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      To Kim, Amy, and Alex.


      Couldn’t have done it without you.


   

      Scíentia Potéstas Est… Knowledge Is Power.

      


   

      
PROLOGUE



      Hotel Montague—Paris


      So do you think we’re ever going to feel like a normal couple?” Annie asked as they stumbled back into their hotel room, Nash’s

         hands cupping her breasts, his breath hot against her cheek.

      


      “Trust me, angel, normal is overrated.” He pushed her back against the wall, his thumbs rubbing heated circles through the

         soft silk of her halter top. “And anyway, I kind of like what we’ve got.”

      


      “Right,” she sighed, shivering as he kissed her neck. “Sex on the run.”


      “Well, it’s not like we have a lot of free time.” His mouth slanted over hers, his tongue sending fire lacing through her

         belly. It was always like this. Combustible. Their desire heightened by the possibility that each time could be the last.

      


      “Maybe we should adjourn to the bedroom?” She nodded toward the doorway of the suite, and then gasped as he pushed her skirt

         up around her thighs.

      


      “What’s wrong with right here? Right now?” He teased her with his fingers, the friction of satin against skin threatening

         instant explosion. She lifted her hips, but he pulled back, his slow smile taunting her. “Unless of course you’ve changed

         your mind?”

      


      “Not on your life.” She reached up to unbutton his shirt, her fingers tracing the scars that laced his chest. Twisted mementos

         of their life together. “Tell me what you want,” she whispered, her breathing labored.

      


      “You, Annie. All I ever want is you.”


      “So take me,” she taunted, anticipation coiling inside her, hot and heavy. Sometimes she thought maybe she wanted something

         more. Something that resembled normalcy—commitment. But not now. Not in this moment. Right now all she wanted was Nash.

      


      For a moment their passion stretched taut between them; and then, trembling with the sheer power of the feelings he evoked,

         she arched her back, welcoming his hands and mouth as he crushed her against him. This was what she craved. What she wanted.

         As long as she had Nash, she could endure anything.

      


      Anything.


      “The bed… I can’t… please.” She gasped the words as they stumbled backward, the need so intense now she thought she might

         die of it.

      


      His dark eyes reflecting her passion, Nash swung her up into his arms and in two strides they were through the door and on

         the bed, the cool cotton sheets a counterpoint to the heat that pulsed between them.

      


      Annie pressed against him, her eyes riveted for a moment on the mirror across from the bed and the image of their interlocked

         bodies moving in tandem. Two shattered souls desperately seeking release. She sighed, and then froze as something else in

         the mirror moved.

      


      A shadow detached itself from the wall, and Annie dug her nails into Nash’s back, instinct and training overriding passion

         in an instant. Nash’s muscles tightened in response, and moving with a precision gained from years of working together, they

         sprang apart, a bullet smashing into the headboard between them. Annie rolled to the floor, reaching for the gun she kept

         strapped to her thigh. In her ardent haste she hadn’t had time to remove her weapon.

      


      But Nash had. He’d thrown his on the table as he’d carried her to bed.


      Damn it all to hell.


      From her vantage point beside the bed, she couldn’t see Nash or their assailant. Which meant she needed to move. Popping up

         to fire a round in the direction of the shadow, she rolled out from the bed, diving for cover behind a chair as a bullet shattered

         a lamp just above her head.

      


      Nash was cornered between the bed and the wall, the bed giving protection, at least for the moment, but the gunman had the

         advantage. He stood between them and the door, with a large wardrobe to his left blocking her from taking a clear shot.

      


      “Well, isn’t this a pickle,” their assailant said, his accent a smooth blend of American and French. She should have known.

         Adrian Benoit. They’d only just been in his apartment. Looked like he was returning the favor.

      


      “Seems we’ve got ourselves a Mexican standoff,” he drawled.


      “Except that none of us are Mexican,” Nash quipped. She could see him now reflected in the mirror. And when he smiled, she

         realized he could see her as well. Which meant he had a plan.

      


      “Doesn’t matter,” Benoit continued. “I’ve clearly got the advantage.”


      “So what, you want us to come out with our hands up?” Nash queried, nodding almost imperceptibly toward his gun lying on the

         table about five feet in front of her.

      


      “It would certainly make things easier. But what I really want are the files you stole from my computer.”


      “And then you’ll let us go? Right. And I’ve got some swampland…” Nash’s laugh was harsh as he tipped his head slightly, signaling

         for her to stand ready. Annie nodded, already shifting her position.

      


      “Well now, there wouldn’t be any fun in letting you live, would there?” Benoit responded, anger clouding his voice.


      Annie drew a breath, rolled out from behind the chair, fired once, and then dove for the table, her hand closing around the

         butt of Nash’s gun. “Two o’clock,” she yelled, as she chunked the weapon overhand toward Nash, still shooting in Benoit’s

         direction in an attempt to provide some modicum of cover. Her ploy worked, Benoit turning to return fire as Nash emerged from

         behind the bed in a flying leap, intercepting the gun as it tumbled through the air.

      


      Two seconds later and it was over. Benoit lay dead in a pool of his own blood.


      “Are you all right?” Nash asked, pushing to his feet.


      “I’m fine,” she said as they met halfway, Nash’s arms closing around her.


      “You sure?” He ran his hands down her now trembling body, double-checking to ascertain if she’d told him the truth.


      “Really. He didn’t hurt me. You were the one without the gun.”


      “Evened the odds.” He shrugged, his voice buoyed by adrenaline, his smile edged with a ruthlessness that had kept him alive

         more times than she cared to remember. “So where were we?”

      


      “I think that ship has sailed,” she said, her gaze falling on the body.


      “I suppose you’re right,” Nash said, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “We’ve got to get out of here before someone

         starts asking questions. Benoit was using a silencer. But we weren’t.”

      


      “I’ll start wiping things down.” She pulled away and reached for a pair of gloves, falling effortlessly into a pattern they’d

         perfected over countless operations.

      


      “So what was it you said earlier?” Nash called from across the room where he was packing their gear, his tone teasing, the

         fact that they’d just survived death—again—already an afterthought. “Something about wondering if we’d ever be a normal couple?”

