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Book Description

 

Motorcycle mechanic and biker Scott Thompson isn’t the laid-back loner he makes everybody believe. Three years ago he was known as Ace, and belonged to an elite group of agents in a top secret CIA program. However, the preternatural ability that made him an invaluable asset to the government could now become his downfall, for he has to resist acting upon his premonitions, or risk exposing himself to the enemies responsible for the destruction of the Stargate program and the murder of his mentor. When his skill alerts him to a looming disaster bound to kill dozens of innocents, he is compelled to take action.

To save her position from planned budget cuts, Phoebe Chadwick needs to prove to her editor that she is a brilliant journalist with a knack for sniffing out a juicy story. When the mysterious Scott prevents a tragic accident that could have killed her and many others, she tries to interview him. But the handsome stranger is a reluctant hero unwilling to answer her probing questions.

Bad boy Scott instantly feels the sizzling chemistry between him and the persistent reporter, and makes a decision he fears will bite him in the ass soon: he allows Phoebe to get close—not only to his body, but also to his heart, always wondering when somebody will discover his secret.

NOTE: This book was previously published under the title Run (Phoenix Code) in collaboration with Lara Adrian.
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Scott Thompson wiped his hands on the oil-drenched rag on the workbench and glanced back at the Ducati Diavel he was working on. He’d had one just like it a few years earlier, but circumstances had dictated that he switch to a Ducati Multistrada Touring bike, a model which was much more conducive to being on the run. Locked in its side cases he kept the essentials that made it possible for him to disappear at a moment’s notice: money, a firearm, fake IDs, a change of clothes, an untraceable phone, keys, and other electronics. He was ready to leave should it become necessary again. Like it had, three years earlier.

He pushed the thoughts into the back of his mind, not wanting to be reminded of the past. He hadn’t been back to the house he’d grown up in outside Washington, D.C. It was too dangerous to claim what belonged to him now. Instead, he worked at a motorcycle repair shop in Cicero, just outside Chicago, and kept a low profile.

“Are you Scott?”

The tentative female voice made him swivel on his heel and look to the open garage door. The woman who stood there wasn’t the typical motorcycle chick who frequented a shop like Al’s. He bet she’d never even sat on a bike, let alone ridden one.

“What can I do for you, ma’am?”

She gave him a seductive smile while her eyes wandered over him. He was glad it wasn’t an overly hot day and he hadn’t rolled down his blue overalls to his waist like he often did to allow the light breeze to cool his body. Because the way this woman ogled him already now in his fully clothed state made him feel more than just a little annoyed. As if he were a piece of meat. He’d never liked that sort of woman—the rich femme fatale who thought she could throw money around to lure a stud into her bed. He preferred more down-to-earth women. Women who had a little bit of innocence left in them. Well, not too much innocence. Just enough for a guy to pretend he was the one in charge.

“I was told you could help me select a motorcycle for my husband. It’s a birthday present,” she purred.

Scott jerked his thumb toward the attached shop which belonged to the same owner as the repair shop—Al, a good-natured second-generation Polish immigrant with a beer belly and a balding head. “All the salesmen are next door. I’m sure they’ll be happy to help you find the right bike.”

He turned back to the Ducati and picked up a wrench from the workbench before crouching down again. His ears picked up the sound of her footsteps as she came closer instead of leaving the garage to enter the shop. Involuntarily, he tensed.

“My friend mentioned that you’re such an ace at what you do.”

Ace? Shit! Nobody had called him by his code name in three years. This wasn’t good news.

At her words, his training kicked in. It was something so ingrained in him that even now he couldn’t switch it off. He reared up and whirled around, coming face-to-face with the woman. In the next instant, he had her pinned against the workbench, trapping her arms so she couldn’t reach for a weapon.

“Who sent you?” Scott growled, almost snarling at her.

When he glared at her, she looked at him with the frightened eyes of a doe caught in the headlights, her chest heaving.

Her lips trembled, attesting to her fear. “What are you doing?”

“Who?” he insisted, not loosening his hold on her arms.

“Jenny.”

Scott’s forehead furrowed as he tried to place the name. “Jenny who?”

“Markovitz. From the hair salon,” she elaborated, trying to shrink back from him.

The name rang a bell. It took two more seconds for his brain to make the connection. A few months ago, he’d had a one-night stand with a hairdresser named Jenny. It dawned on him then. The woman he was currently pressing against the workbench wasn’t here to kill him. She was here to fuck him.

“You’ve got the wrong Scott,” he claimed and released her.

She glared at him, adjusting her clothes and huffing indignantly. “Yeah, I can see that now. Jerk! Attacking me like that! That’s no way to treat a customer! I’ll complain to your boss about you! He’ll fire you!”

Scott narrowed his eyes. “While you’re at it, make sure you don’t forget to tell him you came here to proposition me.”

“How dare you?” she gritted through clenched teeth, her ample chest lifting. “I had no intention of—”

“Didn’t you?” he interrupted, stepping closer. “Lady, let me tell you one thing. I’m a man, and I know when a woman is coming on to me. I don’t sleep with women like you. So if you want to get laid, why don’t you seduce your husband for once, and leave men like me alone? Because the next time you come up to a stranger, you might run into somebody who’s less gentle than I am.” And she had no idea just how close she’d come to death by uttering the wrong word.

Her lips parted. Scott could see how she was searching for a comeback, but no words came out of her mouth.

“Something wrong?” Al’s gravelly voice suddenly came from the door to the showroom.

Scott turned his head. “I believe this lady is looking for a bike for her husband, but couldn’t find the right entrance.” He glanced back at her. “Isn’t that right?”

Without a word, she turned away and approached Al.

“Well, let me show you what we have in stock, then, Mrs. uh…?”

“Elroy,” she answered and walked through the door that Al held open for her.

Al tossed him a quizzical look, and Scott answered with a shrug before turning back to the Ducati. He knew he’d overreacted, but maybe it would teach Mrs. Elroy something. Namely that propositioning strangers for sex was never a good thing.

At the same time he recalled his interactions with the hairdresser. He had a rule not to divulge much about himself to any woman he slept with, but one night Jenny had shown up at the local bar he frequented, where several people knew his first name and where he worked. It was the only reason she knew how to get a hold of him. Scott made a mental note never again to screw another woman who knew where she could find him, though he was a little surprised that women would trade one-night stands with their girlfriends.

But then, what did he know about women? He’d never had an honest relationship with a woman. Flings, one-night stands, yes, and plenty thereof, like any healthy thirty-six-year-old man. But no real relationship where the woman knew who or what he was. It had been a necessity to hide his true identity, now more so than ever before. If certain people found out who he was, he would already be dead. And he planned on staying alive.

Scott picked up the wrench he’d dropped on the workbench when he’d grabbed Mrs. Elroy and turned back to the Ducati, when his vision suddenly blurred. His hand instantly released the wrench and gripped the bench for support.

“Shit,” he cursed and closed his eyes, knowing instinctively what was happening to him.

Instead of darkness greeting him, a scene played out before his eyes. A scene taking place somewhere else.

The man sat in the driver’s seat of the school bus. Behind him, the voices of excited kids talked over each other. There were giggles and laughter, then the voice of a woman, but the kids were making too much noise for Scott to hear what she was saying. Nor did he get a visual on her or the kids. She was probably the teacher, though it was odd that she would be on the bus with the kids. Maybe a field trip.

His vision focused back on the bus driver. He wore a short-sleeve striped shirt and khaki pants, but Scott didn’t see his face, only the back of his head. His brown hair was in need of cutting, and his scalp was showing through the bald spot on the top of his head. He’d made an attempt at a comb-over, but his hair wasn’t long enough.

The man grumbled to himself, looking to the right and the left as he approached a railroad crossing. He glanced at his wristwatch. Three minutes before two o’clock. It was afternoon, Scott noted, and by the way the sun shone into the bus and the clothes the driver was wearing it appeared to be summer. The driver’s hand reached for the radio. He turned up the volume, maybe to drown out the kids’ voices.

At the railroad crossing he slowed, glancing to the left once more. He rolled onto the rails, then brought the bus to a stop.

Scott held his breath.

The bus driver switched off the engine and pulled the keys from the ignition. His hand went to the mechanism to open the door, but instead of opening it, he seemed to wiggle it slightly. Scott focused on it and saw that it had been cut through and was hanging on by only a sliver. It would break off the next time somebody touched it.

The driver didn’t lose any time. He pushed the window to his left open and wedged himself through it with such grace that it looked like he’d practiced it beforehand. Once outside, he slid the window shut and pulled something from his pocket.

Scott peered through the window and watched him jam a lock into some hooks outside the window—hooks that shouldn’t be there in the first place—rigging it so it couldn’t be opened.

Where the driver disappeared to, Scott couldn’t tell, because at that moment a movement caught his attention. The gates of the railroad crossing were lowering.

Shit!

Scott glanced down the railroad tracks, first to the left, then to the right, when he saw a movement in the distance. From the right, a train was approaching.

The occupants of the bus were oblivious to their fate. The train wouldn’t be able to stop in time. It would hit them full-on. Horrified, he let his eyes wander, trying to find any indication as to where and when this event playing out before his eyes would take place.

He focused, knowing he had only a few seconds more until the vision would disappear. It always did as soon as the disaster occurred.

On the opposite side of the railroad crossing a car was parked, and another one on the other side of the street. Both with Illinois license plates, a good indication that this railroad crossing was in Illinois. He was searching for street signs, anything that would help him identify the location, when he saw a phone number on a billboard. A realtor was advertising his services with a 312 prefix, the area code for Chicago. Good, realtors only advertised locally, so the railroad crossing had to be in the Chicago area. But Chicago was big and there were many train lines leading into town, and even more railroad crossings.

The song on the radio stopped and the DJ came on instead. “And that was Stevie Nicks from Fleetwood Mac. How’s that for nostalgia?”

Another voice joined him, this one also coming from the radio. “And can you guess who’s going to be singing the anthem at tomorrow’s baseball game, the White Sox against Kansas City right here in—”

The train hitting the bus cut off the radio.

Scott’s knees buckled and he fell forward, feeling the impact physically. His eyes shot open and he saw the ground coming toward him. In the last second he braced himself with his hands and slowed his fall before he hit the hard concrete floor of the garage.

His breathing was ragged when he pushed himself up to sit. He shoved a trembling hand through his dark hair, feeling cold sweat on his nape.

The kids from his premonition would die unless he intervened. He knew it for certain. He’d seen too many of his visions become reality to doubt their authenticity. And he had enough information to find out where and when this collision would take place: the time on the wristwatch told him the time of day; the mention of the baseball game told him which date; and with the help of photos from Google Maps, where the sun was coming from and from which direction the train had hit the bus, he could find the correct railroad crossing in the Chicago area.

But he also knew one other thing for certain: if he interfered in this looming tragedy, he could expose himself and lead his enemies right into his arms. If they found him, they would kill him.

His heart beat into his throat. Could he let all these kids die to protect his own life? Could he live with the guilt of knowing he’d done nothing to save these young lives?
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“Crap!” Phoebe Chadwick cursed under her breath and put the receiver back on the cradle.

Her colleague Kathleen, who occupied the desk across from hers, looked up and cast her a quizzical look. “Something wrong?”

Phoebe was already rising from her chair. She motioned to the glass-enclosed office at the other end of the large open-plan area which housed more than two dozen cubicles. “He wants to see me in his office. Now.”

“Uh oh.”

“Yep.”

With trepidation, she made her way to the office on whose door the words Bruno Novak, Editor were stenciled. During the last few weeks, several of her colleagues who’d entered Novak’s office had cleared out their desks shortly afterward. Her heart beat into her throat.

She needed this job to support herself. She didn’t have a family or a husband who could help her. She was on her own. Her parents were divorced and had their own financial problems, and she’d broken up with her last boyfriend over six months earlier because he was only mooching off her instead of paying his own way.

Though she hoped she was wrong, Phoebe knew the paper was in a dire situation. Budget cuts had to be made, and since personnel costs were the largest line item, staff had to be let go.

She felt everybody’s eyes on her as she stopped in front of the door. Her palms were sweaty when she knocked and entered after a grunt from inside. She shut the door behind her quickly, not wanting her colleagues to overhear the conversation.

“Bruno, you wanted to see me?” she asked as casually as possible, willing her voice to sound calm when she was anything but.

Novak didn’t lift his head, but grunted once more and motioned her to sit in the old chair in front of his desk.

She swallowed away the bile that was rising and followed his unspoken command.

“You probably heard,” he started, finally lifting his head from the stack of papers in front of him.

Her heart sank into her stomach. “Yes.”

“Well, I’ll make this short, then. You haven’t been with us for very long.”

“It’s been over a year,” she protested quickly, but he stopped her by lifting his hand.

“I’ve been here for over thirty years. Trust me, one year isn’t very long. I had to put you on the list. There are three people on that list, and one more will have to go.”

Phoebe shot up from her chair. “I need this job, Bruno. Please.”

“I’m not the one making the decisions here. The publisher will pick who’s going to be axed and who stays.”

Her heart plummeted into her knees, making them wobbly.

“Who else is on the list?”

“You know I can’t tell you that.” Novak sighed. “But let’s just say the other two never spilled any coffee on his expensive Italian shoes.”

Phoebe cringed. She’d only once met the publisher in person, and the exchange had not only been awkward, but also embarrassing. She knew already now who would get the axe.

“Eriksson doesn’t like me.”

“Then you’ll have to make him like you.”

Phoebe felt her face scrunch up in disgust. “You must be kidding. I’m not going to—”

“Christ, Phoebe!” Novak rolled his eyes. “What the hell do you think I was talking about?”

“Uh, well, I thought you…” she mumbled, feeling heat rise into her cheeks.

“What I’m suggesting is that you’ll have to prove to him that you’re an excellent journalist and that he can’t afford to lose you.”

“I can do that!” she said with more confidence than she possessed. She would do anything to convince her publisher that she was the best reporter this paper ever had. The newspaper business was in her blood. Her father had been a journalist and her mother an editor. Both had switched to different careers after the divorce. Her father was now back in Nashville, where Phoebe had grown up, and was working as a PR and media consultant for the police department, while her mother lived in Los Angeles and had married a struggling writer, whom she supported by working as a secretary. But none of that was of any consequence. “I’ll get you a good story. Something you can be proud of.”

Novak nodded slowly. “And you’d better make it quick. I have to hand this list to him in one week. And once he’s got the list, you know what’ll happen. He’s gonna take one look at it and make his decision. So find something good.”

“One week? That’s insane! How am I gonna find a great story in such a short time?” It was practically impossible. Any exposé, whether it concerned a politician or a business, would take time to research.

“Then you’ve gotta buy yourself some time.”

“But how? How am I gonna do that? You said yourself that he’ll pick me once he sees the list.”

“Then do something that makes him hesitate.” Novak motioned to the door. “Now get out of here and get to work.” He dropped his head back to his papers.

Phoebe left his office and exhaled. At least she had another chance, though she didn’t know how realistic it was to come up with a killer story in one week. As for making Eriksson hesitate, as Novak had called it, she had no idea how she would manage that. She never saw the publisher. He worked two floors above her, and the few times she’d seen him in the distance, he’d always been surrounded by other people. There was no way she’d ever catch him on his own. And even if she did, how would she change his opinion of her? She had nothing with which to impress him.

Phoebe ignored the clandestine stares of her colleagues and slumped down in her seat. “I’m so screwed.”

“Did he fire you?” Kathleen whispered back, leaning over her desk, her eyes darting to the side.

Phoebe dropped her head into her hands. “He might as well have.”

“What do you mean?”

She lifted her face to look at Kathleen. “He gave me a week to come up with a killer story to impress Eriksson so he won’t fire me.”

“A week? What a prick!” The soft pinging of Kathleen’s computer indicated an email had landed in her inbox. She glanced at the screen. “Speaking of the prick, here’s another one of his mass emails.” She huffed. “Urgent! Yeah, right!”

Phoebe sighed and signed onto her computer. She might as well start scouring the internet for anything that could be turned into a story. When her screen came up, her email inbox pinged too, and she looked at the list of new emails. Eriksson’s was the latest.

Subject: Substitute needed—urgent

The email was marked with a priority flag, as if that was anything new. All of Eriksson’s emails were marked priority.

Phoebe’s eyes flew over the message.

Need somebody to ride on an outing of my son’s class today. School bus leaves in two hours.

Kathleen groaned. “Like I wanna be stuck with a bunch of eleven-year-olds asking questions about my job.”

“What?”

“Are you the only one who hasn’t heard about this?” Kathleen asked. “Eriksson has been telling everybody and his dog that he’s doing this school outreach program, getting kids interested in journalism by taking them on research trips.” She made air quotes around her last two words. “And now he’s chickening out and dumping it on one of the staff. I sure ain’t volunteering.”

Phoebe reached for the phone and dialed a four-digit extension. She’d just found the perfect thing to buy herself some time.

“Mr. Eriksson’s office,” the secretary answered.

Kathleen whispered, “What are you doing?”

But Phoebe waved her off. “It’s Phoebe Chadwick. I’m calling about the school outing with Mr. Eriksson’s son.”

“Hallelujah,” the woman on the other end of the line responded, overly dramatic.

There was a click. Then a male bellow. “Yes?”

Phoebe swallowed. There was no way out now.
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Phoebe forced a smile and patiently tried to answer the same question again though one of the other kids had asked the very same thing only ten minutes earlier.

The old school bus jostled along the city streets on the way to a warehouse on the outskirts of Chicago the newspaper used as its archives, and where it stored old printing presses which the publisher of the paper kept for sentimental reasons.

Phoebe sat near the rear of the bus, surrounded by at least two dozen eleven-year-old boys and girls who were all talking over each other. Several were fighting over the small notepads with the emblem of the newspaper she’d handed out earlier. Clearly, she hadn’t brought enough for everybody. Above all the noise, the bus driver was listening to the radio, which alternately played music and news.

Several kids were standing on the seats, trying to look over kids who were blocking their view of Phoebe, thus obscuring Phoebe’s view out the window. She sighed. What had she been thinking, volunteering for this? Dealing with a bunch of kids who talked a mile a minute was more exhausting than chasing down a politician unwilling to answer her probing questions.

You can get through this, she coached herself. Eriksson will owe you one. It will make him hesitate when it comes to firing you. And she hoped it would buy her enough time to find a juicy story with which to save her job. It was all for a good cause.

“No, if a story is important enough, then we’ll stop the printing press and reset the front page. It’s been done many times before. And it’s a lot easier these days. It’s all done by computer,” she now answered the question the girl with the red hair and freckles had asked.

“I have a computer,” a boy in a blue T-shirt piped up. “It’s brand new.”

Another boy used his elbow to get past him. “And I have an iPad. I got it for my birthday.”

“Me too,” a girl in the crowd replied.

“Yeah, but mine is newer,” the second boy replied.

“Hold it, kids,” Phoebe said, trying to get the bragging under control. “It doesn’t matter whose tablet is newer.”

“Does too!” somebody protested.

More voices chimed in and all the kids were suddenly talking all at once, trying to establish who had the newest iPad or computer. Within seconds Phoebe felt as if her head wanted to explode from the din of their combined voices. She was definitely not meant to be a teacher. Already now, her patience was wearing thin.

“Miss Chadwick, Miss Chadwick!”

Phoebe turned her head to the girl who was calling out to her, but couldn’t see her.

“Miss Chadwick!” the same girl insisted, her voice tinged with not impatience, but anxiety.

“What’s wrong?” Phoebe shot up from her seat, worried now that the girl might have hurt herself. She saw her standing toward the front of the bus, pointing out the window.

“Miss Chadwick, why did we stop in the middle of a railroad crossing?”

Phoebe spun her head to the side and stared out through the windows. The girl was right; the bus stood in the middle of the railroad crossing.

“Driver!” she called out, turning her head to the front while shoving her way through the kids.

When she saw the empty driver’s seat, she froze.

“What the—” She stopped herself from using profanity in front of the children.

“Why’s the driver gone?” a boy asked behind her.

Phoebe took several steps forward while she tried to be as level-headed as possible. “Maybe the motor stopped and he’s checking something under the hood.”

She reached the driver’s seat, her eyes instinctively scanning the area. There was no key in the ignition. She looked outside, first to the front, then the left and right, but the driver was nowhere to be seen.

“Maybe the driver is in the back,” another boy claimed.

Phoebe twisted her head and saw several of the kids crowding toward the rear of the bus and peering out the window.

“He’s not there,” a girl said.

“Shit!” Phoebe cursed.

Why had the bus driver left? And right in the middle of a railroad crossing, of all places? Without the keys to the bus she couldn’t move it off the rails. Her heart beat faster, but she tried to keep a cool head. She was the only adult here. The teacher who was supposed to be accompanying them had had a flat tire on the way to the school, and Phoebe had therefore arranged with her to reroute the bus, so they could pick her up on the way. However, in the meantime, Phoebe was responsible for these kids. If she showed that she was panicking, then the kids would surely panic too.

“Get all your belongings, your bags and things, and we’ll get off the bus until we can find out where the driver is. And no pushing and shoving, okay?”

She might as well have saved her breath with her last instruction, because the kids suddenly all tried to be the first to reach the front of the bus, all talking over each other.

Phoebe leaned over the dashboard and scanned it. There were several switches. She tried the first and looked to her right, but the door didn’t open. Then the second. Nothing.

“Open the door, Miss Chadwick!” a girl started to whine.

“I’m trying,” she answered tersely and touched the next switch. When she flipped it, it broke off. Her heart stopped as she looked at her fingers holding the black switch.

“You broke it!” the girl cried out. “Miss Chadwick broke the switch!”

Phoebe felt the smooth area where the switch had broken off the console, while several kids started to scream. “He cut it through,” she murmured to herself. “The bastard sabotaged the bus.”

Dread filled her stomach. This was no accident. This was deliberate. The bus driver was trying to get the kids killed.

“Somebody call 9-1-1 and tell them where we are.” She rushed to the door and looked up. There had to be a manual release somewhere above the door. Her eyes searched every inch, but the spot where the manual release for the door was normally located was covered with a piece of metal that had been screwed over it. “Fuck!”

In the background she heard several kids crying, while others were already talking on their cell phones. But Phoebe knew she couldn’t rely on the police to get here soon enough. At any moment, a train could approach.

Her eyes flew back to the back of the bus where the emergency exit was located. “Let me through to the emergency exit!”

She paved her way through the kids and reached for the lever to open the back exit. She pulled in the direction indicated on the door, but nothing moved.

“Why is it not opening?” a girl whined.

Phoebe yanked at it again, but the thing didn’t move. Shit!

She turned back to the kids. “It’s jammed. The windows! Push the windows out! Lift the latches and push on the bottom until the window opens.” She had no idea whether the windows would simply fall out or be locking at a ninety degree angle. In either case, the kids would be able to get out, though they’d have to jump.

“What latch, Miss Chadwick?” a boy asked.

She rushed in his direction. “The red latch on the bottom of—” Her eyes fell on the window the boy was pointing to.

“There’s no latch,” the boy said, his eyes now filling with tears. Phoebe focused her eyes on the red contraption at the bottom edge of the window, but the latch that was supposed to be there had been sawed off.

“There’s no latch on this one either!” a girl screamed from the back of the bus.

The kids rushed to the windows and Phoebe watched helplessly as they hit their fists against the glass. Before she could stop them in their futile attempts to break the windows, a sound from outside made her snap her head around.

The crossing gates were lowering and the warning lights started to flash.

Her mouth went dry, while the horrified screams of the children filled her ears.
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Scott let a vile curse roll over his lips.

It had taken him longer than expected to find the correct railroad crossing on Google Maps. Figuring out that the train would collide with the school bus today at about two p.m.—the same day he’d had the premonition—had been easy. It had only taken him a minute to check the schedule of the White Sox to realize they’d be playing Kansas City the next day and that Stevie Nicks from Fleetwood Mac was supposed to sing God Bless America at the seventh-inning stretch.

Kicking his Ducati into a higher gear, Scott raced down the street. He knew this part of the Chicago suburbs well. Well enough to avoid any known speed traps, where the police lay in wait. He couldn’t afford to get held up by a cop. Every second counted. All he’d had time for, once he’d figured out the location of the impending accident, was to shove the largest wrench he could find in the garage into his leather jacket and jump on his bike. An axe or a steel cutter would have been better tools, but he’d had no time to look for them. He could only hope that what he’d brought would be strong enough.

Scott slowed at the next intersection, cursing at the red light. When it switched to green, he was already in the middle of it, turning left, leaning almost forty-five degrees to the side with his bike, before the oncoming traffic had moved even an inch. Honking sounds chased him, but he ignored them and gained speed again.

“Three more blocks,” he ground out as he drove past a bank. He caught a glimpse of the display on the outside, which announced the temperature as well as the time: two p.m. The driver would have already left the bus and locked the kids and their teacher inside.

Another intersection, but this time he didn’t have to slow down. The side streets had stop signs.

“Two more blocks.” It was almost like a chant, a prayer he sent to the powers that be, the powers that had given him this gift of foresight. A gift he’d at first cursed because it had made him different. But one he’d learned to appreciate with the help of his adoptive father, the man with whom he had so much in common, including this gift.

Scott’s entire body was tense, the muscles in his neck rigid, his jaw clenched. The thought that he might be too late made him turn the handle even harder, sending more gas into the engine to make the Ducati go even faster. If the police caught him now, it wouldn’t matter. In a few seconds he’d be at the railroad crossing, and once they saw what was happening, they wouldn’t stop him.

“Come on,” he ground out and saw the yellow vehicle in the distance now as he cleared a slight hump in the road.

The street was almost deserted. No other cars waited at this side of the railroad crossing, the gates of which had already lowered. The bus blocked his view of the street on the other side of the crossing, making it impossible to see if there was anybody else on whose help he could count.

