainer is running. He’s passed by me a couple of times now, from one end of the beach to the other, and when he passes by a group of civilian women, they catcall him. I wonder if he blushes or if he’s used to this? Does he ignore them? Does he ever stop and talk to them?

      Someone approaches me, and I reach toward my back and clutch the handle of my gun. When they get closer, I realize it’s Tucker McCoy, and I relax.

      “I thought that was you,” he says as he sits down next to me. “Where’s Nate?”

      I haven’t a clue. I didn’t ask him about his plans when he left this morning. Is that bad of me? Should I know his every move? I think back to the conversation we had the night before, and he mentioned seeing Evan later. Is it later? God, my mind is a mess.

      “Evan’s,” I say as confidently as possible. The last thing I need is for Tucker to say something to Nate about me not seeming myself. “Probably playing with their surveillance toys today.”

      Tucker laughs. Honestly, I’d rather be there too, but somehow ended up here, at Seal beach, after driving around aimlessly. I’ve made the necessary plans to get the rest of my stuff from my Vegas rental, which is nothing more than a carload of belongings. My DC apartment will be another story, and I’m not sure of the best plan of attack there.

      “They do have some pretty cool toys.”

      That they do.

      “Are you training?” I ask him as I motion toward the trainees. Tucker turns and nods.

      “Yeah, they’re a good class. No one has rung the bell yet, which is surprising. We’ve put them through hell.”

      “When is hell week?”

      “This team is almost done. They have about a month left. Most of the guys are ready to deploy and want their assignments. These guys are eager.” Tucker looks back at the group sleeping not far from us. “Nate returns soon.”

      “Monday,” I say. “It’s weird to think his sabbatical is over. I’m so used to having him around. Now, we’ll both wonder where each other are at.”

      “I doubt he’ll deploy. I think they’re going to keep him on base where they can watch him.”

      “Is that why you’re here?”

      He nods. “So, I can watch them. I don’t trust anyone outside my circle. Everyone is a suspect to me.”

      “Sadly, it’s the same thing for me.” I sigh and pull my legs closer. “I keep asking why. Why your team? How did Frannie know Penny was in Vermont? We’re missing something.”

      Tucker moves the sand with his hand. “Evan said there was a car outside their house the night before the wedding.”

      I nod. “I’m looking into it.” That’s all I’m willing to say at the moment. “Have you seen River lately?”

      “Yeah, he showed up at Magoo’s the other day. That’s usually where I see him. I think Slick Rick lets him crash in the backroom or something. Penny and I have talked and said he could stay with us, but River . . . he’s paranoid. He’s not sure people aren’t following him.”

      “He went through a lot. You all did, but River,” I pause and think back to the file I have in my car. “To find out your wife isn’t who you thought she was and orchestrated so much pain, it’s hard to swallow.”

      “And then to kill her to protect my family. I’ve thanked him, but it’s not enough. It’s never going to be enough. He knows if it wasn’t for him—”

      “You would’ve never been in this situation, and he wouldn’t have had to kill his wife.”

      “Fucking shitty,” Tucker says. “Anyway, I gotta get back. Their lunch break is over, and now I’m in a mood.” He laughs as he stands.

      “Don’t make them pay because you ran into me.”

      “No promises.” Tucker walks away and effortlessly trudges through the sand. I can never seem to walk in it without looking like I’m falling over or sinking. I suppose it comes with being a SEAL.

      I stay on the beach for another hour or so, watching BUDs training. I try to picture myself as a mother whose son is about to enlist or ship off. I don’t know how Julianne did it with her twins and her husband. Maybe that’s why she’s so closed-off. She’s seen a lot of heartache over the years and has had to live with losing her husband and son, only to have her son return. I suppose that will screw anyone up. I don’t know if I can do it. It’s bad enough knowing Nate can deploy next week if his command wants him to, and then what? I’m with Tucker. I don’t trust anyone.
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      Nate’s on our balcony when I arrive home, and the small table we keep out there is set for dinner. The tablecloth blows gently in the wind, and I’m thankful to see he’s using our fake candles instead of real ones.

      “Hey,” I say as I kiss him. “How was your day?”

      “It was good, but better now that you’re home. Did you go to the beach?”

      “Yes, how did you know?” Deep down, I know he doesn’t spy on me, but it still makes me wonder how he knows. He taps my nose and then kisses me there.

      “You got a little burnt, and you smell like warm sand and the ocean.”

      “I spent a couple of hours down there, just being in the moment. I don’t get to do that a lot. It’s nice just to sit and not worry.”

      “You, not worry?” Nate scoffs. “I think worry is your middle name.”

      He’s not wrong. “You know what I mean.”

      Nate laughs and motions for me to sit down. He picks up the bottle of wine, and I cover my glass. “Just water. I’m a little parched from being out in the sun.”

      “Of course,” he says as he sets the bottle down and takes my glass into the kitchen. I have to tell him what’s going on with me. Not only does he have the right to know, but sooner or later he’s going to question why I’m not enjoying our usual glass of wine with dinner. When Nate comes back outside, he sets my wine glass down and goes back into the house. The sight of the water with ice cubes makes me laugh for some reason.

      When Nate returns, he places my plate in front of me. Roasted potatoes, blackened chicken, and grilled corn on the cob. My stomach grumbles loudly, and I place my hand over it to quiet the noise. Nate laughs.

      “Let me guess; you skipped lunch.”

      I nod. “I did, but I hadn’t realized how hungry I am until now. This looks delicious. I’m going to miss these dinners when you go back to work.”

      Nate groans. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Do you think about retiring?”

      He nods. “Every day, but something holds me back. I’m actually scared to go back.”

      “I saw Tucker today,” I tell him. “We sat and talked for a bit. He’s excited to have you back on base, but I think he shares the same sentiment as the rest of us.”

      “Someone is out to get me, or us, rather?”

      I nod and bite into the chicken. It’s mouthwatering with the perfect amount of spice. “This is really good.”

      “Thanks. Ryley gave me the recipe.”

      “Did you see Evan today?”

      It’s his turn to nod. He covers his mouth while he finishes chewing. “We’re going to close the DC office. When we clean out your apartment there, I’ll get the stuff from the office and bring it back. It doesn’t make sense to keep it open, especially since we only had it because you were there. There are a couple of vacant spots in the strip malls around town. We’re going to look into leasing from there.”

      “I wonder if we shouldn’t go now and take care of the apartments.”

      “Probably not a bad idea, but we need at least four days to drive across the country,” he says.

      “Maybe we go, pack everything up, and then hire movers?”

      Nate thinks about this for a moment and then nods. “Probably for the best. I don’t imagine they’ll send me out, but who knows.”

      “Tucker thinks they’ll keep you close to base. They want to know what you know.”

      “And vice versa,” Nate adds.

      We eat in silence for a minute, enjoying the sound of the waves crashing into the shore. Nate clears his throat and says, “There’s something I’d like to ask you.”

      “Me, first,” I interrupt him. “I have something to tell you.” I shake my head slightly and inhale. “I’m pregnant.”

      I imagine my sentence transmitting through the air as if on a communication line, and I’m waiting for the news to reach Nate. It seems like it’s forever until everything registers with him.

      His face goes from blank to elated within seconds, and before I can take my next breath, he has me out of my chair and in his arms. I’m stiff as a board while he hugs me. He wants this—a baby—with me. When he releases me, I stand there for a moment and then slowly sink back into my chair.

      “Cara,” he says my name quietly, concern replacing the elation in his expression.