      


      Despite the gravity of the situation, Annie smiled. She loved this man. With every ounce of her being. And the cold hard truth

         was that she wouldn’t change a single thing about their life. “I think,” she said, reaching down to retrieve Benoit’s gun,

         “that I just answered my own question.”

      


   

      
CHAPTER 1



      Island off the coast of Southeast Asia—eight years later


      Get the boats under cover,” Nash Brennon said, keeping his voice low as he dragged one of the dinghies behind a pile of moss-covered

         rocks. “We should have about five minutes until the perimeter guard make their way back here. Everyone know their assignment?”

      


      It was a rhetorical question. Although sometimes personnel varied, for the most part A-Tac members had been working together

         for years, and they’d certainly had operations far more difficult than this one. Only difference here was that their commander,

         Avery Solomon, wasn’t present. The big man was in Washington. Some top brass bullshit. Which meant Nash was in charge.

      


      It wasn’t that he hadn’t the experience. Trained in covert operations, he was an admitted adrenaline junkie. He’d started

         his career as an operative in Europe—with Annie. But then after a particularly difficult mission she’d deserted him. Disappeared.

         Almost as if she’d never existed.

      


      He pushed the memories away. He’d moved on. To A-Tac. The CIA’s most elite black ops unit. Hell of a step up from European

         operative. He didn’t need Annie. He didn’t need anyone. And right now he had a mission, and he couldn’t afford a fuckup.

      


      “Can everyone hear me?” Emmett Walsh asked, his voice crackling as Nash’s earpiece sprang to life.


      “Yeah, like a freakin’ bullhorn,” Drake Flynn said with a wince. The com system was new. Emmett’s design. And even though

         the man was a genius when it came to playing connect the operatives, that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be hiccups. “Can you

         turn the damn thing down?”

      


      “The controls are right here,” Tyler said, tapping her ear with a grin as she looked up from a backpack full of explosives.

         Tyler was Nash’s second in command for the mission. An army-trained demolitions expert, she had yet to meet a building she

         couldn’t destroy. And she’d saved their asses on more than one occasion, disarming incendiary devices most people would never

         even know existed.

      


      “I’m patching Jason through now,” Emmett said. Jason Lawton, along with Hannah Marshall, served as long-distance eyes and

         ears for the team. Tonight that meant keeping watch over the operation from Sunderland in New York, which, at the moment,

         seemed a hell of a long way away. But at least, thanks to a couple of strategically placed satellites, they had the benefit

         of Jason and Hannah’s constant vigilance.

      


      “You’ve got two more minutes,” Jason intoned, as usual cutting right to the chase. “I’m showing two hostiles—both armed and

         ready to rumble.”

      


      “Always good to have big brother watching.” Nash laughed, signaling the team to move out. “We’re heading east. Target ETA

         ten minutes.”

      


      The operation was simple in conception. Destroy a communications array and its accompanying computer systems. The property

         of an Asian terrorist group known as the Red Sword, the array was used to coordinate organizational efforts within the region

         as well as operations abroad. Taking it out would severely cripple if not completely destroy enemy operations.

      


      Unfortunately, the island’s heavy jungle undergrowth impeded movement, rendering the straight line between points A and B

         anything but. The moisture-laden air was heavy and oppressive, making every breath an effort. The team had fanned out, Nash

         on point, Drake keeping back, making sure they weren’t being followed. Even with Jason and Hannah watching over them, Nash

         didn’t like taking chances. And there was no one he’d rather have at his back than Drake Flynn.

      


      A specialist in CIA extractions, Drake had been with the team just over a year. Rumor had it that before A-Tac he’d been with

         one of the CIA’s D units. Operations even more off the books than A-Tac. Not that the man ever talked about any of it. Hell,

         Drake didn’t talk seriously about much of anything. But he got the job done, and at the end of the day, that’s all that really

         mattered.

      


      Something rustled in the bushes next to him, and Nash signaled the others as he spun, gun ready. But it was only a bird, eyes

         glowing red in the moonlight. Focusing again on the barely discernible trail, he moved forward, careful to keep Tyler flanking

         him on the left. She nodded toward an opening in the trees, and together they moved forward, Emmett following a pace or so

         behind on the right, with Drake still bringing up the rear.

      


      The jungle opened out on cleared space below them. Tall grass mixed in with stands of bamboo and a few straggling trees led

         up to a concrete wall enclosing four buildings. Off to the left, separated from the rest of the compound by about fifty yards,

         sat the array. It was small—just three dishes—but Nash had learned long ago that small packages could be just as lethal as

         larger ones, and the members of Red Sword weren’t prone to wasting time with empty platitudes. They were far more interested

         in terrorizing innocents under the guise of some perverted cosmic justice.

      


      Only not for much longer.


      “What have we got?” Nash whispered as he dropped to his stomach, using infrared glasses to scan the area below. “Any surprises?”


      “Everything looks pretty much as we expected,” Drake’s voice echoed in his ear. “You can see the surveillance camera mounted

         above the wall near the entrance. And if our intel holds true there should be additional units every fifty feet or so.”

      


      “With a blind corner to the southwest in the back, thanks to an uprooted jackfruit tree,” Emmett added.


      “What about the array?” Nash frowned as he studied the compound. He’d seen satellite photos, and rendered maps, but there

         was nothing to beat firsthand observation.

      


      “Three sixteen-foot dishes on machined counterbalanced mounts,” Tyler said, her goggles trained on the array. “Should be easy

         enough to destroy. I’ve just got to get close enough to rig the explosives.”

      


      “Don’t worry, Nash and I will get you in,” Drake assured. “Piece of cake.”


      “Maybe not so much so,” Jason said, his tone grim. “I’m showing at least eight hostiles inside the compound.”


      “Son of a bitch. There were only supposed to be two.”


      “Sorry,” Hannah Marshall said, her voice cracking in transmission as she took the com-link from Jason. “Looks like some kind

         of an impromptu meeting. I’ve got three boats moored off the pier. No way we could have predicted this.”