Just before the gates, Scott skidded to a halt, jumped off the bike, killed the engine and with the same movement, pulled the kickstand up. He didn’t bother taking his helmet off. There was no time for it.

Running between the middle of the gates, he charged toward the bus, pulling the wrench from the inside of his leather jacket and gripping it tightly with his gloved hand. When he reached the passenger door of the bus, he saw several kids kicking against the glass from the inside. Screams accompanied their fruitless efforts. Safety glass didn’t break that easily.

“Get away from the door!” he screamed, but realized they didn’t hear him.

He lifted his visor and tried again. “Away from the door!” He slapped his hand against the door and lifted the arm holding the wrench.

The kids finally looked at him and seemed to understand.

“Step back! Cover your eyes!”

The moment the kids had backed away from the door, he lowered his visor again and hit the glass panel with his wrench. The glass of the left panel shattered. Then he did the same with the right panel, until it too shattered. He gripped the frame and pulled it toward him to open at least one side of the door. He jerked it open with sheer force and willpower. He tried to do the same with the right side, but it was stuck and didn’t move an inch. The opening he’d created was narrow, but it would have to do. The kids would be able to squeeze through.

“Now all out!” he commanded, throwing a glance over his shoulder. In the distance there was a movement: the train.

“Quickly!” he screamed and reached for the first child, lifting the girl down. “Run to the side of the gates! Run!”

One child after the next he helped out of the train, while he continued to urge them to hurry. “Quickly! Faster! Get to the other side! Run, damn it!”

The kids were crying and screaming. He couldn’t avoid them cutting themselves on the glass shards as they tried to brace themselves while exiting the bus, but a few cuts and bruises were better than the alternative getting closer with each passing second.

In the distance he heard sirens approaching. Somebody had called 9-1-1. But they wouldn’t be here in time to help with the evacuation. Despite his helmet, he heard the radio from the bus. Stevie Nicks was still singing, but he was familiar with the song, and knew it was coming to an end. And once the radio announcers were speaking, Scott knew he only had a few more seconds until the train would smash into the bus.

“How many more?” he yelled.

“Three!” came the panicked voice of an adult. The teacher.

“Quickly!” Scott dragged the next child out of the train and shoved the girl in the direction of the gate. The next boy almost fell out of the bus, stumbling over his own feet. He righted him, making sure he had found his feet again, before reaching for the last one.

“Run!” he commanded, his voice hoarse now, his heart beating like the locomotive that was fast approaching.

Scott recognized the song reaching its last chords. “Shit!”

A young woman appeared on the top step, hurrying down. She turned sideways to squeeze through the narrow opening, and he reached for her and pulled, but met with resistance. His gaze flew to her face. Her eyes went wide in horror as she tried to pull free of the bus, but failed.

“Fuck!” he cursed behind his helmet and reached past her where her top had caught in a jagged edge left by the broken glass.

Suddenly the music stopped, and the announcer now spoke. “And that was Stevie Nicks from Fleetwood Mac. How’s that for nostalgia?”

He knew he had only seconds now.

Her eyes darted past him, and he didn’t need to look over his shoulder to know how close the train was.

“Run!” she urged him. “Save yourself!”

“No!” Scott yelled and tore at her top. Finally, it ripped free of the glass and the teacher almost fell into his arms. He whirled around, the next words of the radio announcer in his ears.

“And can you guess who’s going to be singing God Bless America…”

With the woman in his arms, Scott jumped to the side, landing beside the tracks. He rolled over her, shielding her, when a moment later, the train hit the school bus behind them. His helmet and heavy leather jacket—though it was open in the front—protected him from the flying debris while he covered the woman beneath him as best he could.

“Don’t move,” he urged her, though he had no idea if she heard him through his helmet.

But he knew she was alive. He felt her breathing against his chest, her hands holding on to his shirt in a death grip.

The screeching of the train braking was the next sound he heard. Only when there were no more sounds coming from the train, indicating that it had stopped, did Scott lift his head.

He took a breath, his first conscious one since reaching the bus, and felt his heart thunder. The teacher in his arms had her eyes squeezed shut.

“Are you all right?” Scott asked, but she didn’t reply. He jerked his helmet off and tried again. “Are you okay?”

Finally she opened her eyes. The first thing he noticed was that they were a vibrant blue. The second thing he realized was that for the first time he looked into a woman’s eyes and felt he could trust her with everything.

Shocked by the strange feeling, Scott pulled back and lifted himself off her, sitting back on his knees, flinching slightly as he did so. He’d hit the asphalt hard, taking the full brunt of the fall before he’d rolled on top of her. His ribs were bruised, but he knew nothing was broken.

“You saved my life.” She squeezed his hand and pulled herself up to sit. She turned her head toward the gate.

Scott followed her gaze and saw the kids standing there, dazed, in shock, but only a little worse for wear. Several cars had stopped in the meantime, and drivers and passengers were running toward the children.

“You saved all those kids.”

Her words made him look back at her. She was prettier than he’d noticed at first. Her shoulder-length dark brown hair had gentle waves, and her skin was bronzed, her lips full and red and a tantalizing complement to her blue eyes. If any of his teachers had looked like that when he’d been a kid, he was sure he would have liked school a lot more.

“Are you sure you’re unhurt?” he asked now.

She nodded, pressing her lips together, her eyes now growing moist with unshed tears. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“I was just there at the right place at the right time,” Scott answered and wanted to get up, but she suddenly slung her arms around his neck and hugged him to her so tightly he couldn’t resist putting his arms around her and hugging her back.

So much innocence and honesty lay in her embrace that he found himself caressing her hair and rubbing her back to comfort her. And oddly enough, the gesture comforted him. For the first time since he’d lost his father and mentor—and at the same time his purpose—he felt needed.

“I’ve got you,” he murmured into her hair.


5

 

Around her body, Phoebe felt the comforting arms of the stranger who’d rescued her. She could finally breathe again. The anxiety and mortal fear that had gripped her only moments earlier was seeping from her. For certain, she’d thought her final hour had arrived. The train had been so close, and when her clothes had caught somewhere she’d seen her life flash before her eyes. At that moment she’d realized she hadn’t really lived yet. Nor had she loved.

“I’ve got you,” the stranger now murmured once more. His deep, melodic voice soothed her and made her tense muscles relax while her body suddenly stirred with awareness. She was pressing herself against a strange man who was practically straddling her. The intimacy of this position didn’t escape her.

Nor him, apparently, because he now peeled himself from her embrace and started to rise, lending her a hand to get up. “Are you all right?”

She stole glances at his face. His hair was dark, almost black. His green eyes were framed by long dark lashes and strong eyebrows. His lips were full and oddly tempting.

“Miss?”

She tore her gaze from his mouth, embarrassed that he’d caught her staring at him. “I’m fine. I’m all right,” she answered quickly. Her gaze drifted past him to where the children were gathered beyond the crossing gates. “The kids.” She had to make sure all of them were unhurt.

Her feet already carried her toward them, while her eyes scanned the area. An ambulance screeched to a halt, and two paramedics jumped out, running toward the scene. A block away she saw lights flashing, accompanied by police sirens. The police car reached the railroad crossing at the same time Phoebe reached the kids.

“Miss Chadwick, Miss Chadwick,” some of them wailed.

“Is everybody okay?” She tried to look at all the kids individually, but they kept moving around in the huddle, anxiety rolling off them. “Is anybody hurt?”

She heard several kids crying.

“Just a few scrapes,” the voice of her rescuer assured her from behind. “Your pupils all got out safely.”

Phoebe turned her head halfway, but before she could thank him for his reassurance the paramedics had reached the group of kids and suddenly everybody was talking over each other.

The female paramedic caught her eye. “Ma’am, did everybody get out?” She motioned to the remnants of the school bus, which were strewn about the railroad crossing. Pieces of it were caught underneath the train’s wheels. The train had long stopped. The locomotive now stood several hundred yards past the crossing.

“Everybody got out.”

“Are you hurt?”

Automatically, Phoebe shook her head, but when she lifted her arm to point at the kids, she felt a stinging pain in her back, where her shirt had caught on a glass shard. “I’m fine. Check the kids first.”

“You’re bleeding.”

The words came from her rescuer and sounded like an admonishment.

“It’s nothing. Just a scratch.” She turned back to him just in time to catch him shaking his head, a soft smirk curving his lips.

“You’re an interesting woman.”

Phoebe tilted her head, not really understanding what he meant by that.

“Still, you should have it looked at.”

“Later.” She extended her hand. “I’m Phoebe Chadwick.”

He nodded and shook her hand without taking his glove off. “Scott.”

Her reporter instinct kicked in instantly when he didn’t offer a last name, and another question already sat on the tip of her tongue, but she didn’t get a chance to voice it.

“Are you the teacher?” an authoritative voice called out to her, making her whirl around. A policeman was approaching her. “What happened here?”

She nodded at the police officer. “I’m Phoebe Chadwick. I’m from the Daily Messenger. I was—”

“A reporter. How do you guys get here faster than we do?” The police officer was clearly annoyed.

“I was on the bus! I was chaperoning the kids,” she defended herself instinctively.

“You were on the bus? Where’s the teacher? What happened?”

Her heart beat into her throat as she conveyed in as few words as possible what had happened once she’d realized the bus driver had abandoned them on the railroad crossing. “And then this man here came and smashed the door in.” She turned to Scott, but he wasn’t standing behind her anymore. Her eyes searched for him.

 

~ ~ ~

 

A reporter! Shit! That was just his darn luck. Scott suppressed a curse and pushed his way through the crowd of kids and adults who had now started arriving—curious bystanders, neighbors, business owners, motorists, as well as more paramedics. A second ambulance had arrived already and another police car was approaching from somewhere, though Scott couldn’t yet see the car, only hear its siren. In a few minutes, the first parents would get here, concerned about their kids’ welfare. Considering the cell phones the ten- or eleven-year-old children wielded, it wasn’t hard to guess they’d already alerted their parents.

Soon, the news vans would be flocking to this accident site with their cameras and microphones, interviewing everybody and anything that moved.

Scott knew he had to get out of here fast. He’d already stayed too long. The moment he’d rescued the woman who he’d believed to be the teacher—but who by her own admission was a reporter by the name of Phoebe Chadwick—he should have hightailed it out of here. He’d done what he considered to be his duty. He’d saved the children from certain death. Now he had to save himself from exposure.

Intrigued by Phoebe, he’d stuck around for a few minutes longer than he should have. From a teacher, he would have expected the kind of selflessness she’d displayed. She’d made sure all the kids had gotten out of the bus before her. From a reporter, her actions surprised him. She hadn’t even allowed the paramedic to treat her injury, more concerned about the children than her own wellbeing. Even from a female teacher he would have expected she’d at least have flinched at her injury and asked the paramedics to check it out.

Scott shook his head and stepped past a crying girl. Phoebe wasn’t his problem. So he did what he always did in situations like these. He kept his head down and avoided eye contact. A few more seconds and he’d be gone. He quickly retrieved his helmet where he’d dropped it after he’d jumped out of the way of the moving train with Phoebe in his arms.

From the periphery he noticed a news van park on the other side of the street and two people jump out. The woman was holding a microphone in her hand; the man carried a large camera on his right shoulder. They ran across the street, approaching the accident site.

“What happened here?” the female reporter called out. “Is anybody hurt? Anyone got killed?”

Scott scoffed. Yeah, that would have made quite a story, wouldn’t it? Dozens of school kids murdered by bus driver. Because that was what it would have been had Scott not interfered: murder. With only a shrug, Scott walked past the reporters. It was best never to engage with people like that. They would soon find somebody else who would answer their curious questions.

The kids seemed more than happy to reply to the reporters, as he could hear now from their excited voices. Scott continued walking, almost running into a girl who was sobbing uncontrollably. He hesitated for a moment and couldn’t resist running his hand over her hair in a gesture of comfort.

“It’s all right, little girl. Everything’s all right. Your parents are gonna be here in a moment. They’ll take care of you.”

She sniffled and looked up at him. Recognition lit up her face. “You saved me.” Unexpectedly she slung her arms around him, burying her face in his stomach.

He took her arms and gently pried them off him. It was time to leave before other kids got the same idea and tried to thank him.

“He’s a hero,” he suddenly heard a boy call out in Scott’s direction.

Scott snapped his head toward him.

The boy pointed at him, while he addressed the two reporters. “He saved us all.”

Shit!

The two reporters were staring at him. They were already moving in his direction. “Sir! Sir! A word.”

But Scott spun around and charged toward his motorcycle, slipping the helmet over his head. He jumped onto the Ducati, kicked the stand back and engaged the engine. The reporters had no chance in light of his speedy escape.

He was racing down the main street and turning at the next corner before they could voice another question. It was unlikely the camera had even been turned on yet. And if they had really gotten a glimpse of him, it would have been with his helmet on. As for the license plate on his motorcycle, it was registered to a mailboxes place which couldn’t be traced to him, and as soon as he got home he would switch the plate out for another one. They wouldn’t be able to find him.

The only regret he had was that the moment of peace he’d felt with Phoebe in his arms had been just an illusion.
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“Novak is furious!” Kathleen greeted her as Phoebe made her way through the group of excited colleagues who had stormed toward her as she’d entered the newsroom. The news of the bus accident—if it could be called an accident—was everywhere.

“What’s he got to be furious about? I was in a fucking train collision!” And still a little shaken by it.

“Yeah, over four hours ago!” Novak yelled behind her. “We’re going to press in two hours and we’ve got nothing!”

Phoebe spun around, facing her pissed-off editor.

“Why didn’t you call in with the story? You were on that damn bus! Firsthand account! Shit!”

Phoebe braced her hands at her hips. “Because the police dragged me down to the station to make a statement. And the paramedics insisted on treating me.” She pointed to her back, where beneath her fresh shirt she now sported a bandage over a superficial cut. “And by the way, I almost died today, so don’t mind if I take a few minutes to breathe, okay?”

Her heart raced now, and she noticed her colleagues surrounding them had gone quiet, listening to the heated exchange with her editor.

Novak clenched his teeth. “My office, now!” He turned on his heel and marched into his office.

The moment Phoebe entered behind him he glared back at the other employees, making them scurry away, before slamming the door shut.

Once they were alone, Phoebe took a breath and opened her mouth, intent on defending herself, but Novak cut her off with one movement of his hand.

“Not another word out of your mouth, young lady! First you listen to me.” He sucked in a breath. “For starters, you nearly gave me a heart attack when I heard about the bus having been hit by a train. When you didn’t call in right away, I had to call a contact at a news station to find out if anybody knew anything. Only when Eriksson heard from his son did we know you were all right. So don’t ever do that again!”

Surprised that he’d actually been concerned about her, she was speechless for a moment. But she wouldn’t be a reporter if words failed her for long. “We were all very lucky. The police are already looking for the bus driver. They’ve promised to give me first dibs on any information on him since I was on the bus.” Maybe she’d even get an exclusive once they’d caught the guy. “This might be just the story I need for Eriksson.”

Novak frowned. “Eriksson isn’t interested in the story about the driver.” He walked around to his computer and motioned her to follow him. Pointing to the screen, he added, “He wants to know who this is.”

The computer screen showed a picture of Scott walking through the crowd of kids.

“Scott.” She looked up at Novak. “He rescued us. He smashed the door in and pulled us out.”

Her boss nodded. “Scott? Do you have his full name?”

Phoebe shook her head. “He left right after the police and the ambulances got there.” She pointed to the screen. “How did you get this picture?”

“Eriksson’s son took it with his cell phone and told his father this is the guy responsible for saving his life. Eriksson wants this to be the lead story—the hero, the mysterious rescuer. Find him! Do whatever you have to do to get his story.”

Phoebe cast Novak a doubtful look. “It didn’t look like he wanted to be the hero, or he would have stuck around. If he wanted the fame, he had his chance when Debbie Finch from WYAT News arrived. She practically ran after him to get a statement from him.”

“And did she?”

“No. He jumped on his motorcycle and sped away.” He’d practically fled the scene, now that Phoebe thought of it. “Maybe he’s shy.” Well, not even she believed that. He’d seemed self-confident in the little interaction they’d had. Strong, self-assured, decisive.

“Shy?” Novak scoffed. “That’s not it.” He tapped at the screen, pointing at Scott’s face. “Get the story! Find him and I can guarantee you that Eriksson won’t fire you. You’ve bought yourself some time now. Use it well. Prove to me and to Eriksson that you’re the kind of journalist I always thought you were.”

Her eyes drifted back to the photo on the screen. “Can I get a copy of that?”

“I’ll email it to you.”

“Did the other kids take any pictures too? Maybe of his motorcycle?”

“I’ll have Eriksson’s son talk to his classmates. Knowing those kids, everybody got something. They’ve probably already texted each other their pictures. I’ll forward you what I can get.”

“Thanks.” She turned to the door.

“And Phoebe?”

She stopped.

“I’m glad you’re all right.”

She smiled to herself and opened the door. Novak wasn’t as much of a hard-ass as he made others believe. When it came down to it, he cared about the people who worked for him. And he was a journalist with integrity and an eye for a good story. Focusing on the hero of this disaster was the positive spin the parents of these kids needed, rather than highlighting the likely mentally ill individual who’d driven the bus onto the railway crossing and rigged it.

She would introduce the citizens of Chicago to Scott, the hero who’d saved twenty-seven lives today and wasn’t expecting any public recognition for it. And maybe once she found him and got his story, she would be able to thank him in a more personal way than she’d had occasion to this afternoon.

Full of determination, she marched toward her cubicle when somebody turned up the volume on the TV that hung at one wall of the newsroom.

Debbie Finch of WYAT News was at the accident scene, talking into a microphone. Behind her the train had moved, but forensic investigators were still sifting through the debris of the bus.

“…earlier this afternoon. From the children we interviewed, we heard reports of a man dressed in motorcycle clothing, who saved all twenty-six children and the one adult riding in the bus. Unfortunately, the person left the scene of the accident before he could be identified.” She touched her earpiece and listened intently for a few seconds, before speaking again. “I’m being informed as we speak that about two years ago a similar disaster involving a mentally ill taxi driver who’d locked his passenger in the back of his cab was prevented when a motorcyclist rescued the passenger before the cab was hit by an oil truck.”

Phoebe froze and sucked in a breath. Was the reporter suggesting the two incidents were connected?

“The station is encouraging anybody who was near the accident site today to send in any photos they might have taken with their cell phones so we can assist the police in finding the hero of today’s disaster. Please email the photos to…”

Phoebe didn’t listen any further. To assist the police? Right! She knew Debbie well enough to guess she wasn’t interested in assisting the police. She wanted the scoop on Scott. Clearly, Debbie’s editor had the same idea as Novak, namely that Scott was the story, not the deranged bus driver.

“Fuck!” she cursed. With Debbie encouraging everybody to send pictures from the accident to her, she might find Scott before Phoebe did. “Pedal to the metal,” she encouraged herself. “You can do this, Phoebe.” Arriving at her desk, she leaned over to Kathleen. “I need your help. Do you still have contact with that guy at the DMV?”

“The one who st-st-st-stutters?” She chuckled and blushed.

“Yes.”

Kathleen bent closer. “Saw him last night. And guess what—he doesn’t stutter when he’s getting down to it. If you know what I mean.”

Phoebe couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re terrible!” But thanks to Kathleen’s active love life, Phoebe would have a leg up on her competition, because she’d memorized the license plate of Scott’s motorcycle before he’d sped away.
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Scott opened the refrigerator and took another beer from the bottom shelf, popped the cap off with his thumb and took a long gulp. It was sweltering hot in his apartment, and his landlord still hadn’t fixed the air conditioning. But that wasn’t the only reason he was feeling uncomfortable.

For the hundredth time since returning from the accident site, he went through his actions again step-by-step. Had he made any mistakes along the way? His biggest mistake had of course been to follow his premonition in the first place to prevent the disaster from happening. But apart from that action, had there been anything that he could have done differently? Every time he went through the event, he came to the conclusion that he couldn’t have done anything differently in light of the circumstances.

After returning home, he’d changed the plates on his Ducati and disposed of the old ones. Tomorrow he would repaint the motorcycle at the shop to make it harder to identify, should anybody be looking for a black Multistrada Touring bike. And should there be any fallout from his actions today, he was fully prepared to leave the area.

He sighed and pulled his shirt off, standing in front of the open refrigerator door in only his shorts, his bare feet planted firmly on the cool tile floor.

He’d never truly had a choice about what actions to take today. Just like he’d never had a choice when he’d first started to have premonitions. He’d been an orphan and had lived in an orphanage for most of his young life.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Richmond, Virginia

25 years earlier

Thirteen-year-old Gary used both his hands to slam Scott’s face into the dirty puddle. This wasn’t the first time the bully was having his fun with Scott, using his superior physical strength against him.

Eleven-year-old Scott jerked his elbow back and jammed it into Gary’s chest, managing to lift his head enough to gasp for air. The voices belonging to the children watching their fight became louder, their excitement rising as the prime bully of the orphanage once again showed off his physical superiority over one of the younger boys. Withdrawn and quiet, Scott was Gary’s favorite target for such demonstrations.

Again, Gary pressed Scott’s face into the puddle, making Scott swallow dirty water. Panic rose, kicking his heartbeat up, his pulse racing now, his chest heaving for a breath he couldn’t take. He saw it then—a scene playing out in front of his eyes, though his eyes were closed to protect them from the dirty water. Nevertheless, he watched something happening as if it were reality.

A moment later, the voice of a teacher sliced through his head and somebody pulled him up. Scott coughed, expelling the water from his lungs. But his rage was at a boiling point now. He whirled around and glared at Gary.

“You’ll break both your legs when you fall down those stairs, and then I’ll be the one taunting you!” Scott yelled at the bully, teeth clenched.

“Enough!” the teacher demanded. “Both of you! You’ll get detention. Now! Move it.”

 

~ ~ ~

 

A week later, Gary fell down the main stairs of the orphanage and broke both his legs. Despite his protests that he had nothing to do with the accident, Scott was commanded to appear in the office of the orphanage’s director, Mr. Peabody. Trembling with fury about the injustice of being accused of something he hadn’t done, Scott clenched his fists by his sides and defiantly glared at the older man.

“What have you got to say in your defense, Thompson?”

“I didn’t do it! I wasn’t even in the house! I was out back on the playground.”

Peabody slapped his fist onto the desk. “Stop lying, Thompson! I know it was you! Several people heard you say last week that you were going to push him down the stairs so he’d break his legs. Next time when you plan something nefarious like that don’t be so stupid as to announce it to everybody,” the director thundered.

Scott didn’t know what nefarious meant, but it was probably nothing good. But he did know what stupid meant. And he wouldn’t be called stupid by anybody. “I didn’t say I was going to push him! I saw him fall!”

Peabody leaned over the desk. “You just said you were on the playground. You can’t see the stairs from there. So you were in the house, just like I suspected!”

“I wasn’t in the house. I saw it. Before,” Scott corrected, crossing his arms over his chest.

“If you keep lying, your punishment is going to be even more severe!” Peabody claimed. “Do you know what could have happened? You could have killed him. He’s lucky he only broke his legs. He could have broken his neck. So tell me the truth. Admit what you did!”

Scott expelled an angry breath, tears welling up in his eyes. But he pushed them back, swallowed them, because boys didn’t cry. “I didn’t do it! I didn’t push him. I saw him fall. I saw it last week. In my head. I saw it in my head. Like all the other things too.”

Peabody froze and pulled back a little. “What? What are you seeing?”

Scott sniffed. “All the other things. Things that haven’t happened yet. And then they happen.” He dropped his head. He’d never told anybody, because he didn’t want to be different. It was hard enough in the orphanage, hard enough to stand up to boys like Gary. It wouldn’t help him one iota if they found out he was different, that he was a freak.

“Tell me what you see,” Peabody now demanded, though his voice wasn’t as harsh as before.

Scott looked up and met his gaze. But he’d already said too much. It was better to take the punishment than be labeled a freak of nature. He pressed his lips together and shook his head.

 

~ ~ ~

 

His next summons to the director’s office came three days later. This time, the director wasn’t alone. A man sat in the chair in front of the desk and rose when Scott entered after a hesitant knock at the door. When the stranger turned his head, Scott pulled in a breath. He recognized the man.

“Thompson, this is Mr. Sheppard. He’s come to talk to you,” Peabody said.

Mr. Sheppard smiled, a kind, gentle gesture. “So this is the boy.” He extended his hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Scott. I’m Henry.”

Scott shook his hand and let go of it again quickly, eyeing Peabody, who had remained seated behind his desk.

“You’re not a mute, Thompson. Greet your visitor.”

Scott ran his eyes over the stranger. He looked younger than Peabody, who Scott knew had recently celebrated his fiftieth birthday. But older than his English teacher, Mr. Langenfeld, who was a little over thirty. Mr. Sheppard’s hair was dark brown, as were his eyes. He wore a business suit, but no tie. This man reeked of authority though he didn’t inspire the kind of fear Peabody conjured up in Scott.

“Thompson,” Peabody repeated, but Mr. Sheppard stopped him by lifting his hand.

“Give the boy a minute.”

A feeling of gratitude swept through Scott. Everything would be all right soon. “I saw you in a house surrounded by a brown fence and a wooden swing in the back, covered in snow.”

“When was I there?” the stranger asked softly.

“Next winter.”

“Why do you think it’ll be next winter?”

“Because I was staring out the window from my bedroom on the second floor while you were shoveling snow. On that path, the one that leads to the back gate, down to where the little creek is. It was frozen. You promised to take me ice skating there.”

Mr. Sheppard smiled broadly and exchanged a triumphant look with Peabody before addressing Scott again. “Well, then you’d better pack your things so we can leave before we miss the snow.”