      I look at him with unshed tears and shake my head. “I’m sorry, Nate.” With those words, he drops to his knees in front of me. “I know I should be happy, but I’m not. I’ve never seen myself as a mother, let alone in a serious relationship. Being with you, it’s been amazing. We have an easy relationship. It’s effortless, really. And this . . . it complicates everything for me. I love my job. I love doing what I do, but it’s not easy, and the things I know about this world? I don’t know if I can bring a child into it. And I love you, and I know you want to be a father, especially . . .” I trail off because he doesn’t need a reminder about EJ.

      I turn away from him and cover my face with my hands so he can’t see me cry and so I can’t look at the hurt I’m causing him. I expect him to move back to his seat, but he doesn’t. He moves closer, making sure I can feel his presence.

      “Did you find out yesterday?”

      I nod.

      “I figured something was up when I found you sitting in your car, but I didn’t want to pressure you. I knew you’d tell me whatever was bothering you when you were ready.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Hey,” he says as he stands. He leans into me and whispers. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Not a damn thing. Since we’ve been back together, we haven’t talked about our future or whether we want kids. I love you, Cara. I love everything about you, and if this isn’t right for you, so be it. I’m not going anywhere. I want you to take all the time you need. You need to figure out what’s best for you and only you. If I have learned anything over the past year or so, it’s that life is too short not to be happy. I want you to be happy. I want us to be happy.”

      He kisses me below my ear and then wraps his arms around me. I sob into his chest, knowing his heart breaks because of my feelings, and I’m not sure I can do anything about it.
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      Cara and I took the rest of the week and the weekend to do mundane shit around our apartment. We bought new towels and sheets and picked up new pillows for the couch. I had no idea we were supposed to change pillows with each season or holiday, and when I asked why the gray pillows that came with the couch weren’t good enough, the side-eye Cara gave me was strong. Afterward, I followed her around IKEA and held whatever she put in my arms.

      We didn’t talk about the elephant in the room, and as much as I wanted to ask her what she was thinking, I kept my mouth shut. It’s not my place. While I may be the father, it’s her body, and I strongly believe it’s her choice, even when that choice could destroy me emotionally.

      I don’t have an issue being up before the sun on most days, especially during the summer. Often, I’ll sit out on the balcony, drink a cup of coffee—or the pot, if I’m honest with myself—and watch the sky go from black to indigo to the most beautiful mix of colors the eye can see before dissipating into a bright blue. It’s probably my favorite time of the day—just me, my coffee, and my thoughts, watching as the sky changes.

      Today, however, I stay in bed long after my alarm went off. Cara’s next to me, with her naked back on full display and the brand-new top sheet covering her ass. I’m elated she’s carrying my child and scared to death that she will decide not to keep it.

      She stirs, and I move toward her. My fingers circle the birthmark on her right hip. She shivers from my touch and turns her head to look at me. “You’re going to be late,” she says to me.

      “Maybe they’ll fire me.”

      “They won’t.”

      I press my lips to her shoulder and then kiss a path down her back until I get to her ass. Her hips flex. I take this as my cue and move over the top of her. “I love you,” I press into her backside.

      Cara wriggles against me and looks at me from over her shoulder. “I need you.”

      “No foreplay?”

      She shakes her head. “There isn’t time. I’m ready.”

      I push into her, and her mouth drops open with a gasp. I moan at the contact between us and get to work, giving her what she needs. I need this too. I need to feel connected to her, especially with everything going on. I’m also going to give her whatever she wants or needs because I want to make her happy.

      After we finish, we help the state of California conserve water and shower together. While Cara makes coffee, I get dressed. I haven’t put my work uniform on since I came back from my last training mission. That’s when my life changed—some of it for the best.

      When I come out of the bedroom, breakfast sits on the stove. I plate up some eggs, bacon, grab a couple of slices of toast and meet Cara on the balcony. It’s already warm, well over eighty, and just a little after six a.m.

      I lean down and kiss her. “Thank you for breakfast.”

      “Mhm, you smell good,” she says as she cups my cheek, keeping me close to her. “If I didn’t have to start my job today, I’d say play hooky.”

      “You know I would.”

      I kiss her again and then sit down. After a few bites of food, I say, “Are you excited?”

      She nods. “I am. I’m ready to lead my own team.”

      “I’m proud of you. Don’t forget to put my picture on your desk.”

      Cara laughs. “It’s in Vegas,” she says. “We’ll have to get it this weekend.”

      “That reminds me, we really haven’t nailed down any plans for DC. What do you want to do?”

      She thinks for a minute and shrugs. “I’m in a lease, so I don’t see the rush to get over there, other than to clear out the security office. On the other hand, Labor Day is coming. Maybe we can fly over and get everything situated?”

      “Sounds good. I can’t imagine I’m leaving base anytime soon.”

      “You’re not going to hear me complain,” Cara says. She reaches across the table for my hand. I give it to her and remember I wanted to propose last night, but she had bigger news to share. News I wish I could shout from the rooftops. Now, I feel like if I ask her to marry me, she’ll think I’m doing it because of the baby. The last thing I want her to feel is that my proposal is pressuring her to do something she doesn’t feel right doing.

      Once breakfast is over, Cara kisses me goodbye and heads into our bedroom to get ready for work. I begrudgingly make my way to base, showing my ID at the gate and waiting for the go-ahead. The drive toward my team compound takes longer than expected since I’m obeying all the traffic laws. I’m on edge and waiting for something to jump out at me or a stray bullet to hit my car. It’s a stupid thought to consider, given this isn’t my first time back on base since everything went down, but something isn’t sitting right, and I can’t put my finger on it.

      When I get inside the compound, it’s quiet, other than the clicking noise from someone typing and the hum of computers. The halls are empty, almost as if everyone is in a meeting. I make my way to my team room and pause before punching in my code to open the door. Is it the same? Or have they changed it? There isn’t a doubt in my mind that they’re monitoring it. I push the buttons, a combination of dates that mean something to me.

      The lights are off when I step inside. Once I flip the switch, I know why. I jump at the sound of voices yelling, “Surprise!”

      “Holy fuck,” I say, with my hand over my heart. “What the fuck are you guys doing?”

      My spotter, Carl Poole, aka Texas, comes forward and hugs me. “Man, I fucking missed the shit out of you.” After Ryley’s accident, I decided to take my leave. I told Texas he needed to stay away and keep his wits about himself because some shit was going down, and I didn’t want him caught in the crossfire. In fact, I told my whole team to stay away from me, just in case.

      “How’s it going?”

      “Shit’s good,” he says. Tex steps aside, and I greet the other members of my team. Rask steps forward, and I look at him suspiciously. He gives me a hug and whispers, “New assignment.”

      All right, Command.  We see you.

      We part, and I pretend like I haven’t seen him in months, not days. “Last I heard, you were slumming it with the enlisted. What happened?”

      Rask shrugs. “McCoy kicked my ass on the training course, so I had to prove I still got it. Picked up this assignment.”

      I pat him on the shoulder. “Happy to have you.” Happy is an understatement. He’s literally the only person here I trust. I trust Tex, but it’s hard to know what lines they’ve been fed when you haven't seen someone in almost a year.

      Aside from Rask and Tex, my former and now teammates again come up and greet me. Mark “the Commissioner” Stern, Scott “Harv” Harvey, George “Faith” Shaffer, and Brian “Rooney” Rourke. When it came to handing out nicknames, some of these guys ended up with the bad hand except for Mark and George. According to Mark, he got his nickname from the former NBA commissioner David Stern—they’re not related. And George, well, he’s a George Michael fan and our preacher man, so Faith fits him. Carl got his name Texas because that’s where he's from, and Justin’s name is his last name. Not sure why he didn’t get stuck with something else, but he’s like me. I prefer my last name. One time, Tex tried to stick me with ‘snake’ because of my stealthy maneuvers, and I balked. It’s not me. Archer or Nate work just fine. Besides, the only time we really use nicknames is when we’re out in the field or on a mission, and we want to remain anonymous.