      


      “So what do we do now?” Jason asked, patching through another com-link. “Abort?”


      “Depends on where this little meeting is taking place,” Nash said, sorting through the alternatives. “Can you verify location?”


      “Yeah. Hang on,” Jason said, his voice moving away as he shuffled through something on the other end. “I’ve got five in the

         building farthest north. And two more in the guardhouse at the entrance.”

      


      “And the eighth?” Drake barked.


      “Give me a minute. He’s moving.” Silence stretched, tension building. “Looks like he’s heading back to the north building.”


      “Can you confirm the location of the communications computers?”


      “Little building closest to the array,” Hannah said, her voice coming in on a whisper. “The one without windows.”


      “I see it.” Nash nodded, even though she was thousands of miles away. “So if our hostiles will just stay put we ought to be

         able to get in and out without notice.”

      


      “And if they don’t—well, that will only make it more of a challenge.”


      “This isn’t a game, Drake.” Emmett’s tone bordered on harsh.


      “Hell if it isn’t.” There was laughter in his friend’s voice, and despite himself, Nash smiled. Nothing wrong with kicking

         a little Red Sword ass.

      


      “All right then, we’re agreed. We’re going in.”


      “We’ll watch your back,” Jason said.


      “I don’t know…” Hannah started, only to be cut off by Tyler.


      “No guts, no glory.”


      “It’s not up for discussion,” Nash said, his tone brooking no argument. “We’re going in. But first we wait for the perimeter

         guard to pass. If I’m marking it right, they should be showing up about now.” As if to underscore his words a jeep with two

         armed men turned the corner onto the rutted road that ran in front of the compound. It continued as the guards drove in front

         of the wall, slowing momentarily at the gate and then proceeding south. At the corner, the vehicle turned into the jungle,

         presumably heading back toward the beach and the outer edge of the island.

      


      “I’d say you’ve got about twenty minutes,” Jason confirmed.


      “Should be more than enough time,” Drake said, swinging his utility pack over his shoulder as he rose to his feet.


      “Assuming we don’t run into a welcome party,” Emmett muttered as he double-checked his gear. “Nothing like discovering a nest

         of hostiles on site at the last fucking minute.”

      


      “I heard that,” Hannah said.


      “Sorry.” Emmett clearly wasn’t, but the apology seemed to placate Hannah.


      “Let’s move out,” Nash said, signaling the others, falling in line with Tyler as they made their way down the hill.


      “I hate to agree with Emmett, but it does seem like Hannah might have given us a heads-up a little sooner.”


      “Maybe the satellite wasn’t in position. I don’t know. You know as well as I do that intel is an inexact science.” Nash shrugged.

         “Point is that we know now. And with a little luck we’ll avoid an encounter altogether.”

      


      “And if we happen to run into them?” Tyler asked.


      “We’ve faced worse.”


      “True enough,” she sighed. “It just seems like lately something always goes wrong.”


      “Comes with the territory. Anyway, we’ll be fine. You’ll see.” Nash shifted his weapon to the other side and moved ahead,

         the four of them falling into their former positions.

      


      They managed to make their way down the incline without incident, emerging from the grass at the far southeast corner of the

         enclosure. Two minutes later and they’d arrived at the fallen tree, the resulting gap in the vegetation opening the canopy

         to the star-studded sky.

      


      “The camera is definitely missing,” Drake said, pulling a climber’s rope from his pack. “Way to go, Hannah; you called it

         right.”

      


      “Hey, I aim to please.” Even long distance you could hear the smile in her voice.


      “Anything on the other side we should know about?” Nash asked.


      “Looks clear from here,” Jason responded. “But you’d better go quickly; I’ve got one of the front gate guards on the move.

         About a hundred yards out. Heading your direction.”

      


      “Okay, people. Let’s move,” Nash called, as Drake tossed the rope, and the grappling hook dug into the top of the wall with

         a soft thunk. With a jaunty grin, Drake was up and over, Tyler following on his heels.

      


      “You next, Emmett,” Nash said, turning slowly to survey the area, making sure they didn’t have additional company.


      Emmett vaulted over the wall, and after waiting a beat, Nash turned and followed suit, straddling the barrier to remove the

         rope and hook before jumping lightly to the muddy ground of the compound.

      


      “Where’s the guard?” he barked into his earpiece.


      “Moving the other way.” Despite the distance, Jason clearly sounded relieved. “For the moment you’re good to go.”


      “Should we split up?” Tyler asked. “It might be more time-efficient.”


      “Normally, I’d agree with you,” Nash said, “but considering the number of hostiles present I think we’re better off sticking

         together.”

      


      Tyler nodded.


      “I suggest we get a move on,” Drake urged, already heading in the direction of the tiny communications building.


      The heat closed around them, the still air oppressive, drops of rain spattering the ground as they walked. Nash positioned

         his silenced Sig Sauer, finger on the trigger. Better to be ready. The shrouded building loomed out of the mist, and they

         stopped in the shadow of a large acacia tree.

      


      “Drake, you and Tyler stand guard while Emmett and I deal with the computers. How much time will you need once we hit the

         array?”

      


      “Seven minutes tops.” Tyler shrugged.


      “All right, we’ll be out in three.”


      The building was dark and surprisingly cool. A narrow hallway ran from the door to the far end, flanking a large room full

         of computers that was even colder than the hall.

      


      “The computers can’t function in this humidity, so they’ve got to control the temperature,” Emmett explained, as he opened

         a small bag at his waist.

      


      Banks of computers lined the room on both sides, LED lights blinking off and on, giving the room a hazy green glow. Emmett

         pulled out a pen drive the size of a lighter, and after a brief search opened a drawer with a keyboard and inserted the drive

         in the CPU above it.

      


      The computer’s gauges lit up, moving up and down as the machine downloaded the information on the drive. Designed to immobilize

         not only the computers present but anything networked to the system, the virus Jason had created was geared to reach beyond

         the compound itself into the very heart of Red Sword’s technical infrastructure.

      


      “How’s the security?” Jason’s voice crackled into the earpiece.