“Are you sure?” Peabody interjected.

Mr. Sheppard turned back to the director. “He’s got the gift. You didn’t tell him I was coming, did you?”

Peabody shook his head. “Not a word. Just like you requested.”

“Then he couldn’t have known about me or my house. Or the creek behind it.” He turned back to Scott. “Scott, tell me when you saw me.”

“A long time ago. Every fall I was hoping you’d come. And every time the snow melted, I knew I had to wait another year.”

“I’ve waited for you too. It just took me a long time to find you.” He reached his hand out to Scott, who clasped it instantly.

He was finally getting a real home. A home with a man who understood him, because he was just like Scott. A man who saw the things Scott saw and wouldn’t consider him a freak. Finally somebody would understand him, and he wouldn’t have to hide anymore. A future was waiting for him.

But years later that dream had shattered and Scott had lost everything.

Henry Sheppard, the man who’d become his father, was gone.

Scott’s future was uncertain.

He was on the run and would remain so until he took his last breath.
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Phoebe took a deep breath. She’d come this far, she couldn’t back down now. It had been hard enough to track Scott down. Though Kathleen’s DMV contact had gotten her the address to where Scott’s motorcycle was registered, that lead had culminated in a dead end, or rather a Mailboxes Store, not a residential address. Luckily she’d remembered something about Scott’s outfit when he’d rescued her. He’d worn overalls under his leather jacket and when the jacket had fallen open she’d glimpsed an emblem on the breast pocket. Al’s, it had said. She’d searched for all businesses that went by Al’s and had been surprised at how many repair shops were named Al’s something or other. But after two hours she’d found a motorcycle repair shop in Cicero that employed a man named Scott.

It had taken her far less time to find the owner of the shop at his home and charm him into telling her where she could find Scott. Any more charm and Al would have handed her the keys to his shop and asked her to help herself to anything she wanted. Sometimes she really hated how she had to lie to people to do her job.

Nervously, Phoebe glanced back down the stairs again, where Scott’s motorcycle was parked behind a dumpster as if he didn’t want it to be seen from the street. That in itself didn’t surprise her, since many residents in the area didn’t exactly want to advertise that there was something valuable to steal. But when she’d looked at the license plate, she’d had to do a double-take. The numbers she’d memorized were different from the ones on the plate, though this was definitely the bike he’d ridden.

Was she now standing at the front door of a criminal’s apartment, about to knock? Was it safe? If he’d changed his license plate, not only did this mean he had something to hide, but he also had the means to do so. After all, who kept a spare license plate on hand?

Her heart thundered in her chest. Was she asking for trouble, coming to Scott’s home when he so clearly didn’t want to be found? Would she be putting herself in danger?

You need this story, she told herself. Don’t be such a chicken. Maybe he’s just avoiding child support.

Right. He’d probably gotten some woman pregnant, who was now trying to get him for child support. After all, who wouldn’t sleep with a hunk like him and throw caution to the wind?

Her heart fluttered at the thought. And this time it wasn’t fear that made her pulse race. She still remembered the moment he’d pulled her from the bus, when she’d stared death in the face. The seconds after it, when she’d been cradled beneath his protective body, she’d felt safe. And when she’d pressed herself to him, hugging him tightly, other sensations had raced through her body, sensations that had nothing to do with being safe. That in a moment like that she could feel desire and arousal awaken her body had seemed impossible, but after having cheated death, she’d felt more alive than ever before.

No matter what Scott was hiding or who he was hiding from, she knew he wouldn’t hurt her. He’d risked his own life to save hers and those of the children in her care.

Gathering all her courage, Phoebe knocked at the apartment door. She heard somebody move inside, then a low curse. Her gaze drifted to the peephole in the door. She didn’t need to have x-ray vision to see that Scott had spotted her.

“Scott, I know you’re there.”

A few more seconds passed, then the door was finally opened. Scott appeared in the frame, opening it only wide enough for himself, so she wouldn’t be able to squeeze past him to slip inside.

“The reporter,” he said by way of greeting. “How did you find me?”

For a moment, Phoebe was speechless, not because of his question, but because her eyes were busy ogling him. Scott wasn’t wearing a shirt. His chest was bare, hairless, and sculpted. He didn’t look like a bodybuilder, but like a very fit man who was no stranger to a gym. His biceps were defined, his pectorals strong, and his stomach sported a six-pack. In the center of it, a thin line of dark hair grew thicker and disappeared into his shorts. She tried to moisten her dry throat by swallowing.

“You done looking?”

Embarrassment sweeping through her, she lifted her eyes to his face. “Uh…”

“Then maybe now you can answer my question. How did you find me?”

“Your license plate.”

Scott raised an eyebrow. “As we both know, that wouldn’t have led you to this address.”

“Which made things a little harder, but I got lucky.”

“Lucky?” He narrowed his eyes. “The jury is still out on that.”

Phoebe shifted uncomfortably. “Listen, I just wanted to talk to you about—”

“How did you find me?”

Clearly, he wouldn’t talk to her until she’d answered his question. Phoebe sighed. “Fine. If you insist. I saw an emblem on your overalls under your jacket. I figured you work in a repair shop of some sort, so I looked for all businesses called Al’s, and found out where you worked. I spoke to Al and asked him where I could find you.”

His jaw tightened. “I’m gonna have to have a serious word with Al.”

Phoebe reached her hand out and touched his forearm. “Please don’t be angry with him. I buttered him up so he’d give me your address.”

“No doubt.” He pointedly looked at her hand that still lay on his arm. “That approach isn’t going to work on me.”

She pulled her hand back. “Please, I just want to talk to you about what happened this afternoon.”

“I don’t talk to reporters.” He took a step back and made an attempt to close the door.

“Please, Scott. Let me come in. We can talk. Off the record.”

He let out a bitter laugh. “Nothing is ever off the record with a reporter.”

“I’m sorry if you had a bad experience with reporters, but I’m not like that. You risked your life for me today, even when I told you to save yourself. My readers want to know why you did it. Everybody wants to read about a hero.”

“A hero? I’m no hero,” Scott scoffed. “It doesn’t matter why I did it. Now leave.”

“No!” She slammed her hand against the door, opening it wider again. “I won’t leave until we’ve talked. There’s so much that needs explaining. How you got there in time. How you knew what to do.” And why he’d had a wrench with him. After all, what mechanic carried a wrench with him just on the off chance he’d need it to smash in a glass door?

“You don’t get it, do you? There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Please, let me come in.”

He suddenly took a step toward her, his face only inches from hers. “I’m not interested in talking. There are only two things I want right now—a beer and sex. And I already have the beer. So, unless you want to provide the sex, I’d suggest you leave now.”

Her breath caught in her chest. Had he just propositioned her? Her heart started to thunder. Her pulse raced and blood rushed through her body, spreading heat into every cell of her being.

“Leave,” he ordered.

Phoebe found herself shaking her head, her hand pushing against the door, opening it wider. She walked past him and entered the apartment before looking over her shoulder, where Scott still stood in the door, frozen and staring at her in disbelief.

“You don’t expect me to have sex with you out in the hallway, do you?” she asked. “Are you gonna close the door or were you planning on having your neighbors watch us?” If he could bluff, so could she.

Scott let the door fall shut behind him then flipped the deadbolt. With two steps he stood opposite her. “You have no idea what you’re getting into.”

Was he warning her? She had no time to contemplate his words, because in the next instant he pulled her to him, one hand encircling her waist, the other cupping her nape. His mouth descended on hers. Hot and firm, his lips pressed against hers, immobilizing her.

Phoebe realized then that Scott wasn’t bluffing. He really was planning on taking her to bed. And there was one other thing she realized simultaneously: she wanted to go to bed with him.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Scott felt Phoebe’s lips yield to him, her body molding to his and her arms coming around his back to pull him closer to her. Her soft palms caressed his naked back, and a shiver raced through him. He slanted his mouth and swiped his tongue over the seam of her lips. Phoebe parted them instantly, inviting him to explore her delicious mouth. Greedily, he swept inside, his tongue stroking against hers, his lips sliding against hers. There was nothing tentative about this kiss, no hesitation, no holding back. Phoebe was kissing him with a passion and wildness he’d rarely seen in a woman.

Fuck! This wasn’t what he’d expected to happen. He’d been certain that Phoebe would flee, shocked by his outrageous proposition. After all, they were strangers, and all she wanted was a story for her newspaper. She’d said so herself. And she was asking all the right questions, questions he had no intention of answering.

But if all she wanted was a story, why was she now allowing him to kiss her? Would she stop him when he got down to business, when he was at a point where he couldn’t stop anymore and had to have her? Would she then insist on him telling her his story before she would go to bed with him?

No, he couldn’t allow her to use him like that.

Scott ripped his lips from hers. “You’d better go now, before we both do something we’ll regret.”

With lust-filled eyes she stared at him, her lips plump and red, her mouth slightly parted. “I won’t regret it.”

Scott shook his head. “If you think by sleeping with me I’m gonna give you anything for your story, you’re wrong.” He pulled away from her, but she gripped his upper arms.

“This is not about the story.”

He tilted his head toward the door. “It was, a moment ago.”

“I know. But sometimes things change.”

“Not even you believe that.” And as much as Scott wanted to believe it, he wasn’t naïve enough to believe anything a reporter said. Even if that reporter was the hottest woman he’d ever touched.

“All I know is that today I would have died had it not been for you. Believe what you want. Whether I do this for the story, or because I want to thank you for saving my life, or just because I want to feel a man’s body, what does it matter to you?”

Scott clenched his jaw and jerked her to him, her pelvis slamming against his groin. “It matters. Everything matters.” He cupped the back of her head and brought her face to his. “So tell me the truth now. Why would you want to sleep with me? I could be a serial rapist for all you know.”

Phoebe trembled, and her lids lowered by a fraction as if she couldn’t look at him. Her cheeks flushed and a rose blush spread over her entire face. She looked almost innocent now.

“I want to feel a man’s body.” She took a deep breath. “No.” She shook her head. “No, not just any man’s. I want to feel your body.” When she lifted her lids to look straight at him, the desire in her eyes was unmistakable.

“Uh, damn it, Phoebe!” Scott cursed. Had she said anything else, he would have tossed her out on her ass. But her confession that she wanted him made him weak. Too weak to resist her. And despite the knowledge that he was getting into something he couldn’t control, he couldn’t stop his next words.

“I won’t stop until I’m done. You understand that? Once I kiss you again, you’re not going to leave my bed until we’re both thoroughly satisfied. Last chance to leave. I won’t stop you if you leave now.”

“Scott?”

“Hmm?”

“Where’s your bedroom?”

He twisted his lips into a half smile. “You keep saying stuff like that, it’s gonna get you into trouble one day.”

“But not tonight.”

“No, not tonight.” Scott brushed his lips against hers. “Tonight all you get is pleasure.”
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Scott laid Phoebe on his bed and slipped the sandals off her feet before he joined her. He wasn’t going to rush this, despite the fact that his cock had already pumped full of blood and was rock hard just from kissing her.

Her dark hair fanned out on the pillow, rendering her face more innocent than she was. After all, no reporter could be innocent, but for the next hour he would forget about what she was and concentrate on only the woman in her, not the reporter who was looking for answers.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmured, and captured her lips before she could say anything in response.

Bracing himself halfway over her, he kissed her passionately, while he pulled her shirt from her slacks and opened the buttons to get to the prize below. With every button he slipped from its hole, he exposed more of her creamy flesh to his touch. With it, his body heated even more, and he was grateful he only wore shorts and nothing else.

Phoebe responded to his kiss as if she’d not kissed a man in a long time, with a hunger that he welcomed and a skill he appreciated even more. He wasn’t kissing an inexperienced woman but one who knew what she wanted and how to get it. Making love to her would be a special treat.

Finally he’d opened all the buttons of her shirt and peeled the fabric back. She wore a thin bra which didn’t impede him from feeling the lush fruit beneath, almost as if she were already naked. He slid his hand over one breast and gave it a tentative squeeze. Her flesh was firm and soft at the same time. Perfect. Just how he liked it. Beneath his fingers, her nipple hardened, and a moan issued from her lips.

How he loved a responsive woman.

Scott released her lips amid a disappointed mewl coming from Phoebe, and dropped his head to her breast. He pushed the bra aside enough so her nipple popped free. A moment later, he licked over the rosy bud and took his first taste. Underneath his mouth, Phoebe trembled and released another moan.

“Yes,” she murmured in encouragement.

He hummed his approval against her nipple and sucked it into his mouth while he squeezed her flesh in his palm. He loved the heavy feel as her breast filled his hand, almost spilling over. Despite her slim waist, Phoebe had curves. Her breasts were full and lush, and her hips were cushioned just enough to welcome a man when he thrust into her body. But he was getting ahead of himself. Before he plunged into her, he wanted to thoroughly explore her body and pleasure her until she was begging him to take her.

He’d always loved that, driving a woman so far that she was mad with lust and need and could only think of one thing: to have him inside her. And with Phoebe he wanted it even more. No, not just wanted. He needed her to beg him to take her. And he needed her to scream his name when she came. So he’d know she was truly alive. Because now that she was in his bed, he felt a shudder travel through his body at the thought that she could have died in that collision today. A few seconds later, and it would have been too late for her. A few seconds later, and he would have had to abandon her and save his own skin.

That thought made him lick her breast harder. When he felt her hand slip to his nape and caress him there, he groaned from the intense pleasure of her touch. He knew once she touched more intimate parts of his body, he would erupt in flames. Maybe he’d gone without sex for too long. Or maybe he sensed everything so intensely tonight because of what had happened earlier in the day. Because of the danger they’d been in.

Wanting more of her, Scott let go of her breast for a moment and freed her of her shirt and bra, tossing the garments to the floor. Her ample flesh spilled into his waiting hands. He shifted on the bed. Phoebe understood and spread her legs so he could move into the space and bury his face in her breasts, alternately licking one and then the other peak.

He loved her softness and the openness with which she greeted each of his caresses, whether he was tender or demanding, passionate or gentle with her. No matter what he did, her sounds of pleasure bounced against the walls of his bare bedroom, while her hips ground against him in an unmistakable fashion.

Keeping his lips wrapped around her nipple, Scott slid one hand down her torso until he reached the top of her light linen pants. Phoebe’s breath hitched, and he slowed his descent. Her pelvis arched into his palm, and he moved lower until his hand cupped her sex. Warmth emanated through the fabric.

“Yes.” She hissed out the word in a desperate plea for more.

He lifted his head for a short moment. “Patience, baby.”

Then he was kissing her breasts again, sucking her hard nipples, while his hand moved to the button of her slacks and opened them. The zipper followed. He felt her chest rise and fall with a sigh of relief.

“You want me?” he murmured, his hand resting on her stomach now, his fingers brushing up against her panties.

“Yes, please, Scott, touch me.”

He pushed his fingertips beneath her panties, then slowly moved south, through the nest of coarse hair. Lower still. Phoebe lifted her pelvis, silently asking for more. Gently he complied and bathed his fingers in her wet heat, caressing the aroused flesh with unhurried movements.

Scott lifted his head from her breast and looked up at her, then shifted to bring his lips to hers. “Like that?”

“Perfect.”

He felt a smile curve his lips. If Phoebe thought this simple touch was perfect, she hadn’t experienced anything yet that he could give her. He brought his lips over hers and kissed her, while farther below he extended one finger and carefully drove into her. In response, she bucked against him.

God, she was tight! Her interior muscles gripped his finger as if she didn’t want him to leave again. But Scott had other plans. He pulled his finger from her and moved north to her center of pleasure. When he found the engorged piece of flesh and stroked over it, Phoebe moaned into his mouth. He captured the intoxicating sound and felt it reverberate in his chest.

Rhythmically her pelvis ground against his hand. She rubbed herself against him, spurring him on, her chest now heaving, her breaths coming in erratic pants. But he could do better than that. He could get her even hotter, even wilder.

Severing the kiss, he slid down her body, released her sex and gripped her pants. As he slid them off her legs, she helped him by lifting her backside off the bed. Her panties followed. Finally she lay naked before him. A veritable feast for the eyes.

Scott took hold of her thighs and spread them wider, before he dropped his head to her sex.

A surprised gasp was her answer as she reared up. “Scott!”

“Shhh,” he murmured. “Just enjoy it.” Because he didn’t go down on every woman he had sex with. In fact, he rarely did. It was too intimate, something reserved for a person with whom he had a deeper connection, and not the one-night stands he had from time to time.

But it was different with Phoebe. He wanted to taste her to experience the intimacy of sensing her shudder under his mouth. He craved that closeness. If just for this one night, he wanted to feel a connection to somebody. To Phoebe.

When he swiped his tongue over her moist folds and tasted the dew that had seeped from her, his entire body coiled with excitement. Behind his shorts, his cock pressed against the mattress, and he thrust his hips as if he were thrusting into Phoebe. Already now he could feel pre-come ooze from the tip. How long he could hold back now before the need to take her would overwhelm him, he didn’t know for certain. But it wouldn’t be long.

Desperate to pleasure the woman in his arms, Scott licked her sex, teasing her center of pleasure with firm strokes of his tongue and gentle caresses with his fingers. Phoebe twisted beneath him, rubbing herself ever more rapidly against his tongue and fingers.

“Oh, yes, more, yes!”

Her words were like a chant, and he welcomed each and every one of them. Her hands dug into his shoulders as if holding on for dear life.

“Please, please!” she begged. “Scott! Please!”

He knew what she wanted, what she needed. Not letting go of her clit, he drove two fingers into her and felt her buck against him. Simultaneously, he sucked the engorged bundle of nerves into his mouth and pressed his lips together.

Phoebe erupted. He could feel the waves charging through her body physically as the vibrations reached his fingers and lips.

Fuck! He’d underestimated how intense this feeling would be. Just by feeling Phoebe climax, he was dancing on the verge of his own orgasm.

He lifted his head and removed his fingers reluctantly, but he had to hurry now. If he didn’t get inside her in the next few seconds, he wouldn’t make it.

Frantically, Scott freed himself of his shorts, glad he was going commando, and reached over to his bedside table. He pulled a condom from the drawer, opened it and slipped it over.

When he looked back at Phoebe, her eyes were on him.

“You want me?”

She reached for him, pulling him closer. “Yes.”

When she tried to touch his cock, he gripped her wrist, preventing her action. “If you touch me now, I’m gonna come.”

“We can’t have that,” she murmured seductively and lay back on the bed.

Scott moved over her, settled in the vee of her legs and braced himself on his elbows and knees. With a look into her eyes, he drove into her, seating himself to the hilt. “Fuck!”

Despite the condom that normally robbed his cock of some of its sensitivity, the feeling of being inside Phoebe was intense. And he wasn’t even moving yet. He was simply lodged deep inside her, taking steadying breaths in the hope of warding off his imminent orgasm.

“You feel good,” Phoebe said, sliding her hands onto his ass and crossing her ankles behind his thighs.

“Yeah?” He dropped his head to her face and pulled her lower lip into his mouth, swiping his tongue over it. “Are you ready for more?”

“Mmm.”

“I take that as a yes.”

He pulled his hips back and withdrew almost completely from her silken sheath before slicing back into her. Like a tight glove, she enveloped him, and he began to thrust steadily. Though he wanted to keep his tempo slow, he couldn’t. His body was dictating his actions now, and he had no control any longer. Driven by the need to find release, his body took on a mind of its own. His hips worked frantically, his pelvis slamming against hers in rapid succession, his cock sliding in and out of her without pause. His movements grew wilder and faster with each passing minute.

His torso was covered in sweat, and every time their bodies came together the sound echoed from the walls, underscoring their combined moans and sighs. Heavy breathing mingled with it. With every thrust, Phoebe arched into him.

“Yes, come with me,” he encouraged her, wanting to feel her body spasm when he climaxed, knowing it would only add to his own pleasure.

“Harder! More!” she demanded.

Scott welcomed her demand. Instinctively he’d held back, not wanting to hurt her, but now that she spurred him on to take her more ferociously, he let himself go. He braced himself on his knees, gripped her hips with both hands and tilted her pelvis upward, immobilizing her. Then he plunged into her, harder this time. Faster too. Phoebe gasped, her chest heaving, but she didn’t stop him, didn’t voice a protest. Instead, her eyes locked with his, approval and desire shining back at him.

“Yes! Scott! Yes!”

He felt his balls burn and knew there was no going back now. Gritting his teeth and clenching his jaw, he drove into her, while he used his hands to pull her pelvis to him in the same movement, doubling the impact.

Phoebe moaned, then a shudder ran through her body. Before it reached him, Scott felt his semen shoot through his cock and explode from the tip. “Fuck!”

His cock kept thrusting back and forth, his hands still holding Phoebe’s hips immobile so she couldn’t escape. Though it didn’t look like she had any intention of escaping. On the contrary, she reached for his face, pulled it to her and kissed him. His movements slowed, and after what felt like an eternity, he stilled.

“That was…wow.”

Scott pressed his forehead against hers. “Yes, wow is the right word.” He rolled off her and rid himself of the condom then pulled her back into his arms. He took a few breaths and leisurely stroked her back before sliding his hand down to her behind and resting it there.

“I hadn’t expected this,” he admitted.

Phoebe lifted her head from his chest. She looked thoroughly loved, and he had to admit, he liked the look on her.

“Expected what?”

“That you’d accept my challenge.”

“Was that what it was? A challenge?” She chuckled softly. “I had the impression you wanted to shock me with your proposition.”

“And? Did I succeed?”

“I wouldn’t be here if you had.”

Scott raised an eyebrow. “Fearless, huh?”

“You don’t strike me as somebody I should fear.”

“You have no idea.” If only she knew what he’d been, who he’d worked for, the things he’d done, and the things he was capable of. But she would never find out. Because despite the incredible sex they’d had, he wasn’t going to tell her anything about himself. She was still a reporter.

“What’s with that frown on your face?”

He shook his head. “No questions, remember?”

Phoebe rolled her eyes and started to rise.

“Where are you going?”

“Where do you think I’m going? I’m leaving.”

“Why?”

“Because you can’t even tell me why you’re frowning just after we had sex.” She swung her legs out of bed. “As if you regret it already.”

Scott sighed and reached for her. “That frown had nothing to do with you.”

Phoebe rose. Scott jumped up and wrapped his arms around her from behind, pulling her against his body. He knew he should let her leave now, but he couldn’t. He didn’t want her to think badly of him.

“I don’t regret what just happened between us. I loved every second of it. You’re an amazing woman, Phoebe. It’s just, well, it’s complicated. And I can’t talk about it.”

“Complicated? What man hasn’t said that after having sex with a woman? Let me make this easy on you. I’ll leave, and you won’t have to come up with any excuses later why you want me gone.”

She was right about so many things. He would make up an excuse eventually so she would leave. And he should take the out she was presenting him with just now. But for whatever inexplicable reason, he couldn’t.

“Phoebe, please spend the night with me. Stay here.”

She turned her head, looking at him in disbelief. “You want me to stay here? What happened to it’s complicated?”

Scott brushed his knuckles over her cheek. “Forget about that. It doesn’t matter tonight. Sleep here, with me, in my bed. I love having you in my arms.”

She tilted her head back in a clear invitation, her lips parted, her lids lowered halfway.

“Thank you,” he murmured. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“How?”

“Give me a few minutes to recover, and I’ll show you.”

And a few minutes was all it would take before he was ready to make love to her again.
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Scott raced toward the building, but his feet didn’t want to comply. The faster he ran, the farther away he seemed to find himself. As if he were running in reverse. He reached out his arms, wanting to grasp what was in front of him, but his fingers touched nothing. His lungs burned from exhaustion but he couldn’t stop, knew he had to continue, because the fate of so many people depended on him.

But he wouldn’t make it. He knew it instinctively. When he saw the six Marines carry the coffin from the cargo hold of the plane, he knew he would be too late. The American flag draped over the coffin fluttered in the breeze as the six walked stoically toward their doom.

Scott tried to scream, to warn them to take cover, to find shelter, though he knew even if they did, they couldn’t save themselves.

The explosion knocked him off his feet. The shockwave that followed slammed him against a wall. Then there were only flames and fire so hot it was coming from hell itself.

Scott felt his skin melt. The pain rendered him immobile. He couldn’t even scream, because the fire was burning away his face, until only one thought remained: Stargate had failed in its ultimate mission.

Stargate down.

At the command, Scott shot up to sit. He was in his bedroom. The fiery inferno was gone and he was alive. He rubbed his hand over his face, instinctively checking that he was all right.

It was the same nightmare he’d had many times before, though he knew it wasn’t a true nightmare. It was a premonition, even though this particular one seemed to only hit him when he was asleep, while most of his other visions came over him when he was awake.

But just like the other nights he’d had this premonition, he hadn’t glimpsed enough information to allow him to figure out where and when this disaster would take place. There was no indication as to the location, though the six Marines in his vision seemed to suggest the inferno would take place on U.S. soil.

Scott had no idea what was causing the explosion or how large it was, but from the shockwave he always felt hitting his body, he had to assume it was of massive proportions. Not just one building blowing up, or even one city block, but something on an even larger scale.

There was however one thing that he knew wasn’t part of the premonition: the command, which always signaled the end of the vision. Stargate down.

He’d received it three years ago. It had come from his father and mentor, Henry Sheppard. And Scott had known immediately what it meant: the program had been compromised. The protocol for such an event had been drilled into him ever since Sheppard had started the program with the code name Stargate.

“You hear that command, you leave everything behind, son, you hear me?” Sheppard had urged him. “Assume you’re on your own. They’ll hunt you down for what you are, for what you’re capable of. But you have to live. Do you understand that?”