      I head to my locker and stare at the combination lock on it. For the life of me, I don’t remember the numbers needed to get into it. “Shit,” I mutter. Everyone around me laughs. “Yep, real funny, guys.”

      “Here, let me.” George steps in front of me with some bolt cutters and instantly takes care of the lock. Now, I have to go to the store to buy a new one. Lovely. It’s terrible when one problem creates another.

      “What’s on the agenda for today?” I ask as I store my bag in my shed.

      “Well, we figured you haven’t done any exercising since you’ve been gone, so we’re going to head out for a soft run,” Mark says.

      Oh boy.

      “Or, we can start with a swim,” Scott offers.

      “And I get to choose?” I ask them. Everyone nods except Rask. I glance at him, and he shrugs.

      “I don’t care what we do. I need to get into shape, so I can kick McCoy’s ass later.”

      “All right, then. Swim first, run later.”

      There are a couple of groans, but that’s to be expected. I think most of the guys wanted to do one or the other, not both. I’m sure when we get back, we’ll have some practice simulations to run through. It’s not like we sit around and count ammo all day long.

      We only get our two-mile swim in, when I’m called to Command’s office. Honestly, I expected this to happen as soon as I checked in today. I change back into my uniform and head to the commander’s office. His name is in black vinyl across his door, and the sight of it makes my stomach turn. Not because I don’t like the guy, because his allegiance isn’t going to be me, but to the brass. I tap my knuckles under his name, Adam Peterson.

      “Enter.”

      “Sir,” I say as I stand there, with my hands behind my back. I don’t make eye contact or even look in his direction. He stands and motions for me to follow him. We end up outside and walk across the street from our compound.

      “I’m not privy to much, but I’ve picked up a few bits and pieces over the past few months. A lot of people are upset with your sister-in-law for the lawsuit against the Navy, as well as the charges brought against Admiral Ingram.”

      I want to point out that Ingram lost every title he’s earned over the years, and he’s nothing but a civilian, but I keep my mouth shut.

      “However, I am not one of those people.” He turns and looks at me. “There’s a lot of higher-ups who don’t want you back here, and that is a red flag for me. Your service record is impeccable, so I can’t understand why they wouldn’t want a highly trained sniper protecting our country. But you and I both know why or at least suspect we do, right?”

      I nod.

      “Keep your head down, Archer. Don’t give anyone an excuse to discharge you.”

      “I won’t, sir. But, if I may,” I pause and wait for the go-ahead from him. “Do you think it’s in my team’s best interest if I step away from active duty? I don’t want my presence to affect them.”

      “It won’t. This is business as usual. Your team has six weeks to get ready, and then you’re back in the rotation.” He pats me on the shoulder and walks back toward his office. I look around, trying to see if anyone listened to us, but no one seems to pay me any attention.

      The one thing I hoped—to keep my boots on the ground—isn’t going to happen. They’re going to send me out, and I can only hope I come back alive.
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      As soon as Nate leaves for work, I stand in our bedroom and face the mirror. My eyes focus on my mid-section and not the bags under my eyes or my breasts. They’re sore and even thinking about them makes them hurt more. I rest my hand over my belly—for what or why, I’m unsure. I’ve seen countless women do this in movies and TV and have always wondered why. Am I meant to feel different knowing there’s something . . .? I can’t bring myself to say baby. I don’t know if it’s fear or what. Or if by calling it what it really is, I’m accepting my fate, and I don’t know if I’m ready for that yet.

      Nate, though, that man is cut from a different cloth. I can see it in the way he looks at me, waiting for me to tell him my decision. He’s patient and unbelievably kind when I’m being the cruelest woman to him. He deserves to be a father, and if I’m not the one to provide him with the life he desires, then maybe we need to take a step back from our relationship.

      My hand goes to my heart, and I cry out. The pain of losing Nate is too much. He’s the love of my life, and the last thing I want to do is live without him. “Then why do you hesitate, Cara?” I ask myself in hopes my reflection can give me an answer, but I only see pain and longing. Love and anguish. No matter what I decide, the decision is life-altering.

      The mirror will not tell me what I should or shouldn’t do, nor will my head. My heart holds the answer, and right now, it’s not guiding me. I give up the staring contest, head into the bathroom, and dress in my standard black slacks with my holster and gun on my hip, white button-down, and black sport coat. The FBI doesn’t have a dress code, which I’m thankful for, but I can’t seem to get this through my head. I can wear just about anything I want, but this is what I opt for. It’ll be interesting to see what my team decides to wear. I’m definitely not going to be the type of boss that enforces a dress code. I want my team to be as comfortable as possible, especially given the nature of what we look at daily.

      My drive to work takes about thirty minutes. Today, when I pull up to the guard station and show him my ID, I’m greeted with, “Good morning, Special Agent Hughes,” and when I go inside the building, it’s the same. It’s like the staff studied my face to make sure I felt welcomed on my first day. They did a good job.

      The other day when Special Agent in Charge Trey showed me my workspace, it was dark and quiet, and when I walk in now, there’s some life. Agents Skinner and Turner are at their desks, while Agent Granger stacks boxes in the corner.

      I observe them for a moment before saying, “Good morning.”

      The three of them stop and look before greeting me. It will take us a couple of days to figure each other out, but I’m confident we’ll work together nicely.

      “Mary will be in shortly,” Jess Turner says.

      “Mary?”

      “She’s our analyst,” Hank Granger states. “One of the best. She specifically asked for this assignment.”

      “Why would anyone ask for this?” I say aloud.

      “Because someone took her sister, and she’s made it her mission to find her,” Jess says.

      “When was this?” I don’t know why I ask or even need to know, but Mary could be a liability if she’s only here to find her sister.

      Pamela Skinner clears her throat. “It’s been a few years now. Her sister disappeared from Fort Carson.”

      Another military disappearance?

      Pamela’s words give me pause. Part of me wants to believe there’s a connection even without seeing the case. The logical part of me says it’s a coincidence, but I’m not even sure I think that. It seems odd. However, half a million people go missing every year, and I don’t necessarily believe in coincidences.

      “Well, it’ll be good to have someone passionate on the job.”

      “She’s honestly the best,” Jess says.

      I nod then head up the stairs to my office. On my desk sits a box, and along the wall, there are three more. These, coupled with the ones already in the pit, make my stomach turn. I’m afraid to lift the lids to see the horror of what lies in the cardboard, but I have no choice. It’s my job to look at the good, the bad, and the repulsive.

      Instead of looking inside the boxes, I take the one from my desk and carry it to the pit. “Agent Granger, there are three more in my office, if you don’t mind grabbing them.”

      “Why do you have them in your office?” Pam asks.

      “I don’t know, but I think we’re about to find out.”

      Hank and Jess grab the remaining boxes and stack them with the others. I count ten of them, and my heart drops. I wish I could say there are only ten cases we need to solve or go through to find the sex ring, but the likelihood is that those boxes hold multiple victims' files.

      “Fuck,” I mutter.

      “I thought the same thing when I first saw them,” Granger says.

      “This isn’t all of them either,” Jess says as he hangs up the phone. “We have more coming up.”

      “Double fuck,” I say a bit louder this time.

      “How do you want to do this?” Pamela asks.

      I look around the room and imagine how I want the whiteboards to look. “The center should be our timeline or the family tree, as we’re going to call it. Then, we’ll put up pictures of the missing women and children on the other boards. I want their name, the date, and where they disappeared from next to each photo. The boards will fill up fast, so let’s keep the files in alphabetical order. We’re going to need to reference them a lot, unfortunately. The key to uncovering who is running this sex ring lies somewhere in these boxes. We have to find out the who and why so we can bring it down.”