      “Can’t tell yet,” Emmett replied. “So far they haven’t even detected the fact that we’re in the system. You getting anything?”

         The plan was for Jason to remotely detonate the virus seconds before Tyler blew the array, keeping outside interference to

         a minimum. However, there was always the chance that Emmett’s download would trigger some kind of inner systemic security.

      


      “Everything seems fine,” Jason replied.


      “Five more seconds,” Emmett whispered to no one in particular.


      Nash held his breath, waiting for the all-clear. In truth, he’d rather face a horde of Uzi-toting hostiles than a simple bank

         of enemy computers. There were just so many variables, and nothing he could do to control them. Technology had its moments,

         but push come to shove, he could live without it. Hell, he never even remembered to turn on his cell phone, a shortcoming

         Tyler never failed to remind him of.

      


      As if giving voice to his concern, the room was filled with an ominous beeping sound—some kind of alarm. “What the hell?”


      “I don’t know,” Emmett said, typing furiously as the screen above him scrolled through various commands. “Jason, you got anything?”


      “You tripped some kind of security,” Jason answered. “Maybe the firewall.”


      “Well, that much I knew. But it’s not responding to the codes you gave me. Anything you can do from your end?”


      “Hang on.”


      Not exactly words to instill faith. Nash pulled his gun and turned to face the door. “You guys getting this?” he asked, speaking

         into his headpiece.

      


      “It’s all quiet out here,” Drake responded. “At least so far. Nothing’s moving.”


      “Keep your eyes open.” The beeping increased in intensity, lights flashing now along the bank Emmett was working on. “Jason.

         We could really use some help here.”

      


      “I’m trying.” The sound of frantic typing filled both the room and Nash’s earpiece as both men worked to stop the alarm. Nash

         tightened his hand on the Sig, almost wishing for an intruder—anything to break the tension.

      


      Then suddenly the alarm stopped.


      “Got it,” Emmett said, retrieving the hard drive before pushing the drawer with the keyboard closed. “Jason, you should have

         control.”

      


      “Hannah?” Jason asked.


      “We’re in,” she confirmed. “Now you guys get the hell out of there.”


      “With pleasure.” Still leading with the gun, Nash made his way out of the computer room, down the hallway, and out the front

         door. Drake and Tyler were standing back to back watching the pathways for signs they’d been discovered.

      


      “Looks like I’m up,” Tyler said as they ducked low, making their way across the open ground between the compound and the array.


      The rain was coming down in earnest now, providing a gray cloak that helped to obscure their progress. Still, Nash kept himself

         on hyper-alert. The alarm in the computer room had to have alerted someone. Which meant that sooner or later they were bound

         to have company.

      


      They reached the array in seconds, Tyler already pulling the prerigged plastique from her backpack. She knelt at the base

         of the first dish and, using duct tape, carefully secured the explosive in place.

      


      “Do we have to connect the three of them?” Drake asked, his attention fixed on the compound behind them.


      “No.” Tyler shook her head as she moved to the second dish. “They’re wireless. I’ve got a detonator.”


      “And if something happens to you?”


      “Nothing is going to happen to me,” she said. “But worst case, Jason can trigger the charges remotely.”


      Nash nodded. “How much more time?” Things were still quiet, but he had the distinct feeling the other shoe was about to drop.


      “Just a couple of seconds. I need to arm them.” Using a tiny screwdriver, Tyler made an adjustment on the first device, the

         small red pinprick of light on its face turning green. “One down. Any action out there?”

      


      Clearly Tyler was having the same thoughts about impending intervention. She moved to the second device and in less than a

         minute had it armed as well. But the third mechanism proved to be stubborn, the red light refusing to change to green.

      


      Tyler let out a curse, just as a shot rang out.


      “Company,” Drake called, returning fire. Emmett followed suit, the two of them moving between the gate to the array and Tyler,

         who was still struggling with the third unit.

      


      “Just leave it,” Nash said. “Better to get the hell out of here. We can blow the two you do have set.”


      “It’s okay,” Tyler said. As the reticent light turned green. “I’ve got it. Let’s go.”


      The four of them raced for the far wall behind the array, the shots moving closer but the gunmen still not in sight. Skidding

         to a halt, Drake threw the grappling hook again and was up and over almost before it was embedded in the wall. Tyler and Emmett

         followed suit while Nash kept the shooters at bay with return fire. Then after a last volley, he pulled himself over the wall,

         hitting the ground on a roll.

      


      Springing to his feet, he followed his friends as they sprinted for the cover of the jungle, quietly trying to raise someone

         on his com piece. No one answered, and he wasn’t certain if the problem was his alone or if somehow the entire system was

         down.

      


      But there was no time to figure it out. Bullets exploded in the mud at his feet, and he dropped to a crouch, still moving,

         veering back and forth to keep his path unpredictable. Ahead, he saw Emmett fall, but Drake was quick to pull him back to

         his feet, the two of them moving in tandem. Tyler was just off to the right, almost to the cover of the trees.

      


      All she needed was time to detonate.


      Swerving back toward the road and the gunmen, Nash rolled to the ground again and came up firing, satisfied to see a burst

         of blood as one of the gunmen hit the dirt. Two more shots and another man was dead.

      


      Two down.


      Knowing that he was still too close to the blast zone, he pulled to his feet just as the jeep rounded the corner, machine

         guns blazing. Reaching into his flak jacket, he produced a grenade and, without slowing, lobbed it over his shoulder. Seconds

         passed, but not enough time for the jeep to react, and the resulting explosion flipped the vehicle into a ditch.

      


      Hitting the top of the ravine and the line of trees, he ran into the jungle, scanning the area for signs of Tyler.


      “Here,” came her whisper, from the shelter of a clump of bamboo. “I’m here.”


      “Did you lose com or is it just me?” Nash asked, dropping to his knees beside her.


      “Whole system is down, which means no remote detonation. It’s got to be me.”


      “How’s Emmett?” The shooting had subsided for a moment, but there was no doubt that it would resume as soon as the dust from

         the grenade had cleared.