Scott had nodded reluctantly. “And you? Won’t they hunt you too? You have the same skills as I.”

Sheppard had squeezed his hand. “When you get that command, my life will already be forfeit. Don’t look for me. Assume I’m dead, because most likely I will be.”

Scott shook off the painful memories when he heard a sound next to him. He wasn’t alone. Only now he remembered that Phoebe was still in his bed. Sleeping soundly.

Quietly, not wanting to wake her, he pulled back the thin blanket and swung his legs out of bed. He reached for his shorts and put them on, then walked into the living room, easing the door to the bedroom shut soundlessly behind him.

Still shaken from the premonition, he walked to the refrigerator and poured himself a glass of water. He gulped it down and felt the refreshing liquid cool his body from the inside.

He knew he couldn’t sleep any longer. His mind was racing again, reliving every moment of his vision in the hope that he remembered something that would help him decipher the secret hiding in his premonition. So he could prevent the disaster. Because that had been the reason his father had started the top secret program within the CIA. To foresee and prevent disastrous events. Until somebody had decided that having agents who could see the future was a liability and a danger in itself. Until that somebody had killed Sheppard and thus made the members of the Stargate program go underground.

Scott had no idea how many had made it out, how many were alive. The program had operated in such secrecy that not even Scott knew which of the agents he’d met during his training at The Farm had been selected for the Stargate program, or which were going to enter regular CIA field work. However, he’d always sensed there were others like him and his father, others with the same skill.

“It’s better if you don’t know who the others are. It’s safer for all of you,” Sheppard had said when Scott had pressed him for more information. However, Scott had been given a list of their codenames—Fox, Rodeo, Zulu, and the like—to help with identifying his fellow Stargate agents in a time of crisis, though he couldn’t put any names or faces to the code names. After memorizing the list, Scott had destroyed it and heeded his father’s warning. “Never reveal your code name unless you find yourself in a life or death situation.”

In the living room, Scott reached for the remote and switched on the TV, setting the volume to low in order not to wake Phoebe. It was barely past five o’clock, and neither of them had gotten much sleep. Scott had found Phoebe more than just a little tempting and made love to her a third time, waking her shortly past two o’clock after she’d fallen asleep for a while. Luckily she hadn’t been upset at all about Scott robbing her of her sleep, and had been more than welcoming when he’d thrust into her as he’d spooned her. In fact, she seemed to enjoy herself even more that third time, confessing that she loved to be woken like that.

Scott smiled to himself. He’d have to remember that fact for the future. He suddenly stopped himself, shaking his head. Such thoughts were futile. He couldn’t carry on with Phoebe. A relationship was out of the question. He was still on the run, still hiding from his enemies, and there was no place in his life for a woman. It wouldn’t be fair to her. Besides, for all he knew, her motive for being with him was to get her story. He had no reason to believe she even liked him, though he had to admit that sexually they were a hundred percent compatible.

Scott glanced at the TV, the announcer’s last words having drawn his attention. The photo of a middle-aged white man was displayed in the top left corner of the screen, while the announcer spoke.

“Following a tip from a relative, Martin Lee Warren, the bus driver who abandoned a school bus on a railroad crossing in Brookfield, Cook County, yesterday afternoon, was apprehended by Chicago police in the early hours of the morning. He did not resist arrest, but police sources told us he was spouting anti-American propaganda. Sources close to the investigation confirm that Mr. Warren has a history of mental illness.”

Scott scoffed. “Sicko!” These days mental illness seemed to be a blanket excuse for committing any crime in the book.

He was about to switch the channel when the picture of the bus driver was exchanged for another picture, this one not a posed photo like the one of the driver, but one taken on the fly.

He suppressed a curse. Though the picture was only showing a part of Scott’s face, he was definitely recognizable.

“One man has emerged as the hero of this tragedy, which could have resulted in as many as twenty-seven deaths, twenty-six of which were schoolchildren aged eleven,” the announcer continued. “One of the rescued children shot this photo of the rescuer who seemed to come out of nowhere. According to Debbie Finch from WYAT News, the first news team on the scene, this man left the scene of the accident before the police could question him. While he is not suspected of any involvement in the crime, he’s a person of interest who may be able to shed light on the events of yesterday. Anybody with information about this man—”

Scott switched off the TV. He’d heard enough. Though he’d been right that the news team hadn’t caught him on their camera, one of the kids had and had promptly sent the picture to the press.

This changed everything. Once his enemies—the people who’d killed his father and destroyed the Stargate program—saw this picture, they would find him. Hell, Phoebe had found him, and she had far fewer resources at her disposal than the people who were after him. It would take them only a few hours to track him down. And kill him.

He had to leave now if he wanted to live.

 

~ ~ ~

 

The man pressed the pause button, freezing the picture on the TV screen. The man whose face was currently staring at him from the screen was the hero who’d saved the twenty-six kids and the teacher.

There was something he didn’t like about the scenario. How often did it happen that a hero emerged at the eleventh hour to save the day? He grunted to himself and wiped his face with a towel, then tossed it back over the handrail of the treadmill and stopped the machine.

He could sense that the man whose face was frozen on the TV had had prior knowledge about the impending disaster. From the reports he’d seen earlier, the interview with the children this man had saved, he’d had the impression that the man who’d arrived on a motorcycle had acted very deliberately, knowing exactly what to do.

And now that he saw the picture, he knew with certainty that his hunch was correct. The man looked familiar, and he realized now where he’d seen him before.

He stepped off the treadmill and marched up the stairs to his home office. His computer was already on. He logged in, navigated to the file he kept on his desktop for easy access and opened it. He didn’t have to scroll long until he found what he was looking for.

The man in the picture was a little younger, but it was clearly the same one as on the TV. Beneath it, his information was displayed.

Name: Scott Thompson

Code Name: Ace

Notes: First to enter the Stargate program. Adoptive son of Henry Sheppard, director and founder of the Stargate program.

Special skills: Premonitions/ESP

Status: Program terminated

Current location: Unknown

Not anymore. He grinned and saw his own face reflected in the monitor.

“Gotcha.”
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Music drifted to her ears. Phoebe stirred, her entire body aching pleasantly from the activities of the previous night. Scott had been more than she’d expected. She felt a little pang of guilt emerge, because she’d planned on using her female wiles to get him to tell her his story. But the moment he’d kissed her she’d forgotten all about the story and why she’d looked for him. Suddenly nothing had mattered other than the pleasure they could give each other. In the end she hadn’t slept with him to get his story, but because she felt drawn to him like a moth to the light.

She’d never met a man with such magnetic sex appeal, and despite the fact that she knew nothing about him other than that he was possibly hiding from something or someone, she had thrown caution to the wind and let herself go in his arms. The reward had been well worth it—many times well worth it.

She sighed contentedly and rolled over, her hand already reaching for him. With a start she sat up. Scott wasn’t in bed anymore.

She listened for any sounds in the apartment, but heard nothing except the radio on the bedside table. Curious, she got out of bed and snatched a T-shirt that lay on a chair. It was long enough to cover her to mid-thigh, and it smelled of Scott.

Barefoot, she walked into the living room. “Scott?”

But there was no response. Only silence. He wasn’t in the living room, nor in the attached open plan kitchen. The door to the bathroom was open, and it was empty too.

Had he gone to buy breakfast and bring it back? She walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. There was milk and a container of ground coffee. Other than that it was empty. The cupboards didn’t yield much more either: some crackers and jam. Nothing fresh to speak of. She’d seen more food in a vacation rental than in Scott’s kitchen. Almost as if he didn’t really live here.

Phoebe marched back into the living room and glanced around. She hadn’t really had a chance to take a look the night before, but now she noticed it immediately: the place was barely decorated. There were no personal effects, no pictures on the walls, no books on the built-in bookshelves. Just a stack of newspapers and flyers from the local supermarket.

The furniture was secondhand and didn’t match: a sofa, two armchairs, a coffee table. She noticed a white piece of paper on the table. When she approached, she realized that somebody had written a few lines on it.

I’m sorry. You wouldn’t understand. Please don’t look for me.

It wasn’t signed.

She didn’t have to be a detective to figure out who’d written the note and that it was meant for her. Scott had just ditched her, fled his own apartment and dumped her.

“Bastard!” she cursed.

You wouldn’t understand. Yeah, right! A typical male excuse. How dare he treat her like that? Why had he even asked her to stay the night, then? Just so he could screw her twice more, until he’d had his fill? Damn it, he’d even woken her in the middle of the night, his cock already thrusting into her, and she hadn’t protested. No, she’d found it exciting. What an easy lay she’d been! Stupid!

She ran back into the bedroom and peered out the window. The motorcycle was gone. Figured. A more thorough search of his apartment revealed that he’d left nothing worth coming back for. She couldn’t even find a single piece of mail with his name on it. Instead she found a shredder and a bag with shredded paper. Since she hadn’t heard him use the shredder during the night, she had to assume he made it a habit to shred every piece of mail as soon as he’d read it. Who did that? Such action appeared downright paranoid. And it made her more than just curious. It made her suspicious. What did Scott have to hide? Not even a guy trying to avoid making child support payments did that. No, Scott had to be involved in something more nefarious. And she would find out what it was.

The reporter in her couldn’t just walk away. But it was the spurned lover in her who made the final decision: she needed to know why he’d left after the amazing night they’d spent in each other’s arms.

Phoebe grabbed her phone and dialed a number. The call was answered on the second ring.

“Hey, doll! What’s up?” chirped the cheerful voice of Andrew, her go-to guy for electronics.

“Oh thank God you’re up already.”

“Already? Doll, I haven’t been to bed yet. So, what’s cooking?”

“Remember that tracker chip you gave me a few months ago when I was trying to get the scoop on that politician?”

“Sure, what’s wrong with it?”

“Nothing, I hope. Does it still work?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I put it on somebody’s motorbike yesterday. And I need to find out where that bike is heading.”

“Sure, it’s gonna work. Let me just log in.” There was a short pause. “Okay, got it, but it’s still moving, heading southwest on Highway 6.”

“Can you somehow keep me up to date on where it’s going?”

“Yeah, but that’ll take me about fifteen minutes. I’m gonna have to set up a live update for you. Do you want me to send it to your cell?”

“Can you do that?”

“I can do anything, doll,” he said confidently.

“You’re the best! Fifteen minutes?”

“Give or take. I’ll send you a link to an app you’ll need to install, and as soon as I’m done programming it, it’ll ping and you’ll get live updates every thirty seconds. It’s almost as good as a live feed.”

“Thanks, Andrew! I owe you one.”

“By my count, that’s more than one so far. But who’s keeping track?”

Phoebe chuckled. “You are, I’m sure. Talk soon.” She disconnected the call and charged into the bathroom. She had just enough time to shower and get dressed before she could head out and follow Scott.

She wouldn’t be a journalist if she didn’t try to get to the bottom of this. Something stank to high heaven, and she would find out what it was. And not just because she needed a good story to keep Eriksson from firing her. Now it was personal. Nobody ditched Phoebe Chadwick as unceremoniously as Scott had done and got away unscathed.

A little voice in her head piped up. You wouldn’t be doing this if he were ugly and bad in bed. Admit it—you’ve got the hots for him and want more.

“Ridiculous!”
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Scott had driven over five hours with barely any breaks, having filled his tank once at a small gas station which didn’t appear to have any security cameras mounted. Just to be sure, he’d stopped his motorcycle at an angle from which the gas station attendant couldn’t read his license plate. He’d paid cash. He never paid by credit card. In fact, he’d ditched all his cards from his former life, and when there was need for a credit card, he purchased a pre-paid card in a supermarket and paid cash. Cash was king to a man on the run.

He’d stayed off the freeways, preferring the smaller highways and country roads with less traffic and less chance of running into the highway patrol. Though he’d changed the license plate of his motorcycle the moment he’d returned from the train collision, he hadn’t yet had a chance to repaint the bike. He should have known better and spent the night at Al’s shop, letting himself in with his spare key, rather than screw Phoebe as if he could afford the luxury of such a distraction. Now he was paying for having indulged in the pleasure of spending the night in Phoebe’s arms.

He couldn’t change it now. And a part of him didn’t want to change anything about the previous night. He recalled the words of one of his instructors at The Farm, where he’d spent countless months training for the CIA.

“Acknowledge your mistakes and move on. Dwelling on them will only lead to more mistakes,” he’d said more than just once. “Instead, examine what you did and see if there’s any advantage you can glean from it.”

Scott involuntarily smiled. The advantage of having spent the night with Phoebe was that he felt content for the first time in three years. Sated, satisfied, whole. While he knew this feeling would vanish soon, he appreciated the energy he’d garnered from it. As if he’d filled his tank just like he’d filled the tank of his Ducati.

He knew he would never see Phoebe again, but he also knew it was for the best. He couldn’t drag her into this. Danger followed him everywhere he went, and while he was trained for this, Phoebe wasn’t.

Maybe in another life they could have had more than just one night, but he only had this life to live and he wasn’t going to do anything to endanger her or himself. He’d promised his father to continue what he’d started. Maybe not under the protection of the American government, but there had to be other ways to fulfill his destiny and use his gift to protect those who needed him.

Feeling tiredness creep into his bones, he started scanning the neighborhoods he drove through. He had to find shelter for the rest of the day. He needed to sleep, eat, and shower, and would continue his journey south around midnight, when the streets were deserted.

Scott slowed his motorcycle, staying only slightly below the speed limit. Any slower and he would have attracted attention. Going too slow piqued people’s interest just as much as going too fast. His surveillance instructor had taught him that.

“Always be ordinary,” he’d advised. “Ordinary means invisible. That’s what you want to be—a ghost who people walk past without seeing. Don’t do anything that makes them remember you.”

Well, he’d epically failed at that with Phoebe, that much was certain. As Scott thought of her, he hoped that his note had pissed her off enough that she’d left his apartment posthaste and was gone by the time his enemies had found out his address. Not that he thought she could tell them anything that would lead his enemies to him, but he didn’t want her involved in something that could put her in danger. Because once they found out she was a reporter, there was no telling what they’d do. That’s why he’d written the note the way he had.

You wouldn’t understand was a red flag for any woman. Waved at a woman, she would turn into a fury and stomp out, slamming the door behind her—after she trashed his place. Considering there wasn’t much to trash, Scott estimated that it had taken her less than twenty minutes to leave his apartment after he’d made sure she was awake by setting the radio alarm on his bedside table for half an hour after he’d left.

Outside a convenience store he stopped and pulled a free real estate circular from a display on the side of the street. Every small town had a rag like it. Some were thicker, some thinner, but they all contained the same: homes for sale and rent.

Scott tucked the paper into his leather jacket and continued on. A mile outside town, he pulled off the road and parked behind a copse of trees. He got off the bike and stretched. He was used to spending long hours riding a motorcycle, and the Multistrada was a comfortable bike for long rides, but he felt stiff nonetheless. Soon he’d be able to lie down and rest for a few hours.

Scott pulled the paper from his jacket and started scanning it. He quickly found what he was looking for.

Foreclosures, it said halfway down one page.

The ads read mostly the same: Three bedroom, two bath house in good neighborhood, large yard. All good, but he was looking for something in particular.

Vacant, he finally read. Perfect. Plus the real estate agents were even advertising where the houses were located. Some even noted the house number and the street. That was all he needed. Several ads fit his criteria. Then he found one other crucial piece of information.

Showings on Wednesday and Saturday only, one ad read.

He was in luck. Today was Tuesday. Nobody would be showing up at this particular house until the next day. By then, he’d be gone.

He punched the address into his GPS device and headed for it. It wasn’t far. When he saw the house, he drove past it. He needed to check out the neighborhood to see if there was anything he had to be aware of. To his relief, the house wasn’t in a subdivision where you could practically hear your neighbors flush the toilet. The house stood on a large lot, mature trees in the front and back, overgrown grass and bushes in the front.

Scott turned right when he saw a path leading to a street behind the house. He took it and looked around. There was no fence at the back of the house, enabling him to approach it without anybody from the street seeing him. The shed in the backyard was in disrepair as was the entire house by the looks of it, but it would do nicely to hide his bike. He killed the engine and jumped off.

His eyes and ears were vigilant while he pushed his motorcycle out of sight and took what he needed from the side cases. Then he closed the shed door and walked to the back entrance of the house. It was a ranch style, one-level home with a pitched roof.

Scott spied through the window next to the door. Like he’d suspected, this was the kitchen. And like in so many houses, the back doors were easy work for any intruder. With one of his trusted tools the lock sprang open within thirty seconds.

He stepped inside and listened. No sounds.

On the kitchen counter, the real estate agent had left flyers about the property and his business cards. He glanced at them. Correction: her business cards. The agent’s plastic smile beamed at him from her cards.

Scott tested the light switch. It worked. The electricity hadn’t been disconnected. He walked to the sink and turned on the faucet. Clean water flowed from it. Good. It was all he needed.

As he inspected the property, he was pleased to see that several pieces of furniture had been left by the previous owners, including a single bed in one of the rooms. At least that meant he wouldn’t have to sleep on the floor. He opened all the cupboards, and in one of them he found a few mismatched pillowcases and sheets. They would be sufficient to serve as makeshift towels to dry off after his shower, which he would take right after he’d eaten something.

He placed his emergency sack of food on the kitchen counter and unpacked what he’d brought.
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Scott woke with a start. It was pitch black around him, and for a split second he didn’t know where he was. But then it all came back. He was sleeping on a bed in a foreclosed home on the outskirts of St. Louis, Missouri.

And despite all his efforts, they’d found him.

They were good, Scott had to admit. But they wouldn’t succeed. He wasn’t going down that easily.

The intruder was too loud. While he certainly made an effort to be quiet, he’d made the mistake of keeping his shoes on. Had Scott been tasked with sneaking up on a target, he would have taken his shoes off and approached silently. His target wouldn’t even have woken and realized what was coming. Whereas this would-be assassin was behaving like an elephant in a china shop.

Scott rose silently. He was fully dressed except for his boots and leather jacket, which lay on the floor beside the bed. His Glock was locked in one of the cases on his Ducati, but his knife was right where he wanted it, in his hand. In a place like this, he preferred to defend himself with a knife, instead of shooting a gun which might alert nosy neighbors to his whereabouts. A knife was silent and just as deadly if you knew how to use it.

Scott had left the door to the hallway open, which now benefited him. The intruder wouldn’t hear him coming. On bare feet, he snuck into the hallway, his eyes already adjusted to the darkness around him. He breathed silently, taking shallow breaths, avoiding anything that could alert the intruder to the fact that Scott was already onto him.

The sounds came from the back. Somebody was coming out of the kitchen and entering the hallway. Scott darted into the next room, the largest of the bedrooms, and pressed himself against the wall next to the open door.

The footsteps got louder. A few more seconds and the intruder would reach the door. Scott counted in his head, holding his breath all the while.

Another sound, and Scott pounced, emerging from his hiding place and jumping onto the intruder, slamming him against the wall, knife drawn and ready to plunge into him.

A high-pitched gasp broke the silence.

Simultaneously Scott noticed something else: the body he’d slammed against the wall was lighter and smaller than he’d expected. And softer too. They’d sent a female assassin after him?

“Fuck!” he cursed, though it wouldn’t matter. He’d kill a woman just as easily as a man.

“Scott?”

His hand holding the knife arrested in mid-thrust. It nearly dropped from his grip, so shaken was he by the voice he heard. “Phoebe?”

A relieved breath came from her, echoing his own. But his relief wasn’t long-lasting.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” He pulled her into the kitchen, where moonlight shone through the large windows and allowed him to see her properly without switching on a light.

“I was following you. And why the hell were you attacking me?” She glared at him and ripped her arm from his grip.

Scott clenched his jaw. “Because you don’t break into a house and sneak up on somebody in the middle of the night.”

“It doesn’t look like this is your house. There’s a for sale sign out front. So don’t lecture me on breaking and entering!” Phoebe braced her hands on her hips in a show of defiance.

Right now, Scott felt like paddling her ass. He’d nearly killed her, and as a result his hands were still shaking. “That’s beside the point! How the fuck did you even find me?”

“I have my ways.”

He made a step toward her, growling. To her credit, she didn’t flinch. “How?” If he’d inadvertently left a trail, he had to know about it. Now. Before his enemies followed it and got to him.

“I’ll tell you if you tell me why you left.”

“I don’t play that game.”

Phoebe narrowed her eyes. “Well, like it or not, now you do. And I have a whole bunch of questions I’d like answered.”

“Not a chance. I told you before that I won’t answer any of your questions, no matter how good the sex was.” And the sex had been amazing.

“Yeah, and while we’re on that subject—how dare you leave me that insulting note? You wouldn’t understand? Jerk!”

She glared at him, and despite the dim light in the kitchen, Scott could tell she was hurt. He shoved a hand through his hair. There was a reason why he never got involved with anybody. It only led to complications. “Shit, Phoebe! Why couldn’t you just trash my place and let out your anger on me that way? Why did you have to come looking for me?”

A perplexed look spread over her face. “You purposely pissed me off? Why?”

“It doesn’t matter now.”

“It does to me,” she ground out.

“I wanted you gone from my place, okay?” Gone, so his enemies couldn’t hurt her.

“Of all the rotten guys I’ve been out with, you really take the cake!” Her lips trembled now.

“I’m sorry, Phoebe, but I never made any promises to you.”

“No, you didn’t. My mistake, expecting the hero who saved twenty-seven lives not to behave like an asshole!”

“Damn it, Phoebe!” He gripped her upper arms and dragged her body against his. “I’m not an asshole. I was trying to protect you.”

She scoffed. “Protect me?”

“From the people who’re after me. I had to make sure you left my place before they got there.”

Phoebe shook her head. “You’re just making that up to pacify me. I’m not that naïve.”

Scott let out a bitter laugh. “If I wanted to pacify you I’d employ another tactic.”

“Oh, yeah, what kind of tactic?” she spat.

“This one.”

He cupped the back of her neck and sank his lips onto hers. After a stunned split second, she struggled, hammering her fists into his chest, but her lips parted upon his urging tongue and he swept inside, tasting her. Instantly his entire body was aflame again, just like the night before when they’d made love. He encircled her waist and yanked her to him, grinding his groin against her.

Shit, he knew this was wrong. Wrong for so many reasons. Phoebe was angry, and rightly so. He’d left without a word, and now he was using their mutual attraction to placate her, even though he knew there could never be anything between them.

Just as he wanted to sever the kiss, her hands curled into his shirt and she clung to him. She angled her head, and her tongue stroked against his. For a few seconds he enjoyed the contact and responded to the caress, while his hand slid down to her backside to press her against his hardening cock.

Then he ripped his mouth from hers, breathing hard. “Damn it, Phoebe, we shouldn’t be doing this. You shouldn’t even be here.”

Her lips parted and moist, she lifted her eyes to look at him. The vulnerability he’d seen in them before was there again.

“You shouldn’t be anywhere near me. It’s too dangerous. I don’t want you to get hurt.” Scott brushed his thumb over her cheek and down to her lips, tracing them. “You have to go back and forget you ever met me.”

“I can’t do that,” Phoebe murmured, avoiding his gaze.

He took her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “You have to. Please. But first, you need to tell me how you found me. Both our lives may depend on it.”

She gave him a doubtful look.

Scott brought his lips to hers and brushed over them in a feather-light caress. “Please, Phoebe. I need to know. If you found me, it means I didn’t cover my tracks. And that means my enemies will find me too. Do you really want them to kill me?”

A jolt went through her lithe body, her eyes widening at the same moment. “Kill you?”

He nodded solemnly. “If last night meant anything at all to you, then please tell me how you were able to find me here.” And by the way Phoebe had kissed him back only moments earlier, he guessed that it had meant something to her. No woman traveled three hundred miles to chase down a guy she didn’t give a rat’s ass about.

“I put a GPS tracker on your motorcycle before I knocked at your door yesterday.”

“Shit!”

She shrugged apologetically. “Sorry, but I figured if you left before I could get my questions answered I would have a way of finding you again. It was hard enough the first time.”

Scott released her, all business now. “Are you using a cell phone to get the data from the tracker?”

She nodded.

“Fuck! They’re probably already on my tail.”

“Don’t worry, I’m the only one who has access to the info. My computer guy set up the site just for me.”

Scott shook his head. “Anything sent over an unsecured line can be picked up. We have to get rid of the tracker and your cell phone now. Give it to me.”

“No!” she protested.

“Phoebe, you don’t understand who you’re dealing with here. The people who are after me don’t play games. By now they’ll have identified who you are. Once they saw my picture on the news, they will have figured out who I’ve been in contact with. They will already be searching for you in the hopes you’ll lead them to me.”

“Who are they?”

“I don’t know.”

“But—”

“We don’t have time for explanations. Give me your cell phone.”

Phoebe finally dug into her handbag, which was slung diagonally across her torso and handed him the phone.

“Where did you put the tracker?”

“Back wheel, underneath the covering.”

He nodded and turned toward the door leading into the backyard.

“What are you planning to do?”

“Cover my tracks.”

“And then?”

“Then you and I will have a talk.”
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It hadn’t taken long for Scott to take the GPS tracker off his motorbike, race to the next gas station and plant it on a truck. He’d struck up a quick conversation with the driver, asking him where he was heading, and decided the truck would provide a good enough diversion should anybody have caught on to the signal it was emitting. Instead of smashing Phoebe’s cell phone, he slipped it underneath the driver’s seat of a car whose driver had just entered the 24-hour convenience store attached to the gas station after filling up his tank.

Scott jumped back on his bike and headed back to the house, where he’d instructed Phoebe to wait for him, something she’d done reluctantly, probably suspecting that he would ditch her again. It was his plan, though this time he was going to actually say goodbye instead of disappearing without a word.

But sometimes not even he could plan for everything. Fate had a way of intervening.