      “And unravel the next one,” Pamela points out. Sadly, we all know where there’s one, there’s another.
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      Right before lunch, my cell phone rings. I’m happy to see Ryley's name on my caller ID. “Congratulations,” she says before I can say hello. Deep down, I know she’s talking about my promotion, but for a brief second, I think she’s talking about my pregnancy. I don’t think Nate would tell Evan, not without consulting me first. Or would he?

      “Thank you,” I say without skipping a beat. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Well, I’m sort of near the building, and I didn’t know if you had time for lunch?”

      I glance around the room and see how much progress we’ve made and nod, even though Ryley can’t see me. “Yeah, I can take a break. Do you want to meet here?”

      “No, I’d rather not,” she says, which is understandable. “There’s a cantina down the road. Let’s meet there.”

      “I’ll see you in a few.” I hang up and tell my team that I’m heading out to lunch and that they should do the same. This may be the only lunch break we get for the foreseeable future, so we might as well take it.

      When I arrive at the restaurant, Ryley is waiting for me just inside the vestibule. We hug and then follow the hostess to our table. As soon as we sit down, our waitress brings us chips and salsa and asks if we’d like margaritas. We decline and order water.

      “Evan told me about your new job. Are you happy?”

      “I am,” I tell her as I reach for the menu. “It’s not the best situation case-wise, but I’m determined to bring everyone to justice, especially those who hurt women and children.”

      Ryley places her hand on mine and squeezes. “I’m grateful for you, and I know Penny is as well. She credits you with keeping Claire safe.”

      “I don’t know about that. I just found her before that psycho could get to her.” I don’t bother expanding on which psycho because Frannie and her brother fit the bill equally.

      Our waitress returns, and we place our order. Now that I’m here, I’m starving and craving tacos. “I’m going to love living this close to the border.”

      Ryley laughs. “Tacos are a must. I swear, when we moved to Washington, I thought I was going to die from the lack of food. Everything is fish, and that’s a hard no for me.”

      “I am going to miss the buffets in Vegas, though.”

      “Are they really that good?”

      I shrug. “If you get there when everything is fresh, yes. I mostly went for salads because it’s something I can eat on the go or in my car while I staked out a place. And they’re way better than fast food.”

      “True. EJ is obsessed with Mickey D’s right now. His life revolves around chicken nuggets.”

      “Is that what I have to look forward to?” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I realize what I’ve done, and so does Ryley.

      Her eyes go wide, as does her smile. “Are you—?”

      I nod, cutting her off. “I found out the other day, and I honestly don’t know what to do.”

      “Does Nate know?”

      “Yes, and he’s excited.”

      “But you’re not?” she asks.

      The waitress is back with our food, and I use this slight reprieve to gather my thoughts.

      “Are you worried that Nate won’t be a good father?” Ryley asks.

      I shake my head. “The opposite, really. I’ve never seen myself as a mother. More so since I started working in sex crimes. I see the horrors of what people do, and it makes me wonder why anyone would bring children into this world. And then there’s me. I love my career. I love my job despite the horror-filled boxes of missing people. I don’t have a normal job, Monday through Friday, nine to five doesn’t exist for me. How can I be a mother when I don’t know if I’ll be home for dinner? What if Nate goes out on a mission or ends up deployed? Then what?”

      “Then, you count on family,” Ryley says. “That’s what I did, and that’s what I’ll do in the future, even knowing what I know now. Am I afraid of whoever lurks in the darkness? You bet, but I wouldn’t give up being a mom for anything. EJ is my world. He makes me laugh and cry. There are times when I want to pull my hair out, but then he’ll sit down next to me and rest his head on my leg, and I’m at peace. As much as I am in love with Evan; I never knew the true meaning of love until I held EJ in my arms. Carrying your child and watching them grow inside you is one thing. But holding them against your body while they suck in their first breaths and look at you for the first time is a whole other feeling.”

      I wipe at my damp cheeks. I don’t know when I started crying, but clearly, Ryley’s words have touched me in ways I didn’t expect. “Do you have regrets?” I ask.

      “When it comes to EJ, not a single one. With or without Evan, I’d do it all over again because being a mom is worth it.” Ryley takes a bite of her lunch and then says, “I know you love your career and shouldn’t have to give it up. I also know Nate would do anything for you. Tell him how you feel. He might surprise you. The guys are consolidating and going to open a security office in town. That means he’ll be around more.”

      “Not if he gets shipped out.”

      Ryley smiles. “Not if he retires from the Navy.”

      She has a point, but I can’t ask Nate to give up his career for me. Would he give it up for our child, though?
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      When I arrive home from work, I’m not surprised to find Cara isn’t there. I honestly don’t expect her much before seven or even eight tonight. It’s her first day, and knowing her, she’s trying to make an impression, even though they handpicked her for this job. She’s already earned the promotion and could bail at five, but that’s not how she operates. I undress and hop into the shower. I’m sticky, sweaty, and have sand in places I’ve forgotten. Once I’m under the hot spray my muscles relax, but my mind starts wandering. Cara’s pregnant, but we haven’t talked about it since she told me. I want to bring up the fact that she’s carrying our baby, but I’m afraid of what her decision might be. I’m scared to hear her utter the words, “I don’t want to keep it” or “The timing isn’t right.” I told her I’d support whatever decision she made, but deep down, I’m not sure I could. I want to be a dad, and I want to take this journey with Cara. However, if she’s not ready or will never be, maybe that’s something we need to explore before it’s too late. I want to marry her, but we need to figure out if we’re on the same page regarding our future.

      As soon as I step out of the shower, my phone starts to ring. I lean toward the counter, trying to stay on the bathmat while I dry off to see who it is. Cara’s face lights up my screen, and I find myself smiling. “Hello,” I say as I accept her call and put her on speaker. “Perfect timing. I just got out of the shower.”

      “I’m sorry I’m not there,” she says. Her words make me blush. I wish she were here as well. “How was work?”

      “Well, not what we expected.”

      “Oh?”

      “In six weeks, my team is back in the rotation.”

      “They’re actually going to send you out?”

      “It seems that way.”

      “Shit,” she mutters. “I didn’t expect this.”

      “Me neither. I asked my CO if he thought I should step away from active duty, and he said no.”

      “Of course, he did,” Cara says. “Can you trust him?”

      I shrug even though she can’t see me. “I’m going to have to try, at least for the time being. Anyway, how’s your day?”

      “It’s fine if you can say fine after staring at pedophiles all day—my team’s great, though. I think we’re going to do a lot of good work. And that’s why I’m calling. It’s more business than personal, although our lives seem to mix the two whether we want them to or not.”

      “Cara?”

      “Huh?”

      “You’re rambling. Just spit it out.”

      “We need to mix business with pleasure. I don’t want to say too much over the phone, but I need you to bring the guys to my office.”

      Damn, she really knows how to change my mood.

      I swallow hard and work to block out all the negative thoughts forming in my mind. If Cara uncovered something, she would’ve called. But she’s calling now and doesn’t want to say anything. “Fuck,” I mutter. “Bad?”

      “What time can you be here?”

      I mentally calculate the time. If I have to pick the guys up, it could be longer, or I can meet them there. “An hour or less.”

      “I’ll order us some food. See you then. I love you.” Cara hangs up before I can return her sentiment, which I don’t like. Even though I know she knows that I love her, I want to tell her often. I open an encrypted texting app and send my brother, McCoy, and Rask a message to meet me at the field office pronto. It’s unlikely they’ll text back asking questions, so I close my phone and rest my hands on the bathroom counter. My reflection stares back. I’m angry and tired. I am ready to live my life without having to look over my shoulder all the time. I want to know what the hell Evan did for us to deserve this? Hell, maybe it wasn’t Evan, and it was me, and whoever has it out for us can’t tell us apart.