      


      “He’s fine. Bullet to the groin. I don’t think it’s life-threatening, but there was a lot of blood, which meant he was no

         good to us here, so I sent him ahead with Drake to the rendezvous point. I figured better to get them out of harm’s way. Easier

         for me to concentrate on blowing this pop stand.”

      


      “Literally.” Nash shot her a brief smile. “What about the computer virus?”


      “With loss of com we can’t be sure that Jason can launch it. Emmett is going to try to do it manually as soon as they’re out

         of range of the gunfire.”

      


      “Good. At least we’ve got that much taken care of. So are we far enough away from the blast zone to detonate?”


      “Yeah, we’re good. I just need to verify the signal.” The machine-gun fire resumed, this time much closer. Clearly the perimeter

         guards had survived the grenade.

      


      “I’ll see if I can buy you some time.” Without waiting for an answer, he jammed a new cartridge into the Sig, and keeping

         low, moved in the opposite direction from Tyler. Once he’d managed to put some distance between the two of them, careful to

         keep himself between the encroaching terrorists and her position, he twisted to a standing position and lobbed another grenade.

      


      His last one.


      For a moment everything moved in slo-mo, the shooters first freezing as they recognized the impending disaster and then running

         and diving for cover as the grenade exploded, sending chunks of mud raining down into the night.

      


      Firing over the top of a fallen log, Nash kept the pressure on, all the while waiting for Tyler’s signal. There were six shooters

         now. And despite the momentary obstacle created by the grenade, they had resumed their press forward.

      


      One of the men stepped out from the protection of the vegetation to get a better angle on Tyler’s position, but fortunately,

         Nash was faster. Three down, five remaining, and two more unaccounted for. A quick flash of light from above him indicated

         that Tyler was ready, so, still firing, he moved back again into the cover of the jungle, making his way over to her position.

      


      “You ready?” she mouthed, holding up the transmitter.


      “Go,” he bellowed, shooting as a man broke through the vegetation, his body breaking bamboo as he fell.


      Tyler pressed a button, already moving deeper into the woods, but nothing happened.


      “Shit,” she said, pressing again. This time, however, the motion was rewarded as a maelstrom of thunder and light split the

         night, embers and debris raining down into the jungle.

      


      For a moment everything was quiet, and then all hell broke loose, shots volleying off the trees.


      “Run,” Nash yelled. And the two of them sprinted through the jungle, the shots growing fainter as the distance grew. As they

         neared the rendezvous point they slowed, and Tyler pulled her gun.

      


      “It’s awfully quiet,” she said.


      “Too quiet, if you ask me.”


      Together they inched forward until they had a clear view of the beach. Drake and Emmett were huddled next to one of the dinghies,

         two Red Sword thugs holding them at gunpoint. Emmett’s pant leg was stained with blood and Drake had a bloody nose, which

         meant he hadn’t gone down easily, but it was clear that for the moment at least the terrorists had the upper hand.

      


      Of course they hadn’t counted on Nash and Tyler.


      With a mutual nod, they separated, shifting so that they each had a clear shot. And then on a silent count of three, they

         fired. Nash’s man was dead before it even dawned on him that he’d been hit. Tyler’s had enough time to get off a shot, but

         it went wild, and he, too, went down as Nash and Tyler broke free of the undergrowth and sprinted into the clearing.

      


      “About damn time,” Drake said with a grin.


      “You get the virus launched?” Tyler asked.


      “Do we look totally incompetent?” Drake quipped. “Of course we got it off. Truth is we had everything under control.”


      “Yeah, right,” Nash returned as they pulled the boats into the water and helped Emmett on board. “I don’t know what I was

         thinking.”

      


      “We should have let them shoot you,” Tyler said, pulling the cord to start the outboard motor.


      Still grinning, Drake did the same with the other dinghy, and the two boats headed for the safety of open water, the jungle

         glowing silently behind them, backlit by the eerie fire of the burning array.

      


   

      
CHAPTER 2



      Creede, Colorado


      Annie Gallagher stood at the window watching the fairy fall of snow, each flake glistening as it fell through the swath of

         gold cast by the lamplight. Tomorrow she’d have to shovel, but tonight she was content to simply enjoy the magic.

      


      She thought about waking Adam, but resisted the urge. It was late and he had school. Still, the idea of building a snowman

         appealed. Behind her the clock struck twelve and she laughed. Definitely too late for Adam to be up. Even with the temptation

         of a midnight snowstorm.

      


      She turned her back on the snow, shivering as she walked through the drafty hallway into the warmth of the firelit parlor.

         The old Victorian was a rare find in these parts, especially way up here on the mountain. It had been pretty run-down when

         she’d first found it, but Annie had recognized its beauty despite the disrepair, and she’d never been afraid of a little work.

      


      The quiet of the San Juans had been just what the doctor ordered. And now she and Adam had made a life here, far away from

         the world she’d inhabited for most of her adult life. The shadowy world of espionage. Sometimes she missed it. But she’d never

         regretted her decision. Isolation was the best thing for Adam.

      


      And for her.


      The little town of Creede was the perfect place for escape. High in the mountains, occupied mainly by others who wanted a

         quiet life away from the real world. No one asked questions. Folks here weren’t interested in who you’d been, just who you

         were now. And that suited Annie just fine.

      


      She picked up a poker and shifted the logs on the fire, the flames crackling as they danced along spines of spruce and aspen.

         Above the firebox, on the mantel, was the only thing that remained from her old life—well, almost the only thing—an intricately

         carved wooden box. She’d found it in a market in Krakow. The day Adam had been conceived.

      


      Of course she hadn’t known that then. Or just how much her life was going to change.


      She looked down at the objet d’art cupped in her hands. It was a puzzle box. The kind that only opened for someone who knew

         its secrets. At the time she’d just thought it beautiful and interesting, but as the years passed, she’d come to realize that

         it symbolized her life. She was the box, the secrets of her past locked deep inside alongside parts of her she no longer wished

         to acknowledge.

      


      With fingers long practiced, she manipulated the crevices and curves, and with a small squeak of protest, the box sprang open,

         revealing its treasure.