The moment Scott pulled into the backyard once more and switched off the engine, his vision blurred.

“Shit, not now!” he cursed, but there was nothing he could do.

He’d never been able to stop a premonition from coming over him. His father had told him not to try. “It’s impossible, Scott. Just accept it. It’s part of who you are. There’s no fighting it.”

He managed to get off the bike before the full brunt of the vision hit him and forced him to his knees.

He didn’t know whose hands wrapped around the graceful neck and squeezed. But he knew the woman: Phoebe. Her face turned red as she struggled for air, and her fingernails clawed at the large hands choking the life out of her.

“Scott! Scott!”

But her lips didn’t move, couldn’t have produced the words that now drifted to his ears. He fought to push the vision back, but the pictures kept coming, the horror of it chilling him to the bone.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Shocked, Phoebe rushed to Scott. She’d heard the motorcycle return and had watched him from the kitchen window. She’d seen him stumble and fall to his knees. Was he hurt? Had whoever was after him gotten to him while he’d tried to cover his tracks, as he’d put it?

“Scott!”

She grabbed him by the shoulders and though he looked at her, he didn’t seem to see her. His eyes didn’t focus, didn’t appear to recognize her.

Frantically she scanned his body, but she saw no blood and no obvious injuries. “What’s wrong, Scott? Please talk to me.”

His body jerked, making a few uncoordinated movements. Was he having a seizure? Oh God, she had no medical training whatsoever, had no idea what to do. She was helpless in a situation like this. All she could do was hold on to his shoulders and make sure he didn’t fall and hit his head on something.

“Phoebe.” All of a sudden Scott stared right into her eyes. “Phoebe.”

Then he pulled her to him so violently she nearly toppled over. He hugged her close to him, burying his face in the crook of her neck.

“What happened?” Phoebe asked, relieved that he seemed to be better.

Slowly he released her. “Nothing. It’s fine.”

But his voice called him a liar. He wasn’t fine. She could see that. “Are you sick?”

“I’m fine.” He rose to his feet, pulling her up with him. “It’s nothing.”

“But you were having a seizure,” she protested. “Do you need medicine?”

“No. Don’t concern yourself with it. You can’t catch it.”

Her concerns hadn’t even gone in that direction. “You didn’t look fine.”

“Trust me, I am.” He cupped her cheek and pressed a kiss on her lips. “Now let’s go. We’ve gotta get out of here.”

“We?” Had Scott really said we? “You’re not sending me back to Chicago?” She’d been sure he’d intended to do just that when he’d told her they would talk once he got back from ditching the GPS tracker.

Scott shook his head. “I don’t think you’ll be safe there right now. They probably know who you are, and they may use you to get to me.”

“But I don’t know anything.”

“Doesn’t matter. They’ll try to hurt you in the hope that I’ll come back to help you.”

“But why would you do that?”

Tenderly he caressed her cheek. “Because I’m the reason you’re in danger in the first place.” Their eyes met. “And because I like you.”

His confession was unexpected but no less welcome. But she couldn’t let it influence her now. He was a smooth talker, and his kisses had a way of softening her up. That much she knew. But everything else about him still lay in the dark. What if he was a hardened criminal and she was becoming his accomplice by going with him? She didn’t want to turn into Bonnie from Bonnie and Clyde.

She swallowed hard. “Are you a wanted man?”

“By the police, you mean?”

Phoebe nodded.

Scott smiled. “I wouldn’t be worried if the police were after me. But I’m afraid the people who want to kill me are more powerful than that. And more resourceful.”

“The mafia?”

“You watch too much bad TV. Let’s get going.” He grabbed her hand to pull her toward the house.

“Can’t you please tell me what I’m dealing with here?”

He stopped and turned back to her. “How old are you, Phoebe?”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“How old?”

“Twenty-nine, if you must know.”

“Do you want to turn thirty?”

Her breath hitched in her throat. “What kind of question is that?”

He looked at her intently. “If you want to live, Phoebe, you need to come with me. Otherwise I can’t guarantee your safety. I promise that as long as you do as I say, you’ll be safe.”

The sincerity of his words hit her. Scott wasn’t joking, nor was he bragging. He was merely stating a fact. And to her surprise, she believed every single word he was saying. For the first time in her life her reporter brain, which wanted an explanation for everything, stilled and accepted a statement without asking for proof.

Either Scott was telling the truth, or he was the best liar the world had ever seen and she was about to make the biggest mistake of her life. One that could cost her her life if she was wrong about him.

“Do you trust me?”

Phoebe met his eyes. “Yes.”

Scott squeezed her hand reassuringly, and she followed him into the house to collect her things.
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Scott had driven her car into a small lake, and Phoebe had watched it sink. At that moment the finality of her decisions had hit her like a freight train. But she couldn’t turn back now. She had no cell phone, no car, and an unknown perpetrator on her heels. If she didn’t go with Scott now, there was no telling what would happen to her.

Once this whole thing had unraveled, maybe she would be able to publish the story about her adventure and thus save her job. If she came back with something juicy like a chase around the country, Eriksson and Novak would maybe even forgive her for having disappeared without a word. For now, she would take things as they came and hope for the best.

“Ready?”

Phoebe met Scott’s inquiring gaze and hopped onto the motorcycle behind him. He handed her the helmet and she put it on. On the way to the lake, he’d stopped at a biker bar and stolen a second helmet off another motorcycle, and he now slipped the stolen helmet over his head.

“Hold on tight,” he commanded. “Move with me when I go into curves, all right?”

“Okay.”

She slung her arms around his waist. He put his hand over one arm and squeezed. Then he turned the ignition key and pressed the starter button before lifting the kickstand and driving off into the night.

She’d never been on a motorcycle, but she had to admit she liked the feeling of freedom it inspired in her. Though Scott drove fast, he took every curve with skill and confidence and soon she found herself clinging to him not with the death grip she’d employed at the start of the trip, but with a more relaxed hold. He seemed to notice it too, because on occasion he would remove one hand from the handlebar and briefly squeeze her hand as if wanting to thank her for adhering to his instructions.

During the long drive she also became more aware of Scott’s body. Her legs were pressed against his outer thighs, and she could feel his muscles flex underneath his pants. She wasn’t sure how long they’d ridden, but on the horizon the sun was about to come up, and only now did she realize how tired she was. She’d never been much of a night owl.

When Scott slowed after entering Memphis city limits, she tensed automatically. He turned his head halfway and opened his visor.

“I’m trying to find us a place to stay,” he announced.

“Another house for sale?”

“No, I think I have a better idea.” He motioned to a van driving in front of them.

She read the writing on the back. The van was an airport shuttle. “You want to go to an airport?”

He didn’t answer and closed his visor again, while he cruised behind the van. When it turned into a driveway and stopped there, Scott continued driving. He stopped at the next intersection, took a left turn and stopped the motorcycle, but kept the engine running, his feet on the ground.

“What are we doing?”

He put his hand on her thigh. “Patience.”

She followed his gaze as he looked to the left, back to where they’d come from. It took only a few minutes before the airport shuttle left the driveway, several passengers sitting in it now.

“Perfect,” he said and turned the motorcycle around.

When the van disappeared in the distance, he put the bike back into gear and drove to the house from which the van had picked up the passengers.

She opened her visor. “Are you sure the house is empty?”

He turned his head halfway. “Two adults leaving with two teenagers. High probability it’s vacant.”

He pulled into the driveway, still under cover of darkness, though in a few minutes it would be light enough for the neighbors to see the motorcycle.

Scott pointed to a tall wooden gate next to the garage. “Open it.”

Phoebe jumped off the motorcycle and walked to it. She reached over it, finding the latch on the inside and releasing it. In the meantime, Scott had turned off the engine and was pushing his Ducati toward her. She stepped aside and let him pass. When he and the bike were inside, she entered behind him and closed the gate again.

Scott parked the motorcycle next to the trashcans and motioned her to follow him.

As they walked into the backyard, Phoebe noticed the high wooden fence that surrounded the property and the high bushes and mature trees lining the perimeter. An alley ran along one side of the large lot. A wooden deck was attached to the back of the house. There was a barbeque, a table and chairs.

Scott walked ahead. She watched him take in his surroundings, though she suspected he saw more than she did. For the first time she now noticed how alert he was, how his eyes scanned the area outside the house with purpose and efficiency. As if he’d done this many times before. Like a professional. But what kind of professional?

He seemed to like what he saw, while she was still nervous, expecting at any moment a door to open and a grandparent or house sitter to appear from within the house. While she cast nervous looks over her shoulder, Scott approached the door leading from the house onto the deck and tested it. It was locked, which Phoebe had expected.

He pulled something from the inside of his jacket pocket and went to work on the lock, but his broad back blocked her view and she couldn’t see what he was doing. By the time she’d crossed the deck and reached him, he was already pushing the door open. He hesitated for a moment, then stepped into the house. Phoebe followed him gingerly and looked around.

Scott took his helmet off and placed it on the clean kitchen counter. “You can take your helmet off now.”

She removed the motorcycle helmet and shook her hair out, combing through it with her fingers. It felt sticky from the long ride. In fact, her entire body felt sticky.

“Stay here. I’ll take a look around,” Scott said. “Don’t turn on any lights, and stay away from the windows.”

Phoebe watched him leave the room and barely heard his footsteps as he walked into the hallway. She remained quiet, still fearful they weren’t alone in the house. Meanwhile she let her gaze wander around the kitchen. Her look fell onto the large refrigerator. She approached and opened it.

It was practically bare, cleaned out of all perishable items such as milk or eggs. Only condiments and other longer lasting items were still inside. And water. She took a bottle and twisted its lid.

She drank a big gulp and instantly felt better.

“May I have some of that?”

Scott’s voice behind her made her whirl around, her heart beating like a jackhammer. She hadn’t heard him come back.

He reached for the bottle in her hand. “Didn’t mean to startle you. Ingrained habit.” He shrugged apologetically and set the bottle to his lips, gulping down half of it before handing it back to her. “Thanks.”

“Is it safe here?”

He nodded. “We can rest here for a day or two.”

“And then?”

“I’ll figure something out.” He must have noticed her worried look, because he stroked his knuckles over her cheek. “If you want to get cleaned up, there’s a large master bath upstairs. Back of the house. I’ve drawn the shades everywhere. I’ll check to see if I can find us some food in the meantime.”

Phoebe pointed to the refrigerator. “Fridge is empty.”

“There’s a freezer, and if they are like every American family, they’ll probably have another one out in the garage. I’ll fix us something and then we’ll need to sleep.”

Phoebe nodded gratefully. Sleep was what she needed. And a shower. And food. Though she had no idea in which order. She walked out of the kitchen and took the back stairs leading to the second floor. To her surprise the house had two staircases, one in the front and one in the back. The house looked well maintained and comfortable. The thick carpet under her feet swallowed the sound of her footsteps when she walked along the upstairs corridor in search of the master bedroom. Double doors led into it. A massive king-sized bed dominated the room which had French doors leading to a balcony overlooking the backyard. Closets lined the walkway that led into the bathroom.

The shower was equipped with dual showerheads, a luxury she’d never enjoyed before. But what drew her attention was the large soaking tub. Yes, that was exactly what she needed now. A long soak in the tub to soothe her aching muscles which weren’t accustomed to riding on a motorcycle for hours without a break.

Luckily the woman living in this home liked her baths too, if the variety of the various bath foams and salts was anything to go by. Phoebe picked a lavender-scented bath foam and filled the oversized tub with hot water while she undressed.

Minutes later, she sank into the heavenly liquid and closed her eyes. Time to relax and to think. So many questions swarmed in her head. She didn’t even know where to start. She would have to make a mental list. And on the top of her list was the most important question: who was Scott?

Other questions followed easily from there: who was he running from and why? Had he committed a heinous crime? Why had he saved the children and her? As the memory of the train collision surfaced again, she recalled the news report from Debbie Finch from WYAT News. She’d mentioned another, similar incident where a motorcyclist had saved the victim of a collision and had then disappeared before being identified. Had Scott anything to do with that? She shook her head. Impossible. It would be too much of a coincidence. After all, the odds of somebody happening upon an impending disaster like that and arriving in time to prevent it were huge. The odds of the same thing happening to the same person twice were astronomical.

Only somebody knowing of events like these in advance would be able to achieve this impossible feat. And she didn’t believe that Scott had anything to do with the bus driver or the cab driver from the incident two years earlier. No, it had to be a coincidence. A very lucky coincidence.

Phoebe sighed and dipped the back of her head into the water, wetting her hair before sitting up again, her eyes still closed. She’d only switched on the light over the sink which bathed the room in an orange glow.

“You look comfortable. May I join you?”

Phoebe gasped and jerked up. Water sloshed over the side of the tub. She found Scott standing at the door, looking at her, his eyes unreadable.

“You have to stop sneaking up on me like that,” she admonished.

“Apologies,” he said and stepped into the room.

She ran her eyes over him. He’d taken off his leather jacket and boots, but was still wearing his black T-shirt and pants. Involuntarily she licked her lips and felt her nipples pebble. Suddenly she was fully aware of the fact that she was sitting up in the bathtub and the foam wasn’t covering her breasts anymore.

“I take that as a yes.”

Her throat dry now, Phoebe watched him undress. First he pulled his T-shirt over his head and tossed it onto the clothes hamper. Then he opened the button of his pants and pulled down the zipper.

Slowly she sank back into the water, her breasts now beneath the foam again. When Scott stepped out of his pants, her eyes zeroed in on his boxer briefs. The fabric stretched tightly over his groin. The moment his thumbs hooked underneath the waistband, she dropped her lids and looked away. God, she was ogling him like a star-struck teenager! It was positively shameless. Hadn’t she cursed herself only yesterday morning for being so naïve and falling for his seduction? And now she was about to do the same: succumb to his sex appeal when what she should be doing was asking him questions.

“Don’t tell me you’re suddenly shy,” Scott said and stepped into the tub.

When he remained standing, she looked up to him and stared right at his cock. It hung there, long and heavy, but relaxed.

“Are you gonna stand there forever?” she asked instead of an answer.

“May I get behind you?”

Phoebe scooted forward and he stepped around her to slide into the tub, sitting down behind her, his legs in a vee, his arms immediately pulling her against his chest. One hand slid to her stomach, resting there. The other lay across her breasts, though he was making no attempt to caress them.

“This feels good.” Scott’s breath blew against her nape.

She remained stiff in his arms, her head raised.

“What’s wrong? Relax, Phoebe. Rest your head against my chest.” When she finally did, his hand stroked leisurely over her stomach. “That’s better.”

“I need answers, Scott,” she blurted before her courage could desert her. And this time she wouldn’t stop until she’d gotten the answers she sought.
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Scott sighed. He had the feeling this time he couldn’t pacify Phoebe with a kiss like he’d done the night before. But no matter what she asked, he would be the one controlling what he told her. He wouldn’t be cajoled into revealing his secrets, though he knew in order to keep Phoebe from mounting a mutiny, he’d have to give up some information.

“Why is this story so important to you?” he asked to buy himself some time.

“It’s not really about this story.” She hesitated. “Well, it is and it isn’t.”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

Phoebe shifted, turning her head sideways. “The paper is in financial trouble, and they’re letting people go. If I can’t prove I’m somebody worth keeping, I’ll be axed. And since the publisher’s son was one of the kids on the bus, he’s gotten it into his head to get your story.”

“So that’s why you followed me.” For a moment he’d thought maybe she’d followed him because she’d felt spurned by him. And some women just needed to have the last word.

“Well, your insulting note didn’t help. That’s for sure.”

He pressed her more firmly against his chest and dropped his head to hers. “I already explained why I wrote it.” He planted a quick kiss on her temple. “But I’m afraid you’ll have to tell your editor there’s no story.” Scott slid his mouth farther down and kissed her neck, but she pulled away, making it abundantly clear he couldn’t butter her up this time. “Fine,” he conceded. “I’ll tell you about myself.”

She turned her face to him, smiling, her mouth already opening, ready to ask her question, but he stopped her.

“But you can’t print any of it. If the public finds out about it, I’m as good as dead.”

Her face fell. “But there must be something I can give to Eriksson.”

“Make something up. Isn’t that what reporters do anyway?”

Outrage colored Phoebe’s face. “That’s not true! I only write the truth! I’m not some unethical gossip columnist writing for a worthless rag. I work for the Daily Messenger.”

Scott lifted his hands in defense. “Nothing personal, but I know from experience that not even the Daily Messenger always prints the truth. And with this lie you would protect me. Unless of course you don’t care what happens to me.” He threw the bait out there, hoping she’d bite.

She did, but not without making her own demands. “Fine, but you’ll tell me the truth.”

“Good, but you’ll never breathe a word of it to anybody. I’ll give you the truth.” Well, a sanitized version of it, anyway. Because Phoebe would never believe the entire truth, and it wasn’t for him to divulge it. Too much was at stake. He couldn’t risk the lives of other men like him, if some of them were indeed still alive and living in hiding like he was.

Scott pulled her back to lean against his chest and wrapped his arms around her again, one arm across her luscious breasts, one hand low on her stomach. So low that his fingertips were grazing the top of her mound, ready to take action if he needed to divert her attention when her questions went in a direction he didn’t want to take.

“I spent the first eleven years of my life in an orphanage in Richmond, Virginia,” he started. “I hated every moment of it. I didn’t belong there. I didn’t get along with the other kids. I was bullied. Well, back then, I guess they didn’t call it that.”

“What happened to your parents?”

“I don’t know. Nobody knows who my parents were. They abandoned me. I was found as a baby in a trashcan, barely alive.”

A shocked gasp came from Phoebe.

“I assume that my mother was a teenager and I was the result of an unwanted pregnancy.”

“Did you ever try to find out? I mean, these days with DNA analysis and everything…”

He shook his head and closed his eyes. “I don’t want to know who she is. She didn’t want me. So why would I want her?” Scott wasn’t bitter about it anymore. Because somebody else had given him the love he’d craved as a child. “I was adopted when I was eleven.”

“A good family?”

“A single man who gave me the home I needed. He taught me everything. He was my father in everything but blood. We were so much alike.”

“Could he have been your biological father? I mean, maybe he found out about you and came to claim you because he knew you were his son?”

Scott smiled wistfully. “No, he wasn’t my biological father. But it didn’t matter. I loved him and looked up to him.”

“He’s gone, isn’t he?” she asked hesitantly, pity evident in her voice.

“Murdered.”

“Murdered?” Phoebe echoed. “Oh my God!”

“I couldn’t prevent it.”

“Were you with him when it happened?”

“No. Had I been there, maybe I would have been able to save him. But they made sure they got him alone.”

“Did the police find the killers?”

“There was never an investigation.”

Phoebe spun around, staring at him in disbelief. “But for every murder there’s a police investigation.”

“The official story was that he died of a heart attack.”

Her eyebrows knotted. “But…I don’t get it. Are you sure he was murdered?”

Scott saw skepticism in her eyes now and couldn’t really blame her. If somebody were telling him the story, maybe he’d be skeptical too. “I never saw his body, but I managed to access the unofficial report.”

“Unofficial report?”

“They covered everything up, swept it under the rug.”

“The police? But if they did that, you’ll have to try to prove it. Go to the FBI, have them investigate. Or the government. There must be people who can help you.”

“I’m not talking about the police, Phoebe. I’m talking about the government. They are the ones who covered it up.”

Phoebe’s head went from side to side. “But why?”

“Because they can’t afford for anybody to find out that one of their top secret CIA programs was compromised and its director murdered. They can’t let anybody know the program even existed. And because of that, they’ve become accessories. I can’t trust them.”

“But don’t you think that’s—”

“Paranoid?” Scott finished her sentence.

“I was gonna say crazy, but paranoid works too.”

“I’m alive. If that means I’m paranoid, then I’m paranoid.”

Her forehead furrowed. “But why would they be after you too? Just because your father was the director of some super-secret government program? That makes no sense.”

Scott took her chin in his hand and looked into her eyes. “Phoebe, I worked with my father. I was one of his agents. The people who killed my father are hunting me and everybody else connected to the program. And when they catch me they’ll kill me unless I kill them first.”

A shocked gasp came over Phoebe’s lips. She swallowed. “What program were you in?”

“I can’t tell you that. I’ve already told you more than I’ve ever told anybody else. Please don’t ask anything else. The less you know, the safer you are.”

Slowly, Phoebe nodded, then she turned fully and put her arms around his neck, pressing herself against him.

“What’s that for?” he murmured, surprised at her sudden show of affection. He hadn’t expected her to agree to his demand so readily.

“Thank you for telling me about you.”

He didn’t know what to say, suddenly feeling tongue-tied. And guilty. Because he hadn’t told her the most important thing. He hadn’t revealed to her that he’d had a premonition about her death. And the knowledge that he was the only thing that stood between her and her killer sent an ice-cold shiver down his spine and chilled him to the bone.

Scott shifted to sit up with Phoebe in his arms. “The water is getting cold. Let’s dry off.” He reached for the plug and pulled it, letting the water drain as he got out of the tub and helped Phoebe out of it.

He opened the large linen closet and pulled a bath towel from it, draped it over Phoebe’s back and started to dry her off. When she took a step toward him, rubbing her still damp body against his, he was suddenly fully aware of her nakedness.

She lifted her head and met his gaze. “Scott,” she murmured, her lips parting while her hands reached for his face and the towel slid from her shoulders.

Automatically, his hands went around her back, one capturing her behind to press her against his growing erection. Maybe that’s what they needed right now—a reaffirmation of life, though Phoebe couldn’t even guess the extent of the danger she was facing. “Can you feel what you’re doing to me?”

A tantalizing smile crossed her lips. “Are you always aroused that easily?”

Scott arched an eyebrow. “Are you trying to seduce me?”

“Do I need to?” Her fingers trailed down his torso, heading for his groin. “Or are you going to give me what I want voluntarily?”

“What is it that you want this time? More answers?”

She shook her head and licked her lips. Her hand now combed through the thatch of dark hair that surrounded his cock. When her fingertips made contact with his hard flesh, he hissed in a breath. Yes, making love to her would take the edge off. And after that he’d come up with a plan to prevent the event that could end Phoebe’s life. The premonition had shown him that they were already onto him and he couldn’t outrun them. It meant he had to fight them. Before they had a chance to force him into a corner.

“I think you know what I want,” she said.

“I think I do too.” Scott glanced around the bathroom, homing in on the spot where Phoebe had left her clothes and handbag. “Please tell me you have a condom in that purse.”

“You’re in luck. I always have one emergency condom on me.”

Scott lowered his head to hers. “I think this qualifies as an emergency.”
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The moment Phoebe handed Scott the condom from the handbag, he lifted her into his arms and carried her into the master bedroom. A few seconds later, Phoebe found herself with her back on the bed, while Scott stood there, looking at her hungrily. Already during the night she’d spent in his bed she’d thought he was an extraordinary male specimen, but today he appeared even more so. There was a determination about him, an intensity she could only assume was caused by the fact that he was on the run and could be caught at any moment. Why else would he look at her like a man who needed to experience everything he could because this could be the last time he had the chance?

When she stretched her arms out to him, he ripped the foil packet open and slid the condom over his cock, his hands almost trembling. There would be no foreplay today, no slow caresses, no drawn-out kisses. This would be an intense coupling, a passionate union of their bodies.

Scott didn’t say anything when he joined her on the bed and moved over her and used his knees to spread her thighs farther apart. Yet his gaze spoke volumes. He needed her. If only for this moment, this day, maybe this week.

When she felt the thick head of his cock at her sex, she only had a split second to take a breath before he breached her portal and drove inside. Only a groan came over his lips, while he clenched his jaw. Then his mouth was on hers and his tongue mimicked the actions of his cock, stroking her tongue in the same rhythm as his cock thrust in and out of her.

His pelvis slammed against her sex with each movement, hard and relentless, while his hands on her body practically immobilized her. As if he needed to have absolute control. Had she not seen the tenderness he was capable of, the compassion and selflessness he’d shown her at first night, she would have been frightened by his dominance. But now this side of him only added to the complexity of his character. A man who craved love—she’d gathered that from what he’d told her about his adoptive father—yet was forced to demonstrate strength and control, supremacy and power. Scott was showing her both sides of himself: the vulnerable one and the powerful one. She was drawn to both—the man she could comfort, and the man she could submit to.

And right now, she submitted to him and adjusted her movements to his demands. She allowed him to take what he needed from her, to prove to her with his body that he was strong, that he would fight anybody who threatened them.

Phoebe locked her ankles behind his butt, forcing him deeper into her while her hands roamed his body, wanting to feel him, to touch him, to remember him. Her actions seemed to spur him on even more, and his thrusts turned more forceful and faster.

When she gasped for air, Scott released her lips for a short moment, breathing hard, before he slanted his mouth over hers again and continued kissing her. As if something bad would happen if he stopped.

Phoebe felt strangely safe in his arms. Oddly protected. But more than that, she felt desired. Wanted. Needed. Much more so than when he’d worshipped her body by making her come with his mouth. Because that night he’d been in control of himself. Today he wasn’t. Something was driving him. And because of it, she saw the man beneath the mask, the man whose passion was raw and untamed, the man whose desires were unleashed. And he’d unleashed them on her.

Instinctively she knew this was a first for him. The first time he was letting himself go. The first time he wasn’t holding back. She felt it in his kiss and the way his body tensed every time he plunged into her.

Her own body heated, caused not only by Scott’s physical actions, but by the knowledge of what he was trying to tell her with them. She still had questions, even more than before he’d told her about his past, and she sensed there was so much more he was keeping to himself. But at the moment, none of that was important.