      “Fuck.” I push away from the counter and walk into the bedroom to get dressed. The temptation to dress for combat is there. Instead, I opt for a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, with my cross-trainers. Comfort wins out today.

      There’s a knock at my door, and for whatever reason, I don’t rush to see who is here. I go back into the bathroom, grab my phone, and pull up the camera out there to see who it is. I am relieved when I see that it’s Rask.

      He knocks again, but this time I’m there to answer. He looks to his left and then right before stepping inside. I give him an odd look, and he motions around the room.

      “We’re clean. What’s up?”

      “I got your text,” he says. “I was near here, so I thought we could drive over together.”

      “Yeah, let me grab my keys. You don’t mind driving, do you? I can catch a ride back with Cara?”

      “Nah, I’m good. Did she say anything?”

      I shake my head, open the door, and follow him out. While we walk to his car, I set the alarm and don’t answer Rask until we’re in his car and he’s started it. “Cara got a promotion,” I tell him. “She’s heading up the sex crimes division in San Diego. Today was her first day, and she said something about mixing business with pleasure and that we need to come to the office.”

      “Great,” he says with a heavy sigh. “When does this end?”

      “I don’t know. I thought it was over, but then there was a car in front of Evan’s, and it belongs to someone Cara can’t find a valid license for or find him on a flight manifest, so she’s assuming it’s an alias. Who can get a rental without any information?” I don’t expect Rask to answer because the only way I can see this happening is if the person renting works for the company or it’s an inside job. Either way, I want to know why they parked in front of my brother’s house, left their car on, and never got out of it. Seems fishy to me.

      We pull up to the gate, and Rask gives the guard our names and IDs. The guard tells us Agent Hughes will meet us in the lobby. As soon as we get out of the car, Evan and McCoy pull into the spot next to us.

      “What’s going on?” Evan asks.

      I shrug. “If it is something serious, Cara would’ve never told me over the phone. At least here, it’s more secure.”

      “Unless the Feds are knee-deep in this bullshit,” Tucker says.

      “I doubt it,” Rask adds. “I think if they were, they’d keep Cara as far away from Nate as possible.”

      “True,” Evan says. He leads us to the glass door, which opens automatically as we approach. Cara’s waiting inside, looking like the badass FBI agent that she is. Instantly, my eyes go to her midsection. I don’t know if I’m looking for a bump to confirm she’s still pregnant or if I’m looking at her there in hopes she knows I want this baby.

      Evan is the first to approach Cara. He kisses her cheek and then congratulates her on her promotion. McCoy and Rask follow, and then I bring up the rear. As much as I want to kiss her, I don’t. It would be unprofessional, and I know how much she worries about impressions.

      “Hey,” I say quietly.

      “Hey,” she says in return. We make eye contact for a second or two before stepping away and standing next to the guys. Cara clears her throat and forces a smile. “Thanks for coming. Follow me.”

      The elevator ride is short, and when we get off, she gathers us in the corridor. “What I’m about to show you—it’s disturbing, but you need to see it.”

      Right then, I know that we’re walking into a nest of filth—that whatever took my brother away isn’t over. We follow Cara. She holds the door for us and then lets it shut after McCoy comes in.

      “When I came in today, we had ten boxes to go through. We separated them by victim.” She points to two of the walls. “Each victim on the right has a picture, along with their name, date, and location of disappearance. On the left, we have pictures of exploited women and children that we’ve uncovered from the dark web over the years, but don’t have any other information on them. And in the middle,” she pauses and takes a deep breath. “We have our family tree.”

      “Family tree?” McCoy asks.

      Cara nods. “What you see in front of you are the pictures of the players we’ve busted, or we know are involved, but haven’t proved it yet. The colored string means they work for the same syndicate, and you can match them to the pictures of our victims.”

      “So many young girls,” McCoy says quietly. I don’t even have to ask what’s going through his mind right now. His daughter could’ve easily been one of the photos on the wall if it hadn’t been for Penny running.

      McCoy steps forward and looks at the images on the wall. He touches a couple of them and then turns so no one can see his face. Evan goes to him and sets his hand on McCoy’s shoulder. They speak in hushed tones, and then both turn to look at us. McCoy ducks his head and I can only assume he’s wiping away his tears. I don’t pretend to imagine what this team went through, the horrors they saw.

      “Why did you bring us here, Cara?” McCoy asks.

      Cara moves toward the center of the board and points to an image. Rask and I move closer. Evan gasps. “Son of a bitch.” He points to the board, and then his finger moves from one image to the next. Up and up and over, and so on.

      “Renato,” Rask says to anyone listening.

      “Where is Lawson?” McCoy asks. “And Frannie? Ingram?”

      “We don’t know where they fit . . . yet.” Cara sighs. “And they’re not why I asked you in. This man is.” She points to an image in the middle of the board. “His name is Constantin Samson. He’s a French National and owns property in every seaport and has multiple yachts and jets. We have him dead to rights on money laundering, but we suspect he’s deeper than that.”

      “But you don’t know what?” I ask Cara.

      She shakes her head. “When we started pulling the files out, we noticed that a handful of females went missing on the same day, in the same general area.” Cara pulls a map out from the corner. “For example, in Portugal, ten girls went missing within a week of each other. By the end of that next week, Samson docked his yacht in Figueira da Foz. Once he left, the police stopped looking for the missing girls.”

      “That’s a coincidence,” Rask says.

      “I agree. But it’s happened in Texas, Monaco, New Zealand, and Djibouti. This brings me to why I asked you to come in. Does he look familiar? Did Renato ever mention his name?”

      Evan, Rask, and McCoy shake their heads.

      “Did you ever hear him refer to someone as Sammy or Sam, maybe? Connie?”

      “No,” Evan sighs, looking defeated. “Renato didn’t talk much before I killed him. He laughed, mostly. But Renato was nothing. As soon as he was dead, we found more just like him. More and more kids, the further we went.”

      “And those others that we put down, none of them had ID on them,” McCoy added. “I think word spread that we were coming, and they tried to hide.”

      “Renato was Lawson’s contact, though,” Cara says. “This much we know. Once you killed him, he made sure Ingram kept you guys in Cuba.”

      “Yeah,” Rask says. “I don’t think we were meant to find the Chesley girl at all.”

      “No, we weren’t,” Evan adds.

      Cara stands with them, staring at the wall. “I’m sure he’s involved, and I’m going to figure out how. His photo didn’t end up in the box by accident.”

      “Nothing in this mess is an accident,” McCoy says. “Someone’s behind it, and I fear the deeper we dig, the bigger the target is on our backs.”
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      The one part of my job that I hate the most is traveling to prisons. It’s not fun. It’s nerve-wracking and uncomfortable. I also don’t trust the prisoners, and I definitely don’t trust the guards. You never know who is on the take, and believe me, there are some shady-ass people out there who will do anything for money in my line of work. I made the decision to fly to Colorado to talk to Lawson. This wasn’t an easy choice to make. The guy gives me the creeps. I don’t care that he’s in the Alcatraz of the Rockies; if he’s given an iota of a chance to hurt someone involved in his case or a chance to cry wolf, he’ll take it. Surprisingly, his father, Jonah Ingram, still hasn’t had his trial yet. I’m unsure of what the holdup is, especially since his son pled guilty. More so, it makes me wonder what Ingram knows and if the Department of Justice is covering it up or cleaning it up.

      The drive from the airport to Florence is about two miserable hours. Not only do I not feel the best, but the anxiety of going into the supermax prison is unsettling. I could’ve sent a team member to conduct this interview, but they’re not as up to date on the case as I am. However, thinking back to this decision—one I didn’t share with Nate before I left—I wish I had at least brought Turner or Granger. Having a male presence is never a bad thing when dealing with a pedophile like Ted Lawson.