      


      The faded petals of a rose.


      Cliché, really. But she smiled, her mind drifting back to the market square and the sweet smell of roses. No one had ever

         given her flowers before. And in that moment—everything had been perfect.

      


      But nothing was forever.


      She closed the box and put it back on the mantel, ashamed suddenly of her vulnerability. It was only a memory. Turning her

         back on the mantel, she sat in the wing chair, snuggling into the warmth of its cushions as the snow fell and the fire snapped

         and hissed.

      


      Life was in the present. Here in the mountains. With Adam.


      And on that note…


      She stood up and began gathering the myriad toys scattered throughout the room. A Tonka truck, a Leapfrog cartridge, a Lego

         pirate, a Happy Meal racecar, and a stuffed turtle named Timmy. Crossing the room, she tossed the toys into a plastic basket,

         and satisfied that she’d tidied a bit, started for the kitchen and a hot cup of tea.

      


      Before she’d taken two steps, she stopped, instinct sending a warning as the hairs on her arms rose ominously. She waited,

         hardly daring to breathe, trying to figure out what it was that bothered her.

      


      And then she heard it—a low screeching noise as if a window were opening or something were being dragged across the floor.

         She froze, concentrating on identifying the location of the noise, her heart hammering to a stop as something moved again.

      


      Upstairs.


      With Adam.


      Mind scrambling, she quickly went through the possibilities. Most likely an animal. The worst of which would be a bear. Thanks

         to the summer drought, food was in short supply. But bears were more interested in the kitchen than an upstairs bedroom. Burglary

         was possible, but uncommon here in the mountains, which meant if the intruder was human, it was most likely a vagrant looking

         for a warm bed for the night. Unless, somehow, her cover had been blown.

      


      She discarded the notion as quickly as it had occurred. It had been too long and she’d been too careful. Probably just the

         wind. But better safe than sorry. She grabbed the poker and headed toward the stairs. She’d have preferred her Beretta, but

         it was upstairs in a lockbox. Too far from Adam. There simply wasn’t enough time.

      


      Moving silently on bare feet, she crept up the stairs, straining for further indication of where the danger lay. If only she

         could get to Adam’s room, they could crawl out the window. The gable would give them a way down to the roof of the porch and

         from there to the ground—and safety.

      


      The landing at the top of the stairs was shrouded in darkness. It provided cover, but made it difficult to see. At the end

         of the hall, the glow from Adam’s night-light spilled out into the corridor, the soft light almost comforting in its normalcy.

         She started to move, pulling up short as a shrill moan echoed through the house, the sound emanating from the spare room.

      


      Adrenaline flooded through her and she lifted the poker as she stepped from the landing into the hallway, ready for a fight.


      Nothing moved.


      Waiting another moment, just to be certain, she inched forward, back to the wall, sucking in a breath as she swung into the

         spare room. A breeze lifted the curtain as snow spilled through a broken window. Jammed into the hole, a twisted tree limb

         moved back and forth, screeching against the jagged glass. Annie sighed, relief washing through her, her warrior instincts

         dissipating as quickly as they’d come.

      


      She’d meant to cut back the tree. Remove that branch. But there’d always been something else to do and she’d kept putting

         it off. Now she’d be replacing a window as well.

      


      First thing tomorrow.


      Grabbing a towel, she stuffed it into the hole between the glass and the branch. Then, after bending to retrieve the poker,

         she headed back into the hall to check on Adam. The hall was warmer than the spare room, but she shivered anyway. The aftermath

         of her scare.

      


      Adam’s room was chaotic as always. No matter how easy she made it to put away toys or how often she managed to do it herself,

         there was still always a mess, her son fond of throwing things every which way.

      


      His bed was shadowed, his covers piled high. As usual, he’d burrowed his way to the very bottom of the bed. As a toddler he’d

         always managed to turn himself round about. Head under the blankets, tiny little toes pressed against the pillow. Nothing

         had changed.

      


      She smiled, lifting the covers, and then choked on a scream as she realized there was no Adam. Only a pile of abandoned stuffed

         animals, their friendly faces adding horror to her rising panic. The wind outside whistled, drapes flying high as she whirled

         to face an open window.

      


      Heart shriveling, she called Adam’s name, her mind conjuring images of him hurt and frightened.


      Outside, in the softly falling snow, she could see fading tire tracks on the drive. Someone had been here. Someone had taken

         her little boy.

      


      “Adam,” she screamed again, but the wind whipped her words away, taunting her terror. “Adam…”


      But she was too late.


      Adam was gone.


      “So in the final days of April, General Hooker leads the Army of the Potomac upstream to slip around Lee’s left flank.” Nash

         drew a hooked arrow on the board to illustrate the point, just as the beeper on his belt vibrated twice. “Lee responds aggressively

         and during the first week of May wins what may have been his greatest victory.” The beeper vibrated again, this time repeating

         its message twice, but Nash ignored it, looking instead at his students. “Who can tell me what happens next?”

      


      Several hands shot up, while others thumbed through their text.


      “Hillary?”


      The girl smiled, shifting provocatively in her seat. “The Confederates march into Pennsylvania.”


      “Right,” Nash said, nodding encouragingly, his beeper practically dancing against his hip. “Then what?”


      “General Meade kicks his ass,” Reggie Fenderman said, accompanied by general laughter.


      “I don’t know that I’d have chosen those exact words, but you’re right. The Army of the Potomac did indeed defeat Lee at Gettysburg

         in July 1863. Which, as we know, changed the course of the war. And tomorrow, we’ll find out why. For today, time’s up.” He

         nodded at the students, reaching down to shut off the insistent electronic device. Damn technology.

      


      Three giggling coeds waited at the foot of the dais. “Professor Brennon? We have a couple of questions.”


      He groaned inwardly. It wasn’t that he didn’t welcome inquiring minds, but these three were more about chatting up the prof.

         “Ladies, you know I’d love nothing better than to stay here and discuss the war with you, but I’m afraid I’m late for a meeting.”