Only their lovemaking counted. And though Scott was neither tender nor gentle today, it was still lovemaking. Any outsider looking at them would have seen it as frantic sex where neither participant was looking for anything but his own pleasure. But the desperation with which Scott kissed her and the passion he poured into her proved to her this meant more than just physical release.

When Scott suddenly severed the kiss, she felt his cock jerk inside her. His face tensed and he cursed, before his body spasmed. For an instant she thought he’d have the same kind of seizure she’d watched him have the night before, but then she realized he was climaxing, and her body relaxed with relief.

Seconds later, he stilled and braced himself on his elbows to take his weight off her.

“I’m so sorry, Phoebe. You deserve better than me fucking you like an animal.” He looked away, seemingly too ashamed to meet her eyes.

She took his chin and forced his head back to her. “Scott, look at me.”

He opened his eyes.

“I enjoyed this.”

He shook his head. “You didn’t come. It was selfish of me.”

Phoebe stroked his cheek. “You’re not selfish. Or do I need to remind you of when you went down on me and made me come with your mouth?”

“How about I repeat that now?”

She laughed. “Oh, Scott, how about you just hold me in your arms for a while?”

“Is that all you want?”

“For now, that’s more than enough.”
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At her words, Scott rose from the bed. After discarding the condom and cleaning himself off, he rejoined Phoebe in bed and slid under the covers with her. He pulled her against him, cradling her in the curve of his body like he’d done the night she’d spent in his bed.

He didn’t understand what had come over him, fucking her like this. Pounding into her without taking care of her, without seeing to her pleasure. But he’d needed this. He’d needed to feel alive.

Even though Phoebe had said she only wanted to be held now, Scott couldn’t accept that. He had to grant her the same pleasure he’d taken for himself. He knew she was aroused. Her sex had been warm and wet, and now, as he pressed his groin against her backside and slid his hand over her mound, he felt that same moist heat.

“What are you doing?” she murmured.

“What I should have done earlier.”

“But we don’t have any condoms left.”

“I won’t get inside you this time. And I won’t come. This is just for you.”

“You don’t have to—”

He cut her protest off by rubbing his finger over her center of pleasure.

“Lift your leg a little,” he coaxed. When she did, he guided his still semi-erect cock between her thighs and slid along her female folds. Her juices made the contact smooth.

“Now relax and let me take care of you.”

With slow, circular movements he caressed her clit, while his cock rubbed along her sex, sliding back and forth without entering her. The soft petals felt intoxicating. So amazing, in fact, he knew he would climax again if he continued doing this for too long. He tried not to think of the sensations that touching her like this sent through his body and instead concentrated on Phoebe.

“You’re so soft,” he whispered into her ear and continued caressing her.

“Hmm.”

His touch remained light and playful. Every so often he gathered moisture that oozed from her sex and bathed her clit in it, and every time he did so, Phoebe moaned softly. He wasn’t rushing her. In truth, he was going to draw this out for as long as he could. Whenever he felt her breathing accelerate and her body tense, he stilled his finger and only continued thrusting his cock along her folds. He’d gotten hard as an iron bar again, but this time he would only use his cock for her pleasure and forgo his.

“Don’t stop,” Phoebe begged now.

“I’m not. I’m only making sure you don’t come too quickly. I want this to last.”

Slowly Scott resumed his gentle ministrations, drawing circles around her center of pleasure, teasing the engorged bundle of nerves until again she tensed. And again, he stilled his finger and only moved his erection back and forth, her plentiful juices coating it.

He pressed his lips to her neck, kissing her there, then nibbled on her earlobe. “I wish I could touch you like this all day and all night.”

“Scott, please, you’re killing me.” She thrust her pelvis against his hand in an unmistakable demand that he rub his finger over her sensitive flesh again.

He complied with her demand and now caressed her with more pressure. She moaned out loud.

“Oh yes!”

“Not yet, baby,” he cautioned and slowed again, then he slid his finger lower and pulled back his cock so he could thrust his finger into her.

Phoebe bucked against him, hissing out a breath.

It was a shame they didn’t have any condoms left, because now that he felt her muscles clench around his finger, the urge to take her became overwhelming. But he’d have to exercise restraint. To distract himself, he pulled his finger from her and slid it higher, rubbing the moist digit over her engorged nub again.

This time, he didn’t get a chance to remove it again, because Phoebe pressed her hand over his and imprisoned him there.

“All right, then,” he conceded. “As you wish, baby.”

Scott rubbed her clit, accelerating his tempo and increasing his pressure, while he thrust his cock back and forth in the same rhythm. When he felt Phoebe tense in his arms, her breath hitching in her throat, he doubled his efforts.

A relieved moan rolled off her lips and her sex spasmed underneath his hand. He felt the waves that traveled through her body reach his erection and bounce against it. The sensation nearly robbed him of his control. He clenched his jaw to fight back his orgasm.

Breathing hard, his hand stilled and he simply cupped her sex with it and pressed her to his heaving chest.

When she turned her head to him, he slanted his mouth over hers and kissed her tenderly. Then he looked into her eyes. “See? Much better than just holding you in my arms, don’t you agree?”

“Well, if you put it that way.”

Her cheeks were flushed, and he realized he liked that look on her. He liked it very much. “Why don’t you sleep a bit while I take care of a few things?”

Instantly, an alarmed expression filled her eyes. “Take care of what?”

He brushed a strand of hair out of her face. “I’ll be back soon. I promise. There’s virtually nothing in the freezer. I’ll have to get us something to eat.”

She clasped his hand. “But you’ll be back.”

“Phoebe, do you really think I’d just abandon you after this?” This wasn’t a one-night stand anymore. Phoebe meant something to him. What, he wasn’t sure yet. But in any case, he couldn’t leave her until he’d made sure he’d eliminated the threat against her. And even after that—well, he was getting ahead of himself.

First he’d have to put out his feelers to find out who was onto him. And there was one place to start.
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Few people knew what the Deep Web—or Deepnet, as it was sometimes called—really was. Even fewer had ever accessed it. Scott knew it well. He’d used it many times during his time in the CIA. Though he had never been a true field agent—never been sent out on missions like the regular agents, because he was part of Code Name Stargate—he’d received the same training as all other CIA agents. And he’d made contact with certain underground elements, people who didn’t want to be identified but were happy to trade secrets, sell information or weapons, or cruise the job boards for him. However, for the jobs posted there, the resumes consisted of the number of kills one had under one’s belt. And failing an assignment meant certain death.

When creating the Stargate program, Sheppard had insisted on his agents being trained in all manners of combat and clandestine affairs, though their work didn’t require it. Their training and later their work had consisted of having to watch news and current events, read articles and books on vast and various topics, view images and surf the Web with the idea that these images and input would stimulate the agent’s precognitive gift and show him a premonition. Whenever an agent had a premonition, he had to report it to Sheppard, who would then analyze it and decide whether to act on it.

In the meantime, the men from Code Name Stargate lived regular lives, worked regular jobs. Scott had always repaired motorcycles, a task that calmed him. Whenever he’d had a premonition, he’d reported it to Sheppard, just like he assumed the other Stargate agents had done too. He’d had more contact with the CIA than he believed others of the program had, simply because Sheppard was his father.

Scott was glad now for the training he’d received at The Farm and later from his father. Had Sheppard known that his Stargate agents would one day have to rely on this training to stay alive? Had he had a premonition about it?

After going through the closet in the teenager’s bedroom, Scott picked an outfit he hoped would attract less attention than his motorcycle gear, and dressed quickly. When he stepped out on the street, he could have been mistaken for a college kid out for a run—a baseball cap obstructing half his face, running shoes, baggy shorts, a T-shirt, and a jeans jacket completing the disguise. He didn’t want to take the motorcycle out in plain daylight, concerned about any nosy neighbors being alerted. As a pedestrian he drew much less attention in this neighborhood.

He knew he wouldn’t have to run far. There was a mall just two blocks down the road, and downtown was only a mile away. The house wasn’t in the suburbs, where he would have been more concerned with neighbors knowing their neighbors and therefore watching out for anything unusual while a family was on vacation. While he knew he still had to be careful, there was a certain anonymity in a neighborhood this close to downtown and the mall. The fact that there was an apartment building on the end of the block and another one on the next cross street told him there was enough turnover in this neighborhood that he would blend in easily.

Scott ran past the mall and continued toward the city center, keeping his head down while scanning the streets from the corner of his eyes. He didn’t have to look for long. Next to a laundromat there was an internet café. He could, of course, have used the computer and internet at the house he’d broken into, but he didn’t like to take unnecessary risks. Sure, supposedly IP addresses couldn’t be traced on the Deep Web, but he preferred to be paranoid rather than dead. Having seen the kind of technology the CIA had at their disposal, about which the general public didn’t have the faintest clue, he had to suspect the people hunting him had access to the same technology. Besides, he’d been out of the game for over three years, and three years was an eternity when it came to technology. Who knew what they’d developed in the meantime?

Scott entered the internet café and ordered an iced tea plus one hour of internet access, paying cash and leaving the amount of tip on the iced tea he figured a college kid would have left. He chose a computer in a corner, where he could have his back to the wall and monitor the front door. He took a sip from the tea, feeling warm from his leisurely run in the late morning heat, and went to work.

Navigating the Deep Web was difficult if you didn’t know where to start. Luckily, Scott did. He didn’t waste time and logged into a private area message board, searching for one of his previous contacts. None of them was online, but it didn’t matter. He knew some of them were monitoring the message board under user names he didn’t know. Once he posted his message and used the right phrases and trigger words, the right contact would log in and respond to him. He just had to be patient.

While he waited for a reply, he navigated to the job board and scanned the listings. The way they were phrased was subtle, but Scott knew the codes for assassination, for kidnapping, and other heinous crimes. He shuddered at the number of jobs posted. Once the orders were matched to a taker, lives would be impacted. Families would be destroyed, loved ones would be lost. He didn’t want to think about it.

There was a movement in the corner of the screen. He widened the window. A user had logged off. In its place another user’s name now showed. His contact.

Moments later, a window popped up. The cursor moved, and a message appeared.

Assignment? Scott read.

Tail suspected, confirm signs of breach, Scott typed back.

Tracing now.

The cursor blinked. Scott tapped his fingers on the wooden surface of the table and sipped from his drink, his eyes drifting away from the screen and gliding over the few customers in the café. Nobody looked at him. Everybody was busy staring at their respective monitors.

The seconds stretched to minutes, while the cursor kept blinking, the last message still on the screen. His contact was a skilled hacker, one who knew how to find if somebody had made inquiries about others.

A movement on the screen made Scott snap his head back to it. His contact had an answer for him. One Scott didn’t like.

Confirmed. Multiple breaches detected.

A list of acronyms followed. Scott had no difficulty deciphering them: somebody had found his apartment and ransacked it. His new license plate had been entered into an online database and was now compromised. Somebody was onto him.

The last acronym, though, confirmed his worst suspicion: there was a contract out on Scott, and somebody had accepted it.

Location of last known breach? Scott typed.

Missouri.

“Shit!” The assassin was closer than Scott had suspected.

Identity of subject?

Subjects unidentified, the response came.

Scott stared more closely at the screen.

Subjects? Plural?

Positive.

Scott ran a hand through his hair. Exactly how many people were after him? But why? Nobody sent two assassins out on the same job.

Action to take? his contact now asked.

For a moment, Scott paused. If the assassin was already on his tail, there was only one thing he could do: face him head-on, but on his own terms. Scott composed a message to his contact to set out the bait. He hit enter and waited.

Price: fifteen, was the reply.

Fifteen. He wasn’t in the mood to haggle.

Transfer.

In ten; execute at 6pm, Scott replied.

Execute order at 6pm. In the next line, a skull appeared. His contact had always had a flair for the macabre.

Then the small window closed by itself. His contact had accepted the job he’d posted.

Scott shut down the browser window and logged into a different area of the Web, completing the transfer in less than three minutes, before downing the remainder of the iced tea and clearing the browser history from the computer.

Then he rose without haste and walked to the exit.

Once his contact planted the bait for Scott’s enemy, it wouldn’t take long until whoever was chasing him would be led into the trap he was about to set.

At the mall he stopped off to buy food and a few other supplies, before returning to the house. When he reached his motorcycle he used some of the supplies to alter the license plate. It took ten minutes, some electrical tape, colored markers, and clear plastic film to create an entirely new license plate number. Satisfied with his work, he went into the house.

Phoebe was asleep when he entered the bedroom, but stirred when she heard him undress.

“Scott?” she asked with a sleepy voice.

He set the alarm of his watch to four p.m. and slid under the covers. This would give him enough time to get prepared before his contact set out the bait.

“I’m here, baby.” He put his arms around Phoebe and closed his eyes.

Soon he would have to be fully alert again, but right now he needed to garner his strength to be ready for the coming fight.
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“You’re going to send me away?”

Phoebe tensed involuntarily and dropped her fork back onto the nearly empty plate. Across from her at the kitchen table, Scott looked at her.

“It’s not for long. Just a few hours.”

“But why can’t I stay here? Didn’t you say just last night that I have to stay with you to be safe? I believed you.”

Scott reached across the table and captured her hand in his. “I promise you that you’ll be safe. But you won’t be if you stay here with me.”

“Why?”

He sighed. “You’re not just going to take my word for it, are you?”

She shook her head.

“I’ve put events in motion to draw out the person who’s after me.”

“But, that’s—”

“Crazy? No. Crazy would be to let him chase us all over the States. I have a better chance at defeating him if I get to choose where and when I encounter him. I’ll be on the offensive and have the element of surprise on my side.”

Phoebe rose from the table. “But you don’t even know that he’s after you. You said yourself you’ve been careful.”

“I know he’s coming,” Scott insisted.

She placed her plate in the sink and turned back to him. “No, you can’t know that. You’re just paranoid.”

Scott stood and walked toward her, his gait calm and determined. He stopped a few feet from her. “I saw him.”

Her breath hitched in her throat and involuntarily her eyes darted to the kitchen window. The blinds were drawn, just like in the rest of the house. “Oh my God, where? Why didn’t you tell me?” Panic slithered down her back like a snake, making her shiver.

“I didn’t tell you because you’ll have a very hard time believing what I’m going to say now. I want you to keep an open mind. And I want you to trust me.”

His words made her take a step back until she felt the sink press into her lower back. “What are you saying?”

“I have a gift, Phoebe.” He cupped her shoulders. “The gift of foresight. People call it premonitions. Second sight. A precognitive skill. But whatever you want to call it, I can see events in the future. And I’ve seen the assassin. He’s coming.”

Phoebe felt her head go from side to side as if by this motion she could erase the strange words that had come out of Scott’s mouth. “You’re a psychic?” Her eyes narrowed. “Of all the rotten things to try to pacify me, this one takes the cake.”

He smirked. “I believe you said the same thing when I left you that note in my apartment.”

Phoebe pulled free of his grip and tried to squeeze past him, but he blocked her with his body. She glared at him. “After all that’s happened between us, I didn’t expect you to lie to me so blatantly. Well, that just goes to show that it didn’t mean anything to you.”

Before she could sidestep him, Scott’s hands were clamping around her biceps, pulling her closer so her chest pressed against his.

“It meant something,” Scott gritted out. “More than I wanted it to mean. Damn it, Phoebe, I care about you. I find myself thinking about you, about what could be if circumstances were different. I find myself wanting a…”

She stared at his lips, waiting for his next words. Did he really care about her?

“…a relationship,” he continued and looked away. “Even though I know it’s impossible.”

Stunned by his words, she was speechless for a moment. “Why is it impossible?”

Slowly he turned his head back to her and faced her inquisitive gaze. “Because of what I am and what I do. What I used to do,” he corrected himself. “I told you I was a member of a top secret program at the CIA. The group my father was spearheading. Somebody didn’t want the program to exist. That’s why they killed my father. The rest of us scattered. We went underground. But what I didn’t tell you is what we really are. What I am. We were all selected because we have a form of ESP, extrasensory perception. We see things. We have visions of events that will occur in the future.”

Phoebe’s chin dropped.

“That’s how I knew the school bus would get hit by the train. That’s how I was able to save you and the kids. I had a premonition about it that same morning.”

Her head spun. CIA. Top secret program. ESP. Visions. Premonitions. The words bounced around in her head like a bullet ricocheting in a confined space. The things he was telling her were impossible, but she couldn’t help but look at one piece of irrefutable evidence: Scott had saved her and the kids. He’d known what was going to happen and he’d acted accordingly. Barring any lucky coincidences, only a man with advance knowledge would have been able to do what Scott had done.

“This wasn’t the first time, was it?”

Scott shook his head.

Phoebe remembered the news report from a few days earlier. “Two years ago, a motorcyclist saved a man out of a taxi before a truck—”

“I know.”

She didn’t need to ask him. His face said everything. “It was you.”

“I was lucky back then. Nobody took a photo with their iPhone. I got away before anybody could plaster my face all over the news.”

Phoebe found herself nodding. Scott was telling the truth. She knew it. In fact, she felt it.

“Please, will you trust me?”

“I trust you.”

He released her. “Then let me take you to a safe place.”

She reached for his arm. “But there’s so much I don’t know yet. How do these premonitions happen? How early do you know? How many do you get? Where did you see the person who’s after you?”

“There’s no time, Phoebe. I will tell you everything when this is over. But right now you’ll need to trust me. I’m doing this to keep you safe. To keep us both safe.”

It appeared as if he wanted to add something, but he fell silent. Nevertheless she knew what he couldn’t say: he was trying to keep her safe so they could be together. Or at least that was what she wanted him to say. And for now, she was going to hold on to that belief.

“Okay,” Phoebe finally agreed. “But you’d better not get killed.”

A weary smile curled his lips upward. “Trust me. I only need two or three hours to set everything up, and once that assassin shows up here, he’s toast.”

Phoebe shivered at the thought that Scott would put himself in harm’s way.

“Promise me something,” Scott added.

“What?”

“If something goes wrong, you won’t come back to this house. You won’t mention it to anybody. Nobody can know you were ever here or that you have any connection to me. If you don’t hear from me within twenty-four hours, leave Memphis and go to wherever you feel safe. I’ll find you, no matter what.”

Then he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. She clung to him, kissing him back with a desperation and need she surprised herself with. Too soon, Scott severed the kiss.

“Scott, promise me you’ll come back,” she pleaded.

“I promise, baby. I promise.”
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With a heavy heart, Scott deposited Phoebe in a motel. He hated having to leave her alone, but he trusted she would be cautious and not do anything to draw any attention to her.

Phoebe would be safe for the next few hours. The premonition he’d had about the attack on her had given him enough clues to figure out the location where it would occur: Nashville. And they were about four hours’ drive from Nashville. If he took down the assassin here in Memphis, he’d change the future and therefore the premonition wouldn’t come true. Just like the kids hadn’t died in the school bus. He could do it again. He could change the course of history. Fulfill his purpose to use his premonitions for the good of society.

He hadn’t told Phoebe about the premonition where he’d seen her die. It would have scared her even more. But he was glad she’d finally accepted what he’d revealed to her. Though he should feel worried now that an outsider knew his deepest secret, he only felt relief that he didn’t have to lie to her anymore. He recalled the moment of their first embrace on the side of the railroad and how even back then he’d gotten the sense he could tell her everything. His intuition hadn’t failed him. Just like he hoped it wouldn’t fail him now.

Scott parked his motorcycle outside a busy diner where numerous other motorcycles stood and walked the six blocks back toward the house. He’d bought various things at the supermarket and together with items found in any garage, kitchen, and bathroom, he’d be able to turn the house into a veritable powder keg. He was no novice when it came to improvising. His father and the CIA had taught him well. Once the assassin entered the house, he would be at Scott’s mercy.

But Scott wouldn’t exercise mercy. He would deal death. Once and for all.

Scott was approaching the house when he felt an odd prickling sensation at his nape. He tensed, every cell in his body instantly alert. Without making any quick movements, he scanned the area ahead of him with his eyes. There was nothing amiss. At the next property, he stopped and lifted his foot up to the concrete socket of the fence and proceeded to retie his shoe. From the corner of this eye he looked in the direction he’d come from.

A sedan was slowly driving past, a pretty woman with short blond hair at the wheel. She didn’t look at him, but kept driving. On the opposite side of the street, a teenager on a skateboard was trying out a maneuver and promptly landed on his ass. His frustrated curse echoed in the otherwise empty street.

Maybe Phoebe was right, and he was getting a little paranoid. After all, according to his watch, his contact in the Deep Web hadn’t even posted the bait yet, which would alert the assassin to his location. It was fifteen minutes too early for it.

Scott shook off the strange feeling and walked into the small alley next to the house, then waited there for a few long moments, looking back to the main street. Nobody passed by. He let a minute elapse for good measure before he continued and reached the back of the property. He vaulted himself over the five-foot-high fence and landed in the soft grass.

Carefully scanning the backyard, he approached the door to the kitchen and knelt down, his eyes zeroing in on the lock. The hair he’d stuck over the gap between door and frame was still in place, indicating nobody had entered the property via the backyard.

He opened the door and slipped inside. The shades were still drawn, and the house was dark. Everything was quiet.

Scott breathed a sigh of relief and opened the cabinet under the sink, grabbing a bottle of bleach, some rags, and a bucket. He carried the items to the dining room table and switched on a standing lamp that gave just enough light so he would be able to work at the table. The bag of things he’d bought already lay on a chair nearby.

Scott marched up the narrow back stairs to head for the bathroom. There were a few things he would need from there. When his feet hit the soft carpet on the landing on the second floor, a faint sound drifted to his ears. His heart stopped and he held his breath, waiting for the sound to repeat. It didn’t.

The guy was good, Scott had to give him that. How the assassin had found the place already was anybody’s guess, but one thing was crystal clear: he’d just entered the house—at least an hour ahead of schedule. Scott’s idea of booby-trapping the property and letting the assassin walk into it wouldn’t come to pass. It appeared this would turn into a bloody hand-to-hand combat.

Scott slipped his hand into the inside pocket of the jeans jacket he was still wearing and gripped the handle of his knife. He gritted his teeth, ready for it. His skin started to prickle again. Oddly enough, the feeling reminded him of being near his father. He’d always been able to sense when Sheppard was near. It was almost like a sixth sense. But this had to be something else, because his mentor was dead. Pushing the unnerving sensation aside, he concentrated on his other senses, trying to figure out the assassin’s plan.

Scott glanced down the upper floor hallway. The main staircase was in the front of the house. If Scott could reach the first floor from there, there was a chance he could surprise the assassin. Scott silently snuck toward the main staircase, then turned and looked back. His eyes fell on the sideboard where a few knickknacks were displayed. He snatched a carving of a tiny mouse, no larger than his thumb, and tossed it toward the back staircase. The sound it made as it hit the carpet wasn’t loud, but it was audible. Anything louder and the assassin would realize it was a diversionary tactic. But this faint sound would rouse no suspicion.

Scott turned to the front stairs and set one foot onto the first step, descending slowly, his eyes scanning the area in front of him, peering into the dim foyer. He reached the last step and held his breath. The wall obstructed his view into the living area. He was about to take the last step when a prickling sensation raced over his skin once more.

Shit!

Knife in hand, Scott rounded the corner and pounced. The assassin was right there, waiting for him. He hadn’t fallen for the diversion.

The intruder was as tall and well-built as Scott, his sandy brown hair in stark contrast to his dark clothes. Scott tackled him. They both lost their balance and landed on the ground, kicking a lamp over. As it crashed on the hardwood floor, Scott aimed his knife at the assassin’s head, but the guy was fast and blocked him by jerking his elbow up. With his other hand he twisted Scott’s wrist, making him lose his hold on the knife. It tumbled to the floor and slid out of his reach.

“Scott! No! Stargate—”

Scott landed a right hook under the guy’s chin, cutting him off. If the assassin’s shout was meant to distract Scott, it didn’t work. Of course the man would know his name and that he was a Stargate agent. After all, he’d come to kill Scott.

Before Scott could land another blow, his attacker kicked his knee up and managed to thrust Scott to the side, slamming him against the sofa.

“Stop, Scott!” the stranger ground out, jumping up. “I’m not your enemy! I’m—”

Scott was already on his feet again and launched himself at the assassin once more. “Could’ve fooled me,” he hissed from between clenched teeth as he delivered a roundhouse kick then followed it up with a blow to the guy’s temple.

But the assassin was no willing punching bag, defending himself by blocking the next punch and sidestepping the kick that followed.

“Fuck, Scott! I’m not here to harm you!”

Scott let out a bitter laugh, but for the first time noticed the assassin didn’t seem to be armed. Had he come without a gun or a knife to finish Scott off? “Fuck you!”

Scott slammed his fist into the guy’s stomach, making him fold in half for a second. Time enough for Scott to dive for the knife that had landed at the edge of the carpet. He stretched, reaching for it, his fingers already feeling the handle when he was jerked back. He rolled onto his back and kicked his legs at the attacker, thrusting him back. But he kept coming. This time he landed with such force, the impact made Scott slide on the waxed wooden floor, bringing him closer to the knife.

Scott reached above his head, and without looking at it, his fingers found purchase and gripped the handle. Scott twisted onto his side and hauled himself onto his attacker, swinging his arm forward to aim the knife at the assassin’s neck.

“That’s payback for killing Sheppard!”

The assassin’s eyes went wide as the knife veered toward him. “Stargate rise! Stargate rise!”

The command made Scott’s heart beat into his throat. He froze. Nobody but the members of the Stargate program knew the command. It was meant as identification in emergencies only. And Scott knew from Sheppard that this particular command had never been put to paper. It wasn’t in the files or the official records of the program. Only another Stargate agent would know it.

The assassin breathed hard, still staring at the knife that had stopped less than an inch from his carotid artery. “I’m Zulu. I’m part of Stargate, just like you.”