      Florence, Colorado, is a cute little town and one I’d probably love to visit if it weren’t for the prison. I commend the people who live here, and while most work for the prison system, it takes a lot of courage to live in a town where the country’s most notorious criminals are housed. I’m not sure I could do it, but then again, it’s probably safer than any other place in the United States.

      On the outskirts of town, when the land turns to dirt, the supermax prison sits ominously with the Rockies in the background. The view would be astonishing if it weren’t for the residents behind the concrete walls. I hand over my credentials at the first checkpoint while a guard searches my rental car. I drive forward and wait for the gate to open, unwilling to look at the guards who are on the roof with their guns in their hands. They’re definitely working with the shoot first and ask questions later mentality. I park, shut off my car and rest my head against the steering wheel. I don’t know why I have so much anxiety about this visit, but I do. I’m hoping to learn things from Lawson, but I suspect he will not be forthcoming unless I give him something in return, and I don’t have anything to offer him.

      As I walk toward the building, I fall in line behind others. While this may be a high-security prison, the inmates receive visitors, and not just from their lawyers. Family members can visit, which in a way seems odd to me. For some reason, I can’t imagine the Unabomber’s brother coming to visit him. Something tells me they’re not on speaking terms.

      People stare at me and each other, likely wondering who we are visiting. I’m thankful my visit will be behind closed doors. I’m here on official FBI business, which affords me privacy and seclusion. When it’s my turn, I follow a guard through a series of doors, each one locking behind us, until we come to an empty room.

      “Lawson will be here in a second.”

      Great, I can’t wait.

      The room is yellow, not dingy white or gray like I suspected. I wonder if yellow makes the inmate feel more comfortable and gets them talking more, or if the government got the color on a discount and wanted to save as much money as possible.

      I’m standing when the door opens, and Lawson walks in with his hands cuffed and his feet shackled. The sight of him like this almost brings a smile to my face until I remember why he’s in here, and then my stomach drops to my knees. I’m tempted to place my hand over my stomach, but the sick bastard will suspect that I’m pregnant, and I can’t have that.

      “Hello, pretty FBI lady.”

      “Agent Hughes,” I say, correcting him. “I hope you’re being treated as poorly as possible.” The guard at the door chuckles and hides his grin behind his hand. “Sit down, Ted.” It dawns on me that his name is synonymous with criminals. It’s like he was doomed from the beginning.

      Ted makes a tsking sound, and it sets me on edge. It creeps me out, and while I know or suspect I’m protected, I don’t feel safe. He sits slowly and methodically and never takes his eyes off mine. I divert my attention to the folder I brought in and open it. The first photo is of Constantin Samson. I set it on the table and watch while Ted looks at it.

      “Do you know Samson?”

      He shrugs.

      “When did you meet him?”

      He shrugs.

      “When were you on his yacht?”

      He shrugs.

      “Did you pay him money?”

      He shrugs.

      I slam my hand down on the table, startling him. He smiles. “What’s your deal, Lawson?”

      He leans back in his chair. “As I see it, you need me. I’m here for the rest of my life along with my secrets. My friends,” he pauses and looks at the picture of Samson. “They trust me to keep those secrets to myself.”

      I knew this was the stance he would take. “I see. So, what do you want?”

      “What do you mean, pretty FBI lady?”

      His lack of respect for me is maddening. I clear my throat. “Clearly, you’re waiting for an offer. I need information that I know you have, and in exchange, you want something. So, what do you want?”

      Lawson’s eyes widen. “I do love to negotiate.”

      I highly doubt it. I nod and motion for him to continue.

      “Let’s see.” He taps his lips with his finger, which is a bit comical since his hands are cuffed, so his other hand is just there, limp. “A conjugal, but she has to be untouched. Fresh,” he says as he licks his lips. “Blonde too.”

      “You’re not married,” I point out.

      “Well, someone to love then.”

      “What you do to these girls isn’t love.”

      His eyes darken and I know I’ve pissed him off. I have to watch my words, or he’ll stop cooperating. “They loved me, just as much as I loved them. Maybe even more.”

      If I had my gun, I would shoot him. Instead, I pick up the folder and thumb through it until I find the image I need. It’s of a blonde, around ten, and completely fabricated on the computer. She bears no likeness to any human other than the head of a model a hairdresser would use. My team suspected this would be what he wanted and came up with the idea. I wasn’t on board at first because I didn’t want the image to look like any of our victims or any unsuspecting child out there. While Lawson won’t get to keep the image, I don’t need him describing this picture to someone on the phone. With one last look, I flip the photo around and slide it to the middle of the table. His eyes light up like the sky on the Fourth of July. My team had been right.

      “Oh, she is delicious,” he says as his finger traces her make-believe face. I pull the photo away and put it back inside my folder.

      “Now,” I say as I reach for my yellow notepad. “Tell me about Samson.”

      He shrugs again but then says, “I’ve been on his yacht.”

      “When?”

      Again, with the shoulder. “Couple years ago, with Donna.” He looks at the small window and sighs. “I do miss her. She was so easy to manipulate. She was my first virgin, ya know. So perfect at thirteen.”

      I hate my job.

      “She wanted me, her older brother. She used to hide in my closet when I’d have girls over. I could see her behind the door, the dark shadow lurking. I always left the light on so Donna could see me, and I’d look at her while I fucked whatever girl was there. One time, I had a threesome, and little Donna stayed in my closet for hours, watching her big brother and the girls. I caught her once, getting herself off, and I told her I could do it for her.  That I could make her feel good. That I’d be the only man never to let her down. And I didn’t let her down. I gave her a baby and tried to give her another. She desperately wanted a son.”

      “So, she could groom him as you did her?”

      His eyes snap to mine. “I loved Donna.”

      “If you loved her so much, why not just stay with her? Why did you,” I pause and center myself. I have to be careful with my wording, or he’ll stop talking. “Why did you pay Samson for young girls?”

      Lawson inhales and moans. “I can still smell them, ya know. And see their precious faces when I took their virginity. They looked so serene.”

      Or they were scared for their lives. I bite my tongue. He’s talking, and I don’t want to interrupt him. But I also don’t want to hear talk about this shit. He’s disgusting, and this world needs to be rid of him.

      “What else can you tell me about Samson?”

      Lawson shrugs again, and I want to reach across the table and strangle him.

      “Where did you meet him?”

      “Oh, you’re not going to believe this, pretty FBI lady.” He motions for me to lean closer. I do, against my better judgment. “My dad,” he whispers.

      I jump back instantly. His dad? There’s no way. “Are you telling me that former Admiral Ingram knows Constantin Samson?”

      Lawson nods. “Good ole daddy.” He sighs. “How come you never asked why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why I’m like this?”

      Because you’re a sick fuck.

      “Why are you like this, Ted?”

      “Maybe Mrs. Ingram loved boys.”

      I let his words linger in the air. “Are you telling me your mother molested you?” Fucking wonderful. He’s setting himself up for an appeal.

      He deadpans. “Molesting? Why would you use such a despicable word for love?”

      Love? Is that what he calls what he’s done to these little girls, love?

      “Does your mother come to visit you?”

      He nods.

      I glance at the guard quickly and then back at Ted. “Have you spoken with your father?”

      “No, his lawyer won’t allow us to speak.” Lawson looks down at the table and sighs.

      “When you were on Samson’s yacht, who else was there?”

      “Don’t remember?”

      “Okay. Did Renato work for Samson?”

      He shakes his head. “Can I see the girl again?”

      I pull the image from the folder and show him quickly. He reaches for it when I start to put it away and then slams his hands on the table. “I want more.”

      “You can have more when you tell me more about your relationship with Samson. How did your father know him?”