      


      Emmett appeared in the doorway, assessing the situation with a mocking grin. When Nash had started teaching American history

         eight years ago, enrollment had jumped 25 percent—most of them female, much to the amusement of his colleagues.

      


      “They’re getting younger every year.” Emmett grinned.


      “Don’t remind me.” Nash closed his briefcase and shrugged into his jacket. “I got a pair of panties in the mail last week.

         Jesus, you’d think they’d be more interested in guys their own age.”

      


      “Hey, you’re our resident rock star,” Jason said, joining them as they walked down the hallway, stopping in the doorway of

         another classroom.

      


      Nash was currently chairman of the history department, and his dissertation on the role of espionage during the Cold War was

         considered, by some, the preeminent document on understanding various intelligence strategies used by both the United States

         and the U.S.S.R.

      


      “Tomorrow, your essays on Lenin are due,” Hannah was saying from a lectern at the front of the room. Her dark hair was cut

         short, strands spiking in every direction. “And starting next week, we’ll begin our discussion on Trotsky and the effect he

         had on the communist movement in Russia, so I’ll expect you all to have read the text. And, Martin, that means you.”

      


      Ignoring the resulting laughter, she quickly strode to the back of the room. “I swear to God, next year I’m going to petition

         to teach Western civ. It’s got to be a hell of a lot easier than trying to get this lot to understand the differences between

         communism, fascism, and democracy. So what’s with the summons?”

      


      “No idea,” Emmett said, still limping a bit from his injury in Southeast Asia. “Text just said to head downstairs.”


      “I’m betting it’s Avery,” Nash said as they walked out of Fischer Hall into the bright May sunshine.


      Sunderland College was located in central New York not far from the Connecticut border. Surrounded by rolling hills, stately

         farms, and vast nature preserves, the ivy-clad institution, founded in 1823, was a liberal arts college of the highest reputation.

         Nationally ranked among small colleges, Sunderland drew some of the greatest minds in the country. And serious students flocked

         to the tree-lined, bucolic campus to learn from the very best. There was even a joke that the reason the trees had lights

         in them was so that the squirrels could study at night. Which Nash had to admit had a certain ring of truth.

      


      “Great,” Emmett sighed. “Just when I was getting through to them about the subtle nuances of inflation, Avery calls. Every

         time my TA takes over, the upper-level classes regress at least a month.”

      


      “You should choose your TA more carefully next time,” Jason said, waving at Tyler, who had emerged from the humanities building.


      Teaching assistants were a way of life at Sunderland, particularly for those professors who were a part of the Aaron Thomas

         Academic Center. Created fifteen years ago by the CIA in response to the increased threat of terrorism, the nationally renowned

         think tank was home to a dozen or so of the best minds in the country, Ph.D.s who also handled some of the nation’s most dangerous

         counterintelligence operations.

      


      There were eight permanent members of the American Tactical Intelligence Command (A-Tac), all tenured professors with expertise

         in both academia and espionage. And from time to time, as missions demanded, they were joined by other experts in their field,

         the think tank acting as cover for their association and affiliated operations.

      


      Since A-Tac professors were often called away to “advise” on top national issues, their teaching assistants were given the

         chance for more hands-on classroom experience than their colleagues at other universities. All of which meant that competition

         for graduate positions was extreme. And the winners, like their mentors, were usually the best of the best.

      


      “I had no choice.” Emmett shrugged. “The kid’s a senator’s son. Strings pulled and all that. Probably has visions of running

         the Fed one day.”

      


      “Well, he’s lucky to have you,” Hannah said. “I mean it’s not every day you get to work with a Draper fellow.” The coveted

         prize was given annually to the country’s most noted economist. Emmett had actually won twice.

      


      “I’m not sure he sees it that way.” Emmett grinned. “But thanks.”


      “So anyone know what’s going on?” Tyler asked as she joined them.


      “Not a thing.” Emmett shook his head. “But Nash thinks it’s Avery.”


      “Well, that’s a given. No one else summons us in the middle of class.”


      “It wasn’t the middle,” Jason said. “And we go when called. It’s part of the job.”


      “Actually, just at the moment,” Tyler sighed, “I think I might prefer Avery to Chaucer. Or at least the endless complaints

         about Middle English.”

      


      Nash smiled, knowing that her protestations were cursory. The truth was that Tyler was as passionate about her teaching as

         she was about ordnance.

      


      They’d crossed the campus in short order, making their way up the steps of the Aaron Thomas Academic Center. Crossing into

         a narrow side hallway, the group stopped in front of an elevator marked “professors only,” and Nash inserted a key. The doors

         slid silently open as the assembled company stepped inside.

      


      “This always makes me feel like Maxwell Smart,” Emmett said, inserting another key and pressing a button hidden behind an

         Otis elevator sign.

      


      “I know what you mean,” Hannah said as the elevator started to move downward. “Although, for me, it’s more Bruce Wayne. I

         always half expect Alfred to be waiting at the bottom with my utility belt.”

      


      “It is sort of like the bat cave,” Tyler agreed, “but considering the money the suits in Washington have spent on it, I kind

         of think they’d resent the analogy.”

      


      “Depends if you’re talking the campy television show or the movie,” Emmett said as the elevator stopped and the doors slid

         open.

      


      “They all sucked,” Jason protested. “The original comic is the only way to go.”


      “Batman, I’m assuming?” Lara Prescott said as they stepped into the austerely appointed reception area. The room served more

         as a buffer than as a real welcoming area. From time to time, students had tried to gain entrance to the coveted elevator.

      


      Thanks to CIA fail-safes, the very few successful attempts had all ended in an upper-floor lounge and general disappointment.

         But just in case there was ever a breach to this level, the reception area was designed as a decoy and, without proper identification,

         the precursor to a not-so-pleasant meeting with Avery—who also happened to be the dean of the college—and a one-way ticket

         out of Sunderland altogether.

      


      “Are we that obvious?” Tyler asked, pressing her hand against what looked like a professorial bust, but was really a biotechnical

         scanner.