Scott’s breath rushed from his lungs in erratic pants. “Shit!” He stared at the man who’d called himself Zulu, a code name from the list Sheppard had made him memorize. There was no menace in the man’s eyes as he met Scott’s gaze. Still holding the knife, he sat back on his knees, taking some of the pressure off his captive.

“Why the fuck didn’t you use the emergency code immediately?”

“I was trying, but you kept cutting me off with those vicious hooks.” He rubbed his chin. “Nice work, buddy.”

“Cut the crap and tell me what you want!” He was still on the edge, still not sure whether the stranger was who he said he was. Involuntarily, he rubbed his nape with his free hand, as if he could rid himself of the strange prickling sensation by doing so.

Zulu motioned to Scott’s neck. “The tingling you’re feeling is a sign of like recognizing like.”

Stunned, Scott dropped his hand. “How did you—”

“I feel it too. That’s why I had to sneak up on you. I needed to be sure before I made myself known to you. My skill of sensing another of my kind isn’t very strong. I have to be physically close to someone to feel it. It was the only way for me to confirm that you’re a Stargate agent.”

Scott rocked back onto his heels and rose, nodding to Zulu, who followed his lead and got to his feet. “That still doesn’t explain how you found me and what you want.”

“Our enemy is on the move. An assassin came after me in Seattle not too long ago. And whoever sent him is going to come for the others too. You might be next.”

“What happened to the one who came after you?”

“I killed him.”

“But you think there are more?”

“Yes. Whoever destroyed the Stargate program and killed Sheppard isn’t done. Or he wouldn’t have sent an assassin after me.”

“Stargate is done, finished. We don’t even know who’s still alive. For all we know, it’s just you and me.”

“I don’t believe that. I don’t want to believe that.”

“Well, we don’t always get what we want. Guess what? This wasn’t how I wanted my father to leave me, by sending me a message. Stargate down,” Scott spat, remembering the mental message he’d received from Sheppard.

Zulu’s chin dropped. “You’re the one. You’re Sheppard’s son. It was rumored that he had a boy. So it’s true. You’re that boy.”

Scott remained silent, unable to find the right words to respond. Finally, he said, “I’m Ace.”

Zulu offered his hand. “My real name is Eric. It’s good to finally meet you.”

Scott suddenly realized he was still holding his knife. He sheathed it then shook Eric’s hand. “How did you find me?”

“Your premonition. You acted upon it. When I saw the news about that train colliding with the school bus, I knew you had to be a Stargate agent. I followed the clues about your motorcycle and then that reporter who was on the bus. It wasn’t too hard to follow you to St. Louis. That reporter was practically leaving a trail of breadcrumbs behind.”

Scott snorted. He was glad he’d destroyed Phoebe’s car and phone outside of St. Louis.

“But then it got harder. However, I got lucky.”

“How so?”

“Your Ducati is a nice piece of machinery. People notice it. I was able to figure out where you were heading. But I lost the trail until just now, when I saw you park the bike outside that diner. I followed you.”

“I didn’t see you, and believe me, I looked.”

Eric chuckled. “I know. That’s why I made Tess follow you. She draws way less suspicion on her than I do.”

Scott raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know there were female Stargate members.”

“She’s not part of Stargate. She’s my girlfriend.” He reached for his pocket.

Instantly Scott tensed.

“Sorry,” Eric said apologetically. “I’m just going to call her.” He swiped his iPhone and initiated a call. A moment later, he said, “Hey, Tess. Coast is clear. You can come in. Use the back entrance.” He disconnected the call and shoved the phone back in his pocket.

“Your girlfriend knows who you are?”

Eric nodded. “I trust her with my life.”

Scott heard the words and realized that he too knew somebody he trusted with his life: Phoebe.

Moments later, there was a sound at the door to the kitchen. Eric walked ahead, and Scott followed him. A young blond woman stood in the kitchen, and the moment Eric reached her, she wrapped her arms around him. Scott recognized her instantly. She was the woman who’d driven past him when he’d tied his shoe.

“I was so worried,” she murmured.

“Everything’s all right, babe.” He turned his head to Scott. “Right, Scott?”

“Apart from the fact that I’m getting ready for the assassin to show.” He glanced at his wristwatch.

“How do you know he’s coming?”

“I put out some bait via the Deep Web.”

Eric motioned in the direction of the dining room. “So that’s what you were planning on doing with the stuff on the table.”

Scott nodded. “Had you come a little later, you would have gone up in smoke.”

“Lucky me that I’m an early bird. Want a hand?”

“Sure thing.” Then Scott nodded to Tess. “Nice to meet you, Tess. But I don’t think this is a good place for you right now.”

Eric stroked his knuckles over Tess’s cheek. “He’s right, Tess. You should go to a safe place.”

“I’d rather not be alone.”

“It’s better that way.”

Scott took a step toward her. “You won’t have to be alone. You should go where Phoebe is waiting for me.”

Eric’s forehead furrowed. “Phoebe? Are you talking about the reporter from Chicago?”

Scott nodded.

“She’s still here? You didn’t ditch her? But what if she—”

“She won’t betray me.”

For a moment, Eric said nothing, only looked at him. “How would you know that?”

“What’s between us…it’s special. I trust her with my life.”

Eric let out a breath. “Well, I hope that’s not your dick talking.”

“It’s not any different from you telling your girlfriend all our secrets,” Scott countered.

“I bet you I’ve known Tess a hell of a lot longer than you’ve known this Phoebe person.”

“What are you implying?”

“Shut up, both of you!” Tess yelled, bracing her hands at her hips. “This is not a competition about who trusts his girlfriend more.” Then she turned to Scott. “So where do I find her?”

“I’ll write it down for you.” He grabbed a pad from the kitchen counter and started scribbling. Then he looked up and handed the piece of paper to Tess. When Tess turned, he stopped her. “Wait. I need to write a note to her first. I’ve given her instructions not to trust anybody. She’ll have to know I sent you.”

He scribbled a few lines on a piece of paper and signed it, before handing it to Tess. She glanced at it, then looked at him quizzically.

“Scott ‘you wouldn’t understand’ Thompson?”

He shrugged. “It’s an inside joke. She’ll get it.” After all, he’d told her in his first note that she wouldn’t understand, and he hoped Phoebe would make the connection and know this note was legitimate.

After Eric and Tess said their goodbyes, Scott walked into the living room. Eric followed him.

Eric rubbed his hands together. “So, let’s make a few nice firecrackers for our guest. At least this is going to be one explosion I’m not going to have to prevent.”

Scott cast him a sideways glance. “What do you mean?”

“Do you sometimes get premonitions that keep repeating again and again?”

One premonition instantly came to mind. A premonition that only ever came to him in his dreams, not like the others that he got when fully awake. “Yeah. And there’s nothing I can do about it. Some things we just can’t prevent from happening.”

“I can’t accept that,” Eric said, suddenly agitated. “I just can’t. Too many lives are at stake. Every time it happens, every time I see it, it shakes me to the core. The explosion…it’s so powerful, it knocks me on my ass. I can feel the heat, the burning, my skin melting.”

Scott’s heartbeat accelerated. He braced himself on the table, nausea hitting him out of nowhere. “Shit!”

“What?” There was a twinge of panic in Eric’s voice while his eyes darted around the room as if sensing danger.

Scott searched his fellow Stargate agent’s eyes. “I see myself running toward the explosion. I see the six Marines carrying the coffin. They get incinerated. I can’t stop them.”

“Six Marines? I don’t see those.”

“But you see the explosion.”

Eric nodded. “Yeah, but there are nine black diplomatic vehicles. A caravan. They drive across a desert road. I can’t stop them. And then the explosion hits.”

“Nine cars?”

“SUVs. It must mean something.”

“There are no SUVs in my premonition. Only the explosion and the six Marines carrying the coffin draped with an American flag.”

“But it still looks like it’s the same event. Maybe we see it from a different angle?” Eric mused.

Scott put his hand on his forearm, stopping him. “But it’s not the same. I don’t see the SUVs.”

“But you see everything else. It’s still the same premonition, only we both see different parts.”

For a moment Scott let the revelation sink in. Why would both he and Eric see the same future event? He stared at his fellow Stargate agent, a thought suddenly piercing his mind. “Do you think the other Stargate agents see the same?”

“It’s a possibility.”

Scott nodded. “I’ve never been able to figure out when and where this event will take place. It’s been haunting me not to be able to do anything about it.”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“We have to find the others. Maybe they can help us figure out what we’re meant to prevent.”

Eric smiled. “Once we’ve smoked the asshole who’s after you, we’ll search for the others.”

“Deal.”
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Scott had brought her to the motel only an hour earlier, and already Phoebe was pacing nervously. He hadn’t elaborated on what he was trying to set up. And now she wished she had insisted on Scott telling her how he was planning to draw the assassin out and defeat him. Not knowing made her edgy.

She needed something to calm herself down. She needed to talk to somebody—not to talk about Scott or what was happening, but simply to hear another person’s voice. And there was one person who could always calm her down: her father.

Phoebe sat down on the bed and reached for the phone on the nightstand. She knew her father’s cell phone number by heart, but she knew she couldn’t call it. She’d watched enough thrillers and suspense movies to know that if somebody was really using her to get to Scott, they would by now have figured out who her family was, and tapped the phones. Considering that Scott was ex-CIA, she had to assume his enemies had all kinds of resources at their disposal to find her.

She was still trying to take it all in: Scott having precognitive skills and having been part of a secret CIA program. She believed it, because it explained so many things. But the whole situation made her nervous—and afraid for Scott’s life. To think that he was living in danger for his life every single day made her heart bleed. And to realize that she had contributed to making it easier for his enemies to find him by putting that stupid GPS tracker on his motorbike flooded her with regret.

But there was one thing she couldn’t regret: the times they’d made love. She felt a closeness to him, a connection that seemed impossible, given that they’d only known each other for such a short time. Yet it was there, and she knew she was falling for him. At the same time she knew instinctively that their relationship had no future. He was on the run. Scott didn’t need her slowing him down.

With a sigh, she called information and got the number she wanted. She dialed it.

“Nashville PD, how may I direct your call?” a woman’s voice answered.

“Christopher Chadwick, please.” There was a click in the line, and she waited. She knew it was safe to call her father’s workplace and go through the switchboard rather than dial his extension. Nobody would be able to find out who she’d called, and there was no way somebody would be able to tap the police department’s phones.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, Mr. Chadwick already left for the day. Would you like his voicemail?”

“No, thanks. That’s fine.” She disconnected the call, disappointed but not surprised at all. Her father wasn’t a police officer; he was the PR and press liaison person who’d been brought in because of his connections to the press. He’d been hired to improve the image of the police department, and worked a nine-to-five job.

Well, maybe it was better that she hadn’t reached him. After all, her father would probably ask her where she was and what was going on. Maybe he’d already tried her cell phone and realized that something was wrong.

A knock at the door tore her from her musings and made her jump up. Her heart beat into her throat. She’d pulled the shades, so nobody would be able to look into the room, but she nevertheless suddenly felt watched.

Who was at the door?

On tiptoes she stalked to it and brought her eye to the peephole.

Phoebe instantly jerked back. Outside the door to her motel room stood a police officer dressed in a black uniform.

Shit!

Her hands trembled. Should she open the door? Or should she pretend she wasn’t in?

Another knock accompanied by a male voice nearly robbed her of her breath. “Miss Chadwick? Memphis PD, please open the door.”

He knew who she was. Oh God! Something was wrong.

Her hand was damp when she turned the doorknob and pulled the door open halfway. “Yes?”

The police officer nodded politely. “I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am. Are you Miss Phoebe Chadwick?”

She nodded hesitantly.

“I’m Officer Grant. May I come in?”

Phoebe glanced at the name on his uniform, but kept blocking the door. “What is this about?”

“I’m afraid I have bad news.” He looked to his left and then his right. “I’d rather not do this out here. I think it would be better if you sat down for this.” A regretful smile crossed his face.

Her heart instantly clenched. She stumbled backward while Officer Grant entered and closed the door behind him. He glanced around the room.

“Are you alone, Miss Chadwick?”

She nodded numbly.

“Please, why don’t you take a seat?” His voice was calm and kind.

“I’ll stand. Please just tell me what’s wrong.” Her hand gripped the backrest of the chair for balance.

“Ma’am, I’m sorry to be the one to have to tell you this, but there’s been an accident. Do you know a man named Scott Thompson?”

Her heart stopped, refusing to pump blood through her veins, while a cold shiver raced down her spine. Her lips trembled, and no words issued from her suddenly dry mouth.

“Ma’am?” he prompted.

Phoebe simply nodded.

“I’m afraid Mr. Thompson was involved in an accident. The paramedics confirmed that he died instantly.”

A sob tore from her chest. She slammed her hand over her mouth to hold in the scream that was building inside her. Tears shot to her eyes. “No! No!”

The police officer took her arm and nudged her toward the bed, making her sit down. “I’m so sorry. He obviously meant a lot to you.”

Phoebe gasped for air, but all it did was produce more sobs. “How?” she choked out, looking up at him. How could Scott be dead? He’d been alive only an hour earlier.

Officer Grant pulled out a small black notebook and a pen. “That’s where things get complicated. I’m sorry to have to do this at a time like this, but in order to know what we’re dealing with, we need to find out exactly what happened before the accident. That’s why I’ll have to ask you some questions.”

Her forehead furrowed. “What questions?”

“We need to know the exact timeline. Can you tell me what happened when you last saw Mr. Thompson? Don’t leave anything out, please. It might be crucial to our investigation.”

Phoebe shook her head in disbelief. “I was with him earlier today. I can’t believe he’s dead. No, it can’t be him. Maybe it’s not him.”

He put a calming hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Miss Chadwick. I know how hard this must be on you.”

She dropped her head. Another sob escaped and she rubbed her eyes with her hand, wiping away the tears. She stared at the floor, the police officer standing only half a foot away from her. The white of his shoes almost blinded her and she lifted her eyes to his black pants, the color soothing her eyes. But before she could raise her gaze back to his face and answer his question, her eyes veered back to his feet without her doing.

White shoes; white sneakers, in fact. Phoebe knew enough about police uniforms to know that they didn’t come with white sports shoes.

Her heartbeat accelerated. This man wasn’t a police officer. And now that she raised her eyes to run them up over his legs and his torso, she noticed his pants were a bit too tight, as if they were a size too small.

Shit!

Two thoughts collided in her mind. One was comforting, the other frightening: Scott was alive, but the man who stood before her now was the assassin who was after him.

“Miss Chadwick?” he prompted once more, his voice still kind. But she knew now that it was all a ruse to get her to reveal where Scott was hiding.

Phoebe lifted her head and took all her courage to respond to him. “Would it be okay if I came down to the station later and answered your questions then? I’m sorry. I’m just such a mess right now.”

The stranger’s eyes narrowed, then he looked down to the floor. When his gaze landed on her again, his demeanor had changed. The kindness in his regard had made way for a coldness she wasn’t prepared for.

“You are one perceptive woman, aren’t you?” He pointed to his white sneakers. “I’m afraid the guy’s shoes were a couple of sizes too small.”

Before she could respond, he jumped and pinned her to the mattress. Air rushed from her lungs.

“So you’d better talk or you’ll meet the same fate as Officer Grant.”

Cold fear gripped her. She knew instinctively that the policeman was dead. Killed in cold blood by the man who was restraining her. And for what? Just so he could take his uniform and trick her.

“Where is Scott Thompson?” he gritted out from between clenched teeth.

“I don’t know!” she lied.

He slapped the back of his hand across her face, whipping her head to the side. The pain stung and sent new tears into her eyes.

“He left me here. He didn’t want me around anymore.”

“Lying bitch!”

She wouldn’t give Scott’s hiding place away. Only an hour had passed since he’d dropped her at the motel. And according to Scott’s own words, he would need two to three hours to get ready for the assassin. If her attacker showed up at the house too early, for all she knew, he’d surprise an unprepared Scott. No, she couldn’t risk that. She owed him too much. She had to stall this man. “How did you find me?”

“That’s irrelevant!” he answered and pressed harder onto her chest, his entire weight now squeezing the air out of her lungs. “Where is he?”

Phoebe pressed her lips together.

“Fine! Have it your way.”

He jumped up and flipped her onto her stomach so fast that she couldn’t put up a fight. When she felt the cold steel of the handcuffs around her wrists and the corresponding click as he locked them, she kicked her legs out, trying to escape, but it was to no avail.

“Well, let’s see,” she heard him say and turned her head sideways.

She watched him rummage through her bag then tossed the contents onto the bed, grunting to himself but finding nothing of value.

“No cell phone?” he asked, narrowing his eyes again. Then he glanced past her at the nightstand.

He stalked to it and lifted the receiver. “I thought I heard you talk to somebody before I knocked. Well, let’s see who you were chatting with, shall we?”

He pressed the redial button and waited.

Panicked, Phoebe breathed hard. When he put the receiver down a moment later, he glared at her. “Who’s in Nashville? Why were you calling the police there?”

“Nobody.” She wouldn’t drag her father into this.

“It’s him, isn’t it? Scott went to Nashville.”

“No!”

“Well, guess where you and I are going now?”

“No!” She had to stay here. She couldn’t allow this man to drag her to Nashville. She only needed to stall him long enough so Scott would be ready to fight him. “Scott is not in Nashville. He’s here. In Memphis. I’ll tell you where.” She would make him drive around the city for an hour, before she’d lead him to the house where she and Scott had been staying.

A bitter laugh came from the assassin. “Sure you will.” He pulled her up by the handcuffs. “Once we’re in Nashville.”

Phoebe stumbled over her own feet as he dragged her to the door. She tried to escape and crashed into the chair, toppling it. He jerked her back, snarling at her.

“No! Please, you’re making a mistake. Scott is here. He’s in Memphis.”

“Bitch!”

His fist came toward her face so fast she had no way of evading the blow. The impact knocked her head sideways, but she barely felt the pain because darkness descended on her.

Noooo!

But her scream never left her throat.
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Scott looked at the IEDs that lay on the dining room table. “That went a lot quicker than I’d hoped. Thanks for the help.”

Eric smirked. “Anything for a good cause.”

“Let’s get this show on the road.”

Scott was reaching for one of the homemade explosive devices when Eric’s phone rang.

Eric pulled it from his pocket and looked at the display. Frowning, he answered it. “Tess? Something wrong?”

Immediately, Scott froze and watched as Eric listened intently.

“Shit!” Eric cursed and met Scott’s inquisitive gaze.

Unease crept up Scott’s spine. “What?”

Eric held up his hand, then said to Tess, “Come back immediately. Make sure nobody’s following you.” He hung up.

“What’s going on? Why is she coming back?”

“Tess got to the motel. She found the door to Phoebe’s room open.”

Scott’s heart stopped.

“The room was empty. There was evidence of a struggle. And her handbag was emptied out on the bed.”

An icy hand wrapped around his heart and cut off his air supply. “Shit! He’s got Phoebe. The assassin has got Phoebe.” Scott ran a shaky hand through his hair, his mind working overtime, searching for a solution.

“You can’t know that,” Eric said, trying to calm him.

Scott glared at him. “But I do know! I saw it coming. I saw his hands around her neck.”

“Ah, shit! You had a premonition? Then why did you leave her alone?”

“I left her because I thought she was safe in Memphis. This wasn’t supposed to happen here. That’s why I put out the bait to trap him here. So he’d never have a chance to get to her. I was trying to stop the premonition from coming true.”

“You know where it’s supposed to happen?”

Scott nodded. “He’s taking her to Nashville. And once he realizes I’m not there, and Phoebe won’t tell him where to find me, he’s going to strangle her.” The thought chilled him to the bone. He met Eric’s eyes. “This is my fault. She’s in danger because of me. I have to get to her before he kills her.”

“Nashville?” Eric asked.

“Yes, why?”

“Tess pressed the redial button of the phone in Phoebe’s room. It went to the Nashville Police Department.”

“Shit, do you think the assassin was trying to call somebody there?”

Eric shook his head. “He would have used a burner phone. More likely Phoebe tried to call somebody there. Does she know anybody in Nashville?”

“I don’t know. She never mentioned anything.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll make inquiries while we’re on the road. Let’s get going.”

 

~ ~ ~

 

By the time Tess returned with the car, Scott and Eric had packed up all incriminating materials, including the homemade bombs. Moments later, they’d piled in the car and Tess dropped Scott off at the diner where he’d parked his motorcycle. Scott sped off, ignoring all rules of traffic, while Tess and Eric followed by car.

It was almost midnight when they reached Nashville. At a gas station, Scott pulled over and waited for Tess and Eric to stop beside him. Tess was driving, and Eric lowered the window. He balanced a laptop connected to his cell phone on his legs.

“What did you find?” Scott asked, praying that the information he’d given Eric before they’d left had borne fruit. He’d given him the details of the surroundings he’d glimpsed in his vision so Eric could find the place where the assassin was holding Phoebe prisoner.

“I scanned Google Maps. I think I found something that matches your description,” he said.

“Show it to me.” Scott leaned his head closer, and Eric tilted the screen so Scott could see it through the open window.

“Here.” Eric pointed to a spot on the street view of a Google Map. “You said you saw a tower with AT&T on it. There are numerous angles from which you can see it. It’s downtown. Does this look familiar?”

Scott perused the scene on the monitor. With his finger, he swiped over the touchpad, moving the images so he was able to get a 360 degree view of the area. “He must be somewhere near the Convention Center. Possibly on Broadway or Commerce Street. He was on an upper floor, maybe fourth or fifth. Perhaps a hotel. Anything else about who Phoebe might know in Nashville?”

Eric nodded. “She grew up here. And guess what? Her father works for the police.”

“He’s a police officer?”

Eric shook his head. “No, he’s some PR guy the police hired. He works out of the downtown precinct, a station on Broadway. It looks like Phoebe was trying to reach him there.”

“The assassin must think she was trying to reach me.”

“It’s odd, but it’s a possibility. Particularly because it looks like your message to the Deep Web didn’t post in time.”

Scott stared at Eric in disbelief. “What?”

“Yeah, I checked an hour ago, and it posted at 6pm Pacific Time, not Central Time. I think your guy screwed up.”

“Shit, no wonder the assassin didn’t show up at the house.” He cursed. “Let’s go. Can you try to see if you can reach Phoebe’s father?”

“Will do.”

“Just don’t—”

Eric lifted his hand. “No worries. I know the drill. I’ll make sure he doesn’t suspect anything.”

“Thanks. Follow me.”

Scott turned the handlebar and sped away. He’d been to Nashville once before and knew how to get downtown. The assassin couldn’t have more than an hour head start, if that much. After all, they’d gunned it all the way from Memphis and made it in record time.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Phoebe groaned. Her face ached from the assassin’s blow, but otherwise she was unhurt. However, there was no chance of escape. She was still handcuffed. On top of it, she sat in the back of a police car. She had to admit the assassin was clever. Even if she tried to draw attention to herself by gesturing to any passersby as they drove through Nashville, nobody would lift a finger to help her. After all, they probably thought she was a criminal. Why else would she be in the back of a police car?

She remained quiet, contemplating her next course of action, when a cell phone rang. The assassin answered it.

“Yes?”

A short pause, then he replied, “I’ve got the reporter… No, but I’ll have him shortly. He’s in Nashville… Don’t worry, he’ll be dead soon, just like you ordered… Yes, the woman too. No loose ends.”

A chill went through her bones but she pushed it away, knowing she had to stay strong if she wanted to survive.

Her abductor disconnected the call and put his phone back into his jacket pocket. She made a note of it. Maybe later she would have an opportunity to steal it and call for help. Phoebe stared out the window. Downtown was hopping with tourists enjoying the nightlife.

A moment later, her kidnapper turned off busy Broadway and entered a side street. A block farther, he pulled into a parking garage and drove up to the fifth level. He pulled into the first empty parking spot and killed the engine.

He turned around to glance at her before exiting the car. For a moment, she wondered if he was going to leave her locked in the police car, but she wasn’t that lucky. He opened the door and reached for her, pulling her out. Not being able to use her hands for balance, she stumbled over her own feet and fell forward. He grabbed her and jerked her up.

“Let’s go!” he ground out. “One wrong word out of you, and you’re dead. Are we clear on that?”

She could only nod. Judging by the evil glint in his eyes, there was no doubt he would make good on his threat.

“Good.” He turned her around, uncuffing her, only to cuff her hands again, this time in the front. Then he pulled his cell phone from his jacket and shoved it at her. “Call him! Tell him you need to see him!”

Phoebe stared at the phone in her hands, hesitating. She didn’t have Scott’s number. He’d never given it to her. In fact, she’d never seen him use a cell phone.

The assassin brought his face close to hers, glaring at her. “Don’t think I’m stupid! I know he’s somewhere in this town. And you’re going to bring him to me. Now!”

“Where do you want him to go?” she stalled.

He dragged her to the edge of the building, where a light breeze blew past the concrete columns holding up the structure, and pointed down to the street level. “Have him go to the roof bar of Tootsies.”

Phoebe looked to the street corner. The roof of a two-story building was hopping with activity. At least three or four dozen partiers were celebrating. From where she and the assassin stood, they had a clear line of sight to it. Any sharpshooter worth his salt would hit his target at this range.

Trembling, she dialed the number for the Nashville Police Department. Before the call connected, her kidnapper hit the speaker button, his eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“Nashville Police Department, how may I direct your call?” a woman’s voice answered.

“Officer Thompson, please.” Phoebe crossed her fingers, hoping that Scott’s last name was just common enough for there to be an Officer Thompson in the Nashville Police Department.

“One moment, please.”

The assassin glared at her. “Remember, one false word.” The threat was clear.

Her heart bled; guilt crept up from her gut. She was going to send an innocent man into harm’s way.

“Thompson,” a man answered.