      His eyes dart to mine. “You know when a father catches his son and daughter fucking usually there is a consequence or something. Not at our house. Donna and I were told ‘not to get caught,’ which meant ‘don’t let anyone know you have the same father’ in our house. My mother would hear us and turn the television up louder, and my staff in DC knew that when Donna was there, to leave and lock up. I didn’t want anyone to interrupt us. She was so very special to me.”

      “Special.”

      “She was special, and you killed her. You took her from me.” Lawson starts to cry. “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell him, even though it’s a lie. “The authorities took her body away, and no one claimed her.”

      “Such a pity.” His attention drifts away and he stares at the wall. “It was her idea, ya know. To marry that SEAL. She had the idea to send the packages as well.”

      “Whose idea was it to tell everyone the team died?”

      “Mine,” he says happily. “I saw the McCoy girl and wanted her, but her mother was a bitch and wouldn’t let me in, so I destroyed her life. I told my dad I would come clean about mine and Donna’s relationship if he didn’t help me. So, he did.”

      “And how does Samson fit into all of this?”

      “He gave me money for my campaign.”

      “In exchange for what?”

      “Not what,” he says, staring me down.

      “Okay,” I say as I swallow hard. “Who? Who did you give to Samson?”

      He shakes his head. “I didn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      Lawson leans forward. “Because she went into hiding and even after I had her father declared dead, her bitch of a mother kept her from me.”

      My heart drops into my stomach and stays there. I do everything I can to keep my face neutral. I knew Claire would be sold but had no idea to whom. I reach for my folder. I’ve had enough of him for the day.

      “Wait, don’t go. I’ll tell you more.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like how Constantin lives in the US and has an alias.”

      “I’m listening.”

      He eyes the folder. “What do you have for me?”

      I open it up and thumb through the file. I find a picture of him and Donna from when they were teens and set it on the table. His eyes go wide.

      “God, she was precious. She would do whatever I wanted. Anything I asked her. She just wanted to please me.”

      I say nothing and slowly pull the photo back to me.

      “He works as a principal,” Lawson says.

      “What’s his name?”

      He shrugs and smirks. “Something that starts with an R. Ray, maybe? Or is it Roger? I don’t know. I get so confused sometimes.”

      “Was Ray Barnes involved in all of this?”

      “Well,” Ted leans closer. “It wouldn’t be very nice of me to speak ill of the dead, now would it?” He looks over his shoulder at the guard. “I’m done.”

      “I’m not,” I blurt out.

      “I’m tired, and I have an . . .” He stands and looks down at his groin. “Issue to take care of. Seeing Donna,” he inhales as if he can smell her. “Well, it’s brought back some fond memories. Goodbye, pretty FBI lady.”

      It takes me a moment to gather my things and center myself. I was not mentally prepared for the nature of this interview with Lawson. The man is beyond disturbed and while he obviously needs professional help with his mental health, being locked up is the best place for society.

      When I step into the lobby, I’m surprised to find River in the waiting room. I stop and we stare at each other for a moment until he gets up and goes outside. There’s controversy surrounding him and whether he should be in jail. He blew up his house, which is a crime. He destroyed evidence, killed his wife, and committed a slew of other illegal activities, but I haven’t had the heart to bring him in. And thankfully, my superiors haven’t questioned me. I honestly think my bosses have an ulterior motive when it comes to River—what those are, I have no idea.

      I follow him outside and motion toward my car. River follows, keeping pace with me. I unlock the car and he gets in the passenger side. “What are you doing here?” I ask him after I start the car and turn the air conditioner on full blast.

      “I don’t know,” he says.

      “Don’t give me that bullshit, River. What’s going on?”

      He’s quiet for a moment. “I come here often.”

      “To see Lawson?”

      “To kill him.” He says coldly.

      “River?”

      “I think about committing a crime just so I can get locked up in there.”

      “That would have to be a serious crime.”

      “I know, but it would be worth it.”

      I shake my head. “It wouldn’t be. You’re on lockdown twenty-three hours a day and you’d never see him. It’s not worth it.”

      River sits in silence again until he asks, “What are you doing here?”

      I sigh. “Trying to piece together some loose ends and fill in some gaps. I want to bring down the syndicate.”

      “I thought we already did?”

      I look over at him and shake my head. “It’s much bigger than we thought.”

      “And he has the answers?” River nods toward the prison.

      “I don’t know. He’s sick, that’s for sure. And he said Ingram knows more than he’s letting on.”

      “Where’s Ingram?”

      “I’m not sure,” I tell him. “I think he’s at MCC San Diego. If not, he’s locked up on base somewhere.”

      “I can find out.”

      “Where are you staying?” I ask him.

      He shrugs. “Here and there.”

      “And money?”

      “I have enough.”

      I nod. “If you need anything, let me know.”

      “I will.” He opens the car door and gets out. I watch him for a minute until he disappears from sight. I probably should’ve cuffed him to the door and taken him back to San Diego, but I’m not confident he’d be safe in jail. I pull out of the parking lot and make the long drive back to the airport. If I’m lucky, I can get on standby for the next flight out. Nate isn’t going to be happy, but I expect he’ll understand that I’m just doing my job . . .

      . . . a job I really hate on days like today.
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      It’s hard to get mad at someone for doing their job. But then, if that someone is the woman you love, and she has a dangerous job, and that job entails going to visit one of the sickest men you’ve ever come across, you get mad. Yet, when you’re so damn proud of her for following her gut, the anger turns into something else. When Cara called me from Colorado to tell me where she was, I was livid. However, after talking to Evan, he reminded me that it’s her job to track down and rid the world of vile humans like Ted Lawson, and if she had to speak to him to do this, I had to be supportive. Still, I would’ve rather gone with her than her flying there by herself. The odd thing is, if she had been in Las Vegas and this happened, I probably wouldn’t give this a second thought, but the fact remains that she’s pregnant, and we still haven’t come to a decision on our future. Well, I have. She hasn’t. And it pains me to think she might not keep the baby.

      I haven’t seen Cara for what feels like forever when it’s been a little over a day. She arrived back from Colorado just as I left for work this morning. She was going to shower and take a nap before going to the office. I wanted to suggest she stay home and rest, but those would’ve been the wrong words to say to her. Instead, I asked her to meet me after work because I wanted to show her something.

      Now, I find myself leaning against my car and staring at the pale green, three-story home we are scheduled to see. I haven’t told Cara why we’re meeting here because I want this to be somewhat of a surprise. I found the listing on base and drove by the night before. As soon as I saw the house and the neighborhood, I saw us raising our family here.

      Cara pulls up and parks a few spots away from me. I go to her car and hold the door while she gets out. “Is this work?” she asks after she kisses me.

      “For once, no.” I take her hand in mine. “Come here. I want to show you something.” I resume my earlier position of leaning against my car, but position Cara in front of me. With my arms around her, I rest my chin on her shoulder and place my hands over her stomach. She doesn’t move them, even though I fully expect her to. Instead, she puts her hands over mine and leans into me.

      “It’s for sale,” I tell her. “It has three bedrooms with three and a half baths and three floors, and I think it’s perfect for the three of us.”

      Cara turns slightly and looks at me. “Nate.”

      “Let’s look at the house first, and then we’ll talk. Okay?”

      She nods.

      I open the tall privacy gate and wait for her to enter the patio area. The owners have it tastefully decorated with a fire pit table, a built-in grill, and fake greenery which they’ve added to the walls to give them more privacy from the neighbors. Something I know Cara would want. We head up the wide plank stairs to the porch, and I knock.

      The owner opens the door and greets us. “Nate and Cara? I’m Louise.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I say as she steps aside to let us in. I place my hand on Cara’s back and guide her in. She gasps. The pictures I saw do not do the place justice.