      


      “Not you.” Lara shook her head, slapping her hand against the statue of the center’s namesake, Aaron Thomas. A prominent early

         American scholar from New York, Thomas had been quite the rabble-rouser. Famous for his treatise Scíentia Potéstas Est—Knowledge Is Power—Thomas also served as a spy for General Washington, making his role in A-Tac all that much more apropos.

      


      “Jason. You have to admit he does have a rather well-documented obsession with all things Batman.”


      “And you love it,” Jason said, dropping a kiss on the top of her head. With an impressive Ph.D./M.D. combo, Lara chaired Sunderland’s

         chemistry department and served as A-Tac’s expert in biochemical weaponry, as well as the unit’s medical officer. She and

         Jason had been living together for the past year. Although such relationships were frowned upon by their bosses at Langley,

         the team nevertheless turned a blind eye to their relationship.

      


      Life was short and it was best to take what you could while you had the chance. Nash knew that firsthand. And even though

         in his case it hadn’t ended well, he still didn’t regret the fact that for a little while at least, he’d been lucky enough

         to find someone who’d accepted him for what he was.

      


      But nothing was forever.


      “So anyone seen Drake?” Hannah was asking as they walked through the now-open panel in the rear reception wall.


      “He had an off period,” Tyler said. “So my guess is he’s already down here.”


      As if to verify the fact, Drake appeared in the doorway to the war room. “Nice of you to join us,” he said with his customary

         grin.

      


      “So have you got any idea what this is all about?” Jason asked.


      “Why don’t you ask the big guy himself.” Drake moved aside to reveal Avery Solomon standing at the head of the conference

         table. The man dwarfed even Nash. An ex-marine with service in both the CIA and the Pentagon, the fact that Avery had worked

         with three different administrations said a lot about his loyalty to country and his ability to sway even the most strident

         of critics.

      


      His appointment as commander of A-Tac eight years ago had coincided with Nash’s arrival in the unit, the two of them hitting

         it off instantly. They’d worked countless operations together, and now, along with Tyler, were the senior members of the team.

      


      “So what’s up?” Nash asked with a frown. “You’ve got your serious face on and that’s never a good thing.”


      “If everyone will have a seat, we’ll get started,” Avery said, his tone no-nonsense. The rest of the team took their places,

         the jovial mood from the elevator replaced with somber anticipation. “I just got word that we’ve received a credible threat

         against a high-ranking official.”

      


      “That’s not exactly something new,” Drake said. “We get hundreds of threats on a weekly basis.”


      “Yes, but as I said,” Avery continued, shooting him a censorious look, “this one is credible. More than credible, actually.

         It’s verified. According to Langley’s intel, a splinter group of Al Qaeda is planning an assassination.”

      


      “Which group?” Hannah asked.


      “Ashad.”


      “Out of Pakistan. Didn’t we have a run-in with them a few years back?” Tyler asked. “The massacre in Peshawar.” Seventeen

         innocents had been slaughtered when a bomb exploded in the central marketplace. Despite serious A-Tac efforts, the culprits

         were still at large.

      


      “Yup,” Avery said. “That’s the one. But they’ve gotten more ambitious. This time they’re targeting the United States. A top-level

         government official. We haven’t been able to confirm the target, but we’ve narrowed it down to three.”

      


      “The president?” Jason asked, tapping away on his computer, already trying to secure new information.


      “No. Secretary of State Wright seems most probable, but it could also be Evan Packard.”


      “Head of the Senate Homeland Security and Government Affairs Committee,” Nash inserted, considering the possibility. “His

         stance on terrorism hasn’t exactly made him the darling of Islamic extremists.”

      


      “Well, Richard Wright is, if anything, more militant than Packard,” Hannah said, like Jason, already working on her laptop.

         “So who’s the third candidate?”

      


      “Blake Dominico.”


      “The U.S. ambassador to the U.N.?” Drake asked, clearly surprised.


      “There was considerable objection to his being appointed, if I remember correctly,” Jason said, looking up from his computer.

         “If he had his way most of the Middle East would become U.N.-occupied territory.”

      


      “So we’ve got three good candidates,” Nash said, still frowning. “But why us? I mean, Homeland Security has entire divisions

         to handle this kind of threat.”

      


      “Because we’ve got credible intel identifying the contract shooter as former CIA.”


      “One of ours?” Tyler asked, her tone terse.


      “Not A-Tac, no. But just being ex-CIA puts the operation in our backyard.”


      “And we’ve been tapped for the mission,” Drake said.


      “Got it in one.” Avery’s smile lacked humor. “And, as you can imagine, time is of the essence.”


      “And we’ve got no idea who exactly it is they’ve hired?” Emmett asked.


      If possible, Avery’s expression grew even more fierce. “Langley’s best guess is that it’s Annie Gallagher.”


      “Is this some kind of a joke?” Nash asked, his stomach clenching into a writhing knot of battling emotions.


      “I wish it was,” Avery said, shaking his head. “But we’ve got credible intel. And I’m afraid it all points to Annie.”


      There was silence as Nash swallowed, trying to think. To make sense of the nonsensical. But it just didn’t compute. Even after

         everything that had gone down between them, he’d never have pegged Annie for a traitor.

      


      “Son of a bitch.”


   

      
CHAPTER 3



      There’s got to be a mistake,” Nash said, his mind still reeling. “There’s no way Annie would sign on for that kind of thing.”

      


      “People change.” Avery shrugged.


      “Someone want to tell me who the hell Annie Gallagher is?” Drake asked, his dark gaze falling on Nash.


      He tried to find words, but couldn’t, his brain still trying to make sense of the idea that Annie was playing for the other

         team.

      


      “She was Nash’s partner before he came to A-Tac. A trained assassin. One of the best, if rumors are to be believed,” Tyler

         said, coming to his rescue. She and Avery were the only ones who knew just how much Annie’s defection had cost him. “Nash

         and Annie worked special ops. Mainly in the former Eastern Bloc. Some of the Company’s most dangerous missions.”

      


      “So what happened?” Hannah asked.


      “She jumped ship in the middle of a mission,” Nash said, fighting against his anger and the memories. “Fucking disappeared.

         And I damn near died because of it.”
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