“Scott, listen, it’s me, Phoebe. I need to see you right away.”

“Excuse me? I’m not S—”

“Please don’t say anything; I know you can’t talk freely. Just listen. Come to the rooftop bar of—”

A blow to her face cut off her last word while the line went dead.

“You fucking bitch! That wasn’t Scott! That was an old man.” He glared at her, his eyes nearly bulging out of his head. “I’ll find him myself, you fucking bitch! I won’t need you any longer!”

He slammed her onto the hood of the police car and dove after her.

Fear paralyzed her. She would die here, alone, in a dark parking garage.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Scott brought the Ducati to a stop in the middle of the block and looked around. They were near Broadway, and despite the late hour the streets were busy with tourists and locals who hopped from one bar to the next.

The area looked familiar. His eyes drifted up. He scanned one building after another, trying to find what he’d seen in his premonition. Behind him, Tess and Eric had parked and were waiting for his lead.

Suddenly the side of a building drew his attention. Tootsies, it said there. He lifted his gaze. A roof terrace bar. He’d seen it before. Frantically he shifted on the bike, looking over his shoulder to find the right angle from where he’d seen it. Somewhere from high up.

It was dark back there, but he could make out the top of a building peeking from behind another one. A parking structure. That had to be it.

He turned his bike around, not waiting for Tess to make a U-turn with the car, and sped toward the building. When he spotted the entrance to the parking garage, he drove in and raced from floor to floor.

At each parking level he stopped for a split second, finding the view of the rooftop bar, but all the way up to the forth level another building was blocking the view. He sped up to the fifth level, hoping in his heart that his hunch was right, and that he’d found the correct place.

Silhouetted against the dim light in the garage, a police officer was hunching over the hood of a police car, his torso obstructed by the car itself. Scott skidded to a halt when the man lifted his head and whirled in Scott’s direction.

The moment they met eyes, Scott knew he’d found his man. Though he’d not seen the assassin’s face in his vision, he recognized when somebody was caught in a heinous act. And now, he also saw the legs that kicked out from underneath the policeman. Phoebe! She was struggling to free herself.

“Phoebe!” Scott screamed, but knew his helmet muffled the sound. He revved up the engine and raced toward the police car.

Just short of it, he swerved and made the Ducati slither to the ground while he jumped off. As he rolled between the police car and another parked car, he saw the assassin release his hold on Phoebe and pull his gun from the holster.

A shot echoed in the garage, hitting a car.

Scott’s helmet obstructed his view and hindered his movement, so he jerked it off and let it roll out from his hiding place. The assassin fired another shot, hitting the helmet, making it slide farther.

Scott drew his Glock from the holster he’d put on before heading into Nashville. Tonight it wasn’t about killing silently, but about killing swiftly.

“I have your girlfriend, Thompson!” the assassin warned.

A shriek from Phoebe confirmed the statement.

Scott spied under the car and watched as Phoebe’s feet touched the ground, the assassin’s feet behind her. He was dragging her in front of him, using her as a shield now as he moved toward the lane beyond the parked cars.

“Come out, Thompson, or I’ll kill her.”

“What guarantee do I have that you won’t kill her anyway?”

The assassin chuckled coldly. “None.”

Scott had figured as much.

“Toss your weapon this way.”

No fucking way!

Both he and Phoebe would be as good as dead if he did. Instead, Scott unsheathed his knife and tossed it out, using the couple of seconds it took the assassin’s eyes to spot the item to silently creep toward the hood of the police car which was only about two feet away from the wall of the building.

“Bad move, Thompson!”

There was a click. The assassin had cocked his gun.

Knowing he had only a split second, Scott dove to the other side of the car and aimed. The assassin stood sideways with Phoebe pressed to his front.

Before Scott could fire his weapon, a car sped up to the fifth level and its bright headlights shone right at the assassin. The assassin twisted and tossed Phoebe toward the oncoming car, his gun aimed at her back.

Scott pulled the trigger. His shot hit the assassin in the back. As car tires screeched to a halt, the assassin just stood there. Afraid that he might still manage to fire a shot at Phoebe, Scott aimed higher. Blood splattered as the bullet hit the assassin in the back of the head.

He tumbled to the ground.

A ragged breath tore from Scott. He jumped up and raced toward Phoebe, horrified when he saw her lying on the ground in front of Eric’s car, drops of blood on the back of her shirt.

Tess and Eric were already jumping out of the vehicle, but Scott reached her first. He pulled Phoebe into his arms and turned her to face him.

“Phoebe!” he cried out. “Phoebe!”

He searched her body for injuries, when she suddenly stirred and opened her eyes.

“Phoebe, baby! Are you all right?”

“Scott, you came.”

Hearing her voice, though a little feeble, restarted his own heart which had stopped the moment the assassin had aimed his gun at her.

Scott pulled her to his chest and pressed kisses to her face and head. “I promised you, didn’t I? I promised I’d find you.”

He slanted his lips over hers and kissed her softly, afraid of robbing her of oxygen. He hadn’t missed the redness on her neck, evidence the assassin had tried to strangle her.

“She okay?” Eric asked.

Scott looked up at him and Tess, and felt Phoebe shudder in his arms. He gently stroked her back. “These are my friends, Eric and Tess. They helped me find you.”

Phoebe raised her eyes to them. “I’m so grateful.”

“Scott is exaggerating. He found you all by himself. We just came along for the ride.” Eric slid his arm around Tess’s waist. “Isn’t that right, Tess?”

Phoebe gazed back at Scott, smiling now. “Thank you.” She leaned in for a kiss, and he welcomed her open show of affection.

But he knew they didn’t have the luxury of staying here for long. He severed the kiss, and only now he realized she was handcuffed. “Let’s get these off you.”

He motioned to Eric, who understood immediately and searched the dead man’s pockets for the key.

“Got it,” he announced a moment later and uncuffed Phoebe.

She rubbed her wrists. “Thank you.”

“We’d better leave before somebody alerts the police,” Scott suggested and helped Phoebe up.

“Wait!” Phoebe stopped him and pointed at the body. “Take his cell phone. He got a call from whoever hired him shortly before we got to Nashville.”

While Eric rummaged through the dead man’s pockets and pulled out the cell phone, Scott cupped Phoebe’s shoulders. “What did he say?”

“Not much. Only that he would find you soon and get rid of you. And me. He didn’t want any loose ends. It must have been the person who hired him.”

“That was all?”

She nodded. “I’m afraid so. How do you think he even found me?”

Scott exchanged a quick look with Eric, who was scrolling through the display of the phone. “Anything?”

“It’s a burner phone, like I expected.” Eric’s gaze moved to Phoebe. “No stored numbers, no call history, nothing.”

“Leave it, then,” Scott advised and locked eyes with Phoebe again. “As to your question—I don’t know how he found you. He shouldn’t have. He traced me. I got confirmation of it via the Deep Web, but he couldn’t know where you would be once I dropped you off at the motel. He didn’t follow me, otherwise he would have come to the house and tried to kill me there.”

“Then I don’t understand.” Phoebe looked up at him, confusion in her eyes.

“I don’t either. But we’ll get to the bottom of it. We’ll find the source of his information.” Maybe not today or tomorrow, but Scott knew eventually he’d find out how his enemy knew things he couldn’t possibly know.

Eric interrupted his musings. “Where to now?”

“My father owned a cabin in the woods of West Virginia. Nobody knows about it.”

Eric nodded in agreement. “Let’s go, then.”
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The drive to the remote mountain area in West Virginia took over nine hours. Scott had insisted on Phoebe riding with Eric and Tess in their car, while he was following on the Ducati. It would have been too strenuous for Phoebe to ride on the bike with him, particularly after what she’d been through. At least she could sleep in the backseat of the car, though Scott had to admit he missed feeling her body pressed to his and her arms wrapped around his torso.

In Grafton, Scott took over the lead and guided Eric and his passengers through remote mountain roads ever deeper into the woods, until they were driving only on unmarked paths that could barely be considered roads. There were no street names, no power lines, no signs of civilization. But Scott knew where he was heading. Sheppard had made him memorize every bend in the road, every tree, and every creek. Although he’d not visited the place in several years, he was confident he’d find it with his eyes closed.

When he finally saw the familiar structure peek from between mature trees and thick shrubbery, Scott sighed with relief. Finally, they could all rest.

He slowed the Ducati to a crawl and raised his hand to give Eric behind him a sign to stop. Then he parked the motorbike in the middle of the dirt path and got off. He walked the few steps back to where Eric’s car idled. His fellow Stargate agent had already opened the driver’s side window.

“That it?”

Scott nodded. “Sheppard must have known one day we’d need a place like this.”

“You sure it’s safe?”

“We’ll know in a minute. Wait here.” He glanced into the back of the car, locking eyes with Phoebe for a short moment. She gave him a hopeful smile.

Marching back to his motorcycle, he unlocked one of the side cases and rummaged through the contents. He found what he was looking for and pulled the small handheld device from it. It was square and a little larger than a cell phone, though its screen was much smaller, and there was a number pad below it. Scott pressed the on button and allowed the device to boot up.

In the meantime, he pulled a spray can from the case and crouched down to the ground. He released the gas from the container, pointing it low on the ground toward the house. As it dispersed, red laser beams crisscrossing the area leading up to the property became visible. The booby trap Sheppard had set up was still intact.

Scott looked back at the device in his hand. When a green light flashed on the tiny screen, he typed a ten-digit number into it, then pressed enter. A moment later, he sprayed more gas toward the laser field, but it was gone.

He rose to his feet and placed the can and the device back in his side case and mounted his motorcycle. He turned to wave to Eric to follow him.

Moments later, they were both parked in a wood shed next to the house. Scott watched as Eric and his passengers opened the doors. When Phoebe stepped out of the car, Scott took her hand and pulled her to him. “You okay?”

“Much better now,” she replied.

“Good.” He pressed a quick kiss to her lips and turned to Eric and Tess. “Let’s go inside.”

Eric took Tess’s hand and walked to the front door, then motioned toward the area they’d just passed. “Laser field?”

Scott nodded. “In case anybody finds this place and approaches, the person would blow up.”

Tess tossed him a curious look. “What about the animals around here?”

Scott smiled involuntarily. “The system is pretty sophisticated. It can distinguish between human and animal.”

Eric clicked his tongue. “Looks like Sheppard had a few aces up his sleeve, excuse the pun.”

“He did, but it didn’t save him in the end.”

Phoebe squeezed his hand. “Maybe it wasn’t meant to save him, but all of you. The Stargate agents.”

Arrived at the front door, Scott unlocked it and entered. The interior smelled stale. Nobody had opened a window here in years. The house consisted of a large living area with adjacent kitchen, a bathroom and a bedroom. It was comfortably furnished, but not luxurious.

Scott invited the others to enter then closed the door behind them. He flipped the light switch, and the living area was suddenly bathed in warm light.

“I didn’t see any electrical lines in the area,” Eric commented.

“Solar energy from panels a few miles away, and a backup generator running on diesel,” Scott explained.

Eric pointed to the sink in the kitchen. “And the water and sewer?”

“A private well and a leach field.”

“And nobody’s ever found this place?”

Scott shook his head. “Sheppard made sure it can’t be seen from the air. That’s why it’s surrounded by mature evergreens. They provide a thick canopy. And that’s why he put the solar panels off site.”

“Smart man.”

“We’re staying here for the night?” Tess asked.

“Yes. You guys can take the fold-out couch. It’s pretty comfortable. I slept there when I was a child.” Scott motioned to the door leading to the bedroom. “Phoebe and I will take the bedroom. But first, I think we need to sit down so Eric and I can work out a plan of action.”

Eric nodded in agreement. “Yes. Tomorrow Tess and I will leave and get to work.”

“So soon?” Phoebe asked. “Why?”

“It’s best if we split up. We can get more done that way. Not that I don’t like this charming retreat, but I doubt Scott meant for us to move in.” Eric grinned.

“I don’t want to seem inhospitable, but Eric is right,” Scott agreed with a smirk. Then he turned serious again. “Let me just get us all settled.” He looked at Phoebe and Tess. “Are you hungry?” They’d stopped for some food hours ago.

“Now that you mention it, a bit,” Phoebe admitted. She looked around. “I doubt there’s anything here. We should have gone shopping first.”

“No worries. There’s a cellar.”

Scott walked to the kitchen and crouched down next to the wall. He pulled away the rug and reached for the latch, lifting the large trap door and revealing a wooden staircase into the darkness. He reached inside and flipped a switch, illuminating the cellar.

Behind him, Phoebe let out a breath. “Impressive. What’s down there?”

Scott turned his head to her. “A couple of large freezers, some dry goods, and a hell of a lot of canned food to survive the apocalypse.”

Phoebe exchanged a look with Tess. “Guess we won’t starve.”

“As long as one person here can cook,” Tess agreed and sat down on the loveseat in the living room.

Eric joined her.

Scott pulled a notepad from the small desk that stood at one wall and sat down on the couch facing Eric.

“Looks like you have a plan,” Eric started.

“I do. I had a lot of time to think while driving.”

“Let me hear it, then.”

From the corner of his eye he noticed Phoebe standing next to the sofa. He glanced at her and reached his hand out to her in invitation. She sat down next to him, and knowing that she was here with him, alive and well, soothed him. He gave her a warm smile then looked back at Eric.

“We know there are others like us,” Scott started.

“Yeah, but we don’t know who, how many, and where they are. Sheppard kept that information to himself.”

“Well, not all of it. He gave me a list of the code names of all members of Code Name Stargate.”

“Where is the list? Let me see it.”

Scott tapped his temple. “In here.” He put a pen to paper. “I’ll share the list with you.” He started writing down the names, starting with Ace, his own code name, and ending with Zulu, Eric’s code name. Then he handed the list to Eric. “Memorize it. Then burn it.”

Eric ran his eyes over the piece of paper. “That’s quite a lot of agents. You wouldn’t by chance know their real names?”

“I’m afraid Sheppard thought it would be too dangerous for me to know.”

“Well, we can cross two names off, you and me. Which leaves us with what, a couple dozen others to figure out?”

“Right.”

“Looks quite impossible from where I’m standing.”

“I know. But we need them. If we’re right, and each of us has the same premonition, then something big is going down. Something we need to prevent. But we can’t do it alone, nor can we figure it out on our own. Everybody seems to have one piece of information. And only if we can get our hands on all the pieces will we see the big picture.”

Eric hummed to himself. “I agree, but it won’t be easy to draw the others out. They’re hiding, just like we are. They must assume anybody wanting to find them is doing it in order to destroy them. They’ll be careful.”

“I wouldn’t expect them not to use caution. But we have to use methods that will tell them we’re their allies. Something that will identify us to them as Stargate agents, while making sure we won’t give our positions away to our enemies.”

“Do you trust your contact in the Deep Web?”

Scott raised his eyebrows. “You mean despite the fuck-up about the time? Yes.”

“We might be able to use him to put out a few feelers for us.” Eric tossed a glance around the room. “Do you have internet access here?”

“I have a secure satellite system I can hook into when I need to.”

“Good. I’m assuming there’s no phone out here.”

“No. But I have a secure cell you’ll be able to reach me on. And there’s more equipment buried underneath the shed outside. We have everything we need to set up a command center here. It’s as safe as we’ll ever get it.”

“Good. Let’s do that. We might be able to find others that way.”

“Good idea. But there’re other ways too. You were alerted to me because I acted on my premonition. We have to assume the other Stargate members will eventually act on theirs. We need to monitor the news.”

“I can help you with that,” Phoebe said from beside him.

Scott and Eric turned their heads to her.

“You don’t need to get involved in this,” Scott said.

“I already am. You might as well let me use my skills. I’m in this too. That jerk was going to kill me!”

Scott felt a cold shudder race down his spine at the memory of Phoebe in the hands of the assassin.

Eric chuckled. “My suggestion is to give in.” He glanced at Tess. “I’ve learned that once a woman has made up her mind, all resistance is futile.”

Scott locked eyes with Phoebe. “We’ll talk about it later.” Then he gave Eric a sideways glance. “And I thought as a fellow Stargate agent you’d be on my side.”

“I am on your side.”

“How did Code Name Stargate even get started?” Phoebe asked.

“Henry Sheppard worked at the CIA. He had ESP although nobody knew about it, but he sensed that he wasn’t the only one with this gift. He made it his mission in life to find people like him, people who possessed the gift of premonitions. He knew they existed, because he found me. When I turned eighteen, he used his influence to get me into the CIA training program and in secret, he created Code Name Stargate with me and him as the first two agents. He believed in this. And he was proven right. The Stargate agents had a gift. And it’s real. He was dedicated to his work. It’s time for Stargate to rise again.”

Eric smiled. “Where do we start?”

“We’ll have to monitor the news. We know our enemy is doing the same. That’s how whoever hired the assassin must have been alerted to me. We have to be faster than he is.”

Eric nodded. “We know what we’re looking for. We know how the others think, how they were trained. You of all people can run this. That’s why Sheppard gave you that list. He wanted you to take over should anything happen to him. He wanted the program to survive. I think we owe him that.”

“This time nobody will be able to stop us,” Scott prophesized. “Because this time we’ll work together, not in isolation. That was the only flaw in Sheppard’s thinking. He kept us separate from each other, thinking we’d be too powerful if we worked together.”

But together they could prevent the impending disaster that both Scott and Eric had seen in their visions, and fulfill their destiny.
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Phoebe watched as Scott entered the bedroom, his hair still damp from the shower. He wore pajama bottoms, but no top. The sight of his virile body made her feel better instantly. The anxiety caused by her ordeal at the hands of an assassin was finally seeping from her and making way for more pleasant sensations. She was safe now. Safe with Scott, and because of him.

“You tired?” His rich melodic voice sank deep into her body as he walked to the bed.

She shook her head. “Not that tired.” She pushed the duvet lower, exposing her naked torso.

Scott’s lips curved upward, turning into a smile. “I’d hoped for that.” He loosened the knot that held his pajama pants up and let them drop to the floor.

Instantly Phoebe feasted her eyes on his nakedness. His cock hung heavy between his legs, thick and long…and rising with every step he made toward her.

When he lifted the duvet and slid underneath it, her mouth went dry. It felt like an eternity since he’d made love to her, and only now did she realize the extent of her need to feel him inside her. But this would have to wait for a few minutes, until she’d said what was on her mind.

Scott reached for her.

Before her courage could desert her, she said, “I’ve decided to move in with you.”

Scott froze in his movement. “Phoebe—”

“No, please hear me out,” she interrupted him and clamped her hand around his wrist. “About what I said to you and Eric today, I meant it. I can help you. I know how to get the news before the general public does. I have contacts. I can find out stuff that you and Eric won’t have access to. Please!”

He sighed. “Phoebe…”

“You need me. And you know as well as I do that I can’t go back to my old life. Whoever sent the assassin will send somebody else, and then they’ll force me to give up your hiding place. And I can’t stand much pain. I’m going to crack. That’s why I’ll have to live with you.”

A chuckle broke from Scott’s lips.

Surprised, she glared at him. “What’s so funny about that?”

“You, making a case for why you want to live with me.”

“But those are all valid reasons.”

He shook his head. “There’s only one valid reason why I’d let you move in with me.” He freed his wrist from her grip and slid his hand to her nape, pulling her face closer to his. “So, are you gonna give me the right reason, or do I have to torture it out of you?”

Her eyes searched his, and her mind went blank. One valid reason? What was he talking about?

“Phoebe, I’m waiting.” There was no menace in his voice. Rather, he sounded amused.

“I…I…I’m thinking.” Still, her mind remained blank. Maybe she didn’t do as well under pressure as she’d previously thought.

“Oh, Phoebe, is it really that hard? Maybe I should tell you the reason why I was going to ask you tonight if you wanted to stay with me.”

“You wanted to ask me?”

“Yeah, but I guess your mouth works a little faster than mine. I suppose since you’re a reporter, that’s to be expected.” He chuckled. “Though it seems you’re a little tongue-tied right now. Maybe I should use this opportunity to say what I have to say.” He stroked her jaw with his thumb. “I’ve fallen in love with you, Phoebe. I don’t know how it happened, but it did. When I saw the assassin’s hands around your neck, it felt like he was choking me instead of you. I never want to feel like that again. You see, that’s why you need to move in with me. Because I can’t live not knowing whether you’re safe. And the only way to make sure you are is to have you by my side.”

Her mouth dropped open and her eyes welled up with tears. Scott loved her.

“So, how about you tell me now why you really want to move in with me, hmm?” he murmured, his breath ghosting over her lips. “Preferably before I throw you under me and make love to you all night.”

“I love you.” The words suddenly burst from her.

“Now was that so hard?”

Scott’s lips descended on hers and robbed her of her breath. His mouth was warm and his tongue demanding as he kissed her. His hands on her skin wiped away the last of her tiredness, arousing her body and her mind.

He pressed her into the sheets, and she welcomed his warm and hard body and let herself fall. His hands explored her, caressed her heated skin, touched her naked breasts and squeezed them gently, almost reverently. As if he worshipped her. She wrapped her arms around him and slid her hand to his nape, caressing him there.

Phoebe greeted the visible shiver that raced over his back with female satisfaction. She clearly wasn’t the only one who was out of control.

Scott drew his head back and looked at her. “I need you, baby.”

Phoebe felt a smile tug at her lips. “You have me, body and soul.”

Lust and passion shone from his eyes. “Then you won’t mind if I take what I need, will you?” His hand moved down her front and slid between her legs, cupping her sex.

Her breath hitched, and she licked her lips. “Anything you want.”

“Anything?” The glint in his eyes turned wicked.

Her heart rate increased. She laid her hand over his and pressed against one of his fingers, pushing it into her. Her back arched away from the mattress as she felt the invasion. Slowly, Scott began to thrust his finger in and out of her.

“I take that as a yes.”

Phoebe hummed her acquiescence and closed her eyes, luxuriating in his touch. But her pleasure was short-lived when he suddenly pulled his finger from her. Before she could protest, he’d rolled her onto her stomach. A moment later, his hand was back between her legs, and he was bathing his fingers in her wetness.

Instinctively, she spread her legs, and he slipped into the space she’d made for him. Then his hands gripped her hips and he pulled her onto her knees, so her backside pointed up. She should feel exposed in this position, vulnerable, but all she could think of was having Scott inside her. She braced herself on her elbows.

“I’m sorry there won’t be any foreplay tonight, Phoebe. But if I don’t take you now, I’m going to burst. You understand that, don’t you?”

Already she felt the tip of his cock at her sex. Then he plunged into her without preamble, seating himself to the hilt. The power of the impact made her lose her balance and drop her face into the pillow. Her surprised gasp was swallowed by it before she was able to lift her head again.

The contact of flesh on flesh felt intoxicating. She’d never experienced a thrill like this, and she instantly realized why: Scott wasn’t using a condom. But before she could react, he was thrusting harder and faster, extinguishing any sane thought from her mind. Moans came over her lips, sounds of pleasure she couldn’t keep inside her, then his name.

“Scott! Oh God!”

Her words seemed to spur him on even more. His heavy breathing filled the room, and his moans and grunts bounced off the walls. His cock was iron-hard and relentless. And impossible to resist. Scott had never been so wild before. Passionate, yes, but not so out of control. Instinctively she knew why: they’d faced death together and triumphed, but the narrow escape from danger had made them both realize how precious life was.

Phoebe welcomed Scott’s wildness. It felt as if he wanted to imprint himself on her, to leave his mark, to brand her. As if to show the world she was his, and anybody who hurt her would be dealt with swiftly, and with deadly force.

As she moved in sync with him, she felt their emotional connection too. This was no frantic fucking, no mindless coupling, but a melding of body and soul. Despite the apparent dominance in the position Scott had chosen, she didn’t feel subservient or weak. She felt like an equal partner, one who could drive her man wild with desire.

“Oh fuck, Phoebe!” he groaned between hard thrusts. “I’m coming!”

Scott took one hand off her hip and slipped it to her front, bringing it to her sex, moistening his fingers. Then he rubbed over her clit while he continued to thrust into her from behind.

“Come with me, baby!”

With more pressure his finger continued to rub over her center of pleasure, adding to the pleasure she gained from his thrusting cock. Her heartbeat accelerated and she panted, her body preparing itself now, knowing what was coming. She tensed. A moment later, a wave of pleasure washed over her and a moan burst over her lips.

Behind her, Scott groaned and his cock suddenly jerked inside her. She felt the warm spray of his semen fill her and his thrusts slow until he finally stilled, before he collapsed and rolled off her. Immediately, he pulled her to him, cradling her against his heaving chest, nuzzling his face in the crook of her neck.

“Oh God, Phoebe, that was amazing.”

She sighed contentedly and squeezed his hand, but there was something that concerned her nevertheless. “Scott, we didn’t use a condom.”

“Yeah, about that.” He hesitated. “I had another premonition.”

Instantly alarmed, Phoebe turned her head and pinned him with her eyes. Was he trying to tell her that an assassin would get her in the end, and that’s why there was no need to be concerned about a pregnancy? Her heart raced uncontrollably. “About what?”

“Our future…our family.”

“Our family?”

Scott moved his head to bring his lips to hover over hers. “I saw a little boy on a sleigh. I was giving him a push down a hill, and you were waiting for him at the bottom of it. You looked a few years older than now, and your winter coat was showing a big bump. You were pregnant again.” He rubbed his palm over her flat stomach.

Relief and surprise collided inside her. She would live? And she and Scott would have children together? A future? A home? Overwhelmed by this news, she couldn’t utter a single word.

Scott pressed his still semi-erect cock against her and grinned. “So why don’t we continue practicing now?”

Phoebe stroked his thigh, before slipping her hand onto his cock, making him hiss in a breath. “Yeah, why don’t we?”
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