      Louise chuckles. “I’m going to let you have a look around. I’ll be out back if you have any questions. Feel free to open the cabinets.”

      “Thank you,” I say to her.

      Cara stands in the living room and looks around. The walls are a beige color with white wainscoting throughout.

      “Plantation shutters,” Cara says quietly. “I’ve always loved those. And I love how wide the steps are.”

      “Me too,” I tell her.

      “The kitchen is small,” she says.

      “The grill out front is staying. We’d only use the kitchen for cooking if the weather was bad and for breakfast.”

      “True.”

      We continue the home tour and are surprised to find a finished basement with a living room, bedroom, and bathroom. Cara loves all the storage, while I love the third-story balcony. The main bedroom has a private bath, which is a must. When we finish, we go outside and thank Louise, and I tell her I’ll call her later.

      “I really like the house,” Cara says as we walk down the steps.

      “I do as well, but there’s something else I want to show you.” I take her hand, and we walk down the street and around the corner. One more block, and then we stop, and I point. “That’s Evan and Ryley’s house.”

      “We’d be so close.”

      I nod and walk us toward the beach, another two blocks away. “We’d give up our view, but we’re still close to the beach.”

      “Apartment life is easy,” she says.

      “It is, but it’s not what I want. I want a home, something that is ours. And I want you,” I tell her. When we get to the sand, I stop and pull her into my arms. “I know your career is important to you. I get it. Mine used to be as well. And then shit changed. I changed. I want a family, and I want it with you. I can see us raising our kids here. I can see us growing old here. We’d be close to Evan and Ryley, which would allow me to rebuild our relationship. I’d like for us to buy the house and start our family there.”

      Cara’s eyes fill with tears, and she shakes her head. “I don’t know if I can, Nate. The ugliness that I see—it would be unfair. And my job . . .” she pauses. “I know I look selfish, but I just got the promotion.”

      “What if I tell you nothing has to change except that you have to carry the baby.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if I leave the Navy and be a stay-at-home dad?”

      “Nate, I can’t ask you to give up your job.”

      “You’re not asking,” I point out. “It’s something I’m willing to do. I can do the dad thing and set up playdates and whatever else needs to be done. I was hands-on with EJ. And yes, I’ll be giving up my job in the Navy, but I’ll still be working with Evan. And this is why the house is perfect. Not only is it close to my brother, but I can work from home, and when I need to go someplace to check a system, I have a feeling Ryley would be more than willing to babysit.”

      “You make it sound so perfect.”

      “That’s because, to me, it is. Being with you it’s the easiest thing I’ve ever done. I want you to be happy, and I don’t want you to give up your career for anything. But I also want this baby. Our baby.” I place my hand on her stomach. “We created him or her, together. And while it’s ultimately your decision, I need you to know that this child is wanted. Deep down, I know you want this baby too.”

      “I do,” she says while nodding. “But I’m scared.”

      “We can be scared together. I’m not going anywhere.” I drop down to my knee while pulling the ring box out of my pocket. Cara covers her mouth with her hand. “The night you told me you were pregnant was the night I planned to do this. Since then, I’ve looked for the right moment, but every moment I spend with you is the right one for me. I love you, Cara. More than I can put into words, I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me?”

      She nods rapidly. “Yes, I will.” She holds out her hand. It’s shaking. “I don’t know why I’m so nervous.”

      I laugh. “Because deep down, you’re afraid you won’t like the ring.” I slip it onto her finger, and it fits perfectly. She holds her hand up.

      “It’s gorgeous, Nate.”

      I stand and pull her into my arms. We kiss, and I wipe her tears away. “I have one more thing to ask you.”

      “What is it?”

      I motion in the direction of the house. “Do you want to buy a house with me?”

      “Yes, but only if it’s that house.”

      “Deal.” My eyes travel toward her midsection. “And . . .?”

      Cara cups my cheeks. “And I think we should go see if Ryley and Evan are home because I want to share the news that we’re engaged and pregnant.”

      I pick her up and twirl her around while kissing her. “God, I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      On our way to Evan’s, I call Louise and tell her we’ll take the house and promise to get the necessary paperwork in order. Every time I look at Cara, she’s holding her hand out, turning it to check all angles of her ring.

      “I’m going to hate having to take it off.”

      “I know, but it’ll always be there, waiting for you when you get home from work.”

      “Downfall of my job, I suppose.” One of many. I keep my thoughts to myself.

      When we get to Evan’s, we hear laughter coming from the backyard, and as tempting as it is just to head back there, I call him first. Knowing Evan, he’s probably rigged the gate.

      “Hey, Cara and I are out front. Is it cool to come back there?” I ask as soon as he picks up.

      “Of course, the gates unlocked.”

      Cara and I head into the back. EJ’s in the pool while Evan and Ryley sit on their back patio, enjoying drinks.

      “Hey,” Ryley says when we come into view. “What are you guys doing in the neighborhood?”

      I glance toward Cara, and she nods. But before I can say anything, she holds up her hand, and Ryley starts squealing. She rushes toward us, grabs Cara’s hand, and then looks at me with wide eyes.

      “Nate, you did good. Congratulations!” Ryley hugs Cara and then me. Evan follows but doesn’t check out Cara’s ring.

      “This calls for a celebration,” Ryley says. “We have a bottle of champagne leftover from the wedding. I’ll go grab it.”

      “Just water for me,” Cara says.

      Ryley halts mid-step and looks at us. “We’re also pregnant, so no drinking for me.”

      “Damn, dude.” Evan pulls me into a hug, which is unexpected.

      “I’m going to be an aunt?” Ryley asks.

      Cara and I nod.

      “And I’m getting a sister?’

      More nodding.

      “Best. Day. Ever!”

      “Hey, now,” Evan says, looking hurt.

      “Sorry, babe.” Ryley kisses Evan and then goes back to celebrating the news. “Oh, shit. EJ!” Ryley turns toward the pool, but he’s standing right behind her. “Guess what? Uncle Nate and Cara are going to get married, and they’re having a baby.”

      EJ touches the tip of his nose. “Not it on changing diapers. Babies stink. But I liked giving a speech at my mom and dad’s wedding. Can I give one at yours, Uncle Nate?”

      “Sure thing, kiddo.”

      “Okay, we need to celebrate, so I’m going to run in and make some mocktails and grab some food to put on the grill.”

      “Oh, more thing,” I say before Ryley bolts into the house.

      “You’re having twins, aren’t you?” she asks Cara, who blanches.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Phew, big fear. Let me tell you.” Ryley pats Evan’s stomach and bats her eyelashes at him. “Still love you, Archer.”

      “Gee, thanks.” He kisses her nose and then looks at us. “What else is there to share?”

      “We’re going to buy a house, two blocks away, and I’m going to retire and be a stay-at-home dad.” I look down at Cara and smile.

      “Again, I’m gonna say it. Best. Day. Ever!”
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      I am the monster you fear.

      The one who stands next to you at the school assembly. The one you say hi to you when you’re walking down the street.

      I am the monster you’ve befriended. The one you’ve welcomed into your lives.

      I am the monster you greet with a smile and tell me about your day.

      I am the monster that keeps you up at night and the reason you lock your door.

      I am the monster that your friends fight. The same “friends” who died.

      I am the monster who bags your groceries. The one you tell your child to be nice to even though I look different.

      I am the monster who cares for you. The one you let into your home without a second thought.

      I am the monster the pretty FBI lady won’t be able to protect you from.

      I am the monster coming for you.

      
        
        Meet the Monster in SEE ME – Justin Rask’s story – 2023!
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        Are you excited for Rask’s story? Be sure to subscribe to my newsletter to stay up to date!

        Are you new to me? If so, I have a lot to offer from second chance romance, single parents, insta love, and baseball!
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