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      Dev sighed as he glanced over at the buzzing cell-phone. Unknown again. In the days of spam call after spam call, the caller had to assume that he wouldn’t pick up. If they left a message, he would return the call, but until then they could rot in hell for all Dev cared.

      “No, I don’t need to renew my car’s warranty,” he murmured to no one in particular.

      He reached for the yellow wire at the back of the camera he was mounting and paired it with the corresponding wire coming out of the wall. Using a blue butt, he twisted the two wires together and secured the connection. Then he did the same with the blue wire and screwed the device into the pre-drilled holes. Fitting the smoke detector over top of it, he snapped it into place. The camera was secure when he was done, and he knew most people wouldn’t even see it when they walked through the main door of the Allen Insurance Company. 

      Jack Allen was a bit of a drinking buddy, and he’d given Dev this job when he lost a bet as to whether or not Dev could find whoever was responsible for stealing all the creamer from his personal fridge. It was a ridiculous bet, but a genuine concern for Jack, because someone had been in his private office when he wasn’t there. Anyway, it got Dev’s foot in the door to do security hookups for the entire Allen Insurance Group, which covered most of the lower half of Tennessee state. It was a good gig, a big gig, and Jack had signed the contract, shaking his head and chuckling the entire time.

      Dev didn’t care. It started out as fun, but there’d been a thread of calculation when he’d made the bet. There might have also been a thread of calculation when he picked the bar he knew Jack drank at every Friday. This was a big contract, and he would not let it slip away. When the direct approach hadn’t worked on Jack, he’d had to be a little sly. Whatever, it was a long-term contract, and he would do the best security work he could. Might even be enough work to pay for another tech.

      Dev had five men on staff, now, working every day to keep up with the contracts. They were all men he trusted and had vetted and trained himself. Two of them he considered true friends.

      His phone buzzed again, this time with a text message.

      Moon Devil.

      Senses suddenly on high alert, he flicked his gaze around, but didn’t see anyone or anything suspicious. The windows, though, only showed dark night outside, with a few parking lot mercury vapor lights, their orange glow not enough to chase away the night. There could be an entire SEAL team on the other side of the lot, and he would have no way of knowing.

      Moon Devil. Two words that sent chills down his spine. No one had called him that for a very long time, going on three years. Had it really been that long? Yes. He remembered the date his life had gone to hell as if it had been yesterday, because it had sent him into the worst professional crisis he’d ever had. Worst personal crisis, as well. It had ruined him in every way imaginable, and now someone was using his name to get to him.

      His throat closed up and he turned his attention away from the phone and windows. Whoever was on the other end of that text message he wanted to avoid, because all the old shit would get stirred up; the betrayal, the loss, the desperation. It had taken him a long time to get back on an even keel, and he wasn’t going to risk it for anything. That name was dead to him.

      The phone buzzed again, and he looked at it, reluctantly. Tango 11 is on the loose.

      His determination not to submit wavered, shock rolling through him. Whoever it was, they knew how to get to him. Was it the Navy? CIA? One of his former best friends that had turned on him when his life and reputation had gone to hell?

      Jaw firming, he powered down the phone and tossed it into the toolbox. It was after seven at night, so he technically wasn’t on the clock anymore. Since he was the boss, he ran his schedule as he liked, preferring to do the wiring of the security after business hours so that the employees had no idea he’d even been there. Because that was who he was after, the employees. When a business got to be as big as Allen Insurance Group, internal theft and embezzlement could be an enormous problem, and since insurance companies were one of the top three companies that experienced employee theft, Dev knew he would find something. Or someone. Even Jack knew something was going on with his bottom line, but he couldn’t pinpoint it.

      That was why Dev was in here doing all the grunt work himself. Just like with the damn creamer, he would figure out who it was and let Jack decide how he wanted to deal with it.

      Glancing at the toolbox, he almost gritted his teeth, then he breathed through it. Who was it trying to pin him down?

      Definitely no one he needed to talk to.

      What if 11 was loose, though?

      Normally, his nerves were rock solid, but when the phones in the office began to ring in stereo, his anxiety spiked. The front windows were dark. Jack had given him the alarm code to let himself in and do what needed done. There was no one else here, which meant no one should be calling trying to reach someone. 

      Looking up the number to the insurance company was probably not that hard, but getting every single phone at every single desk in the place to ring at once? When they all had to have separate numbers? That was skill. Or good technicians. 

      They weren’t going to let him avoid them.

      Fuck.

      The sense of being under surveillance was not comfortable. Normally, he was the one surveilling, so the feeling chafed. He did not want to answer to whoever was jerking his leash.

      Did he dare not respond?

      Reaching into his toolbox, he retrieved his phone and powered it on. Once it went through the startup, it immediately began to ring. He swiped his thumb across the screen and sank down into an office chair. “Hello.”

      “Hello, Chief Petty Officer Kreed. I’m glad you decided to pick up.”

      He’d expected a gruff man’s voice, something military, but it was the exact opposite. The woman on the other end of the line sounded polished and educated, her voice mellow and a little sardonic. 

      Dev scowled. “I’m not in the Navy anymore, ma’am, so you can drop the title.”

      “As you wish, Devlin. My name is Charley, and I’m about to change your life.”

      Dev snorted and shook his head. “I don’t want my life changed, Charley. I’m content doing what I’m doing.”

      On the other end of the line, Charley sighed. “I thought you might say that, and I’m glad you’re doing so well, but I don’t know that the world is going to fare as well.”

      Dev clenched his jaw, hating that this nameless, faceless woman was trying to guilt trip him. “I did my time in the Navy. Someone else can take care of 11. He’s the CIA’s responsibility.”

      “Hm, yes, that’s what we’ve been told as well, but he’s too dangerous to leave free. We’ve already gotten reports of missing shipments of components. One of his former compatriots is also missing, and we assume they’re together. It’s only a matter of time before he wreaks havoc and kills again, we assume around the September 11th anniversary.”

      Dev rocked back in the chair, anger surging through him. “Why the fuck are you even calling me? 11 is not my issue anymore. The CIA made that very clear when they burned me after I went along with their crazy extraction plan. I’m done. The man can blow Washington off the map for all I care.”

      He said it off-hand, but Washington probably would be Cole Regent’s target. It had been his focus for many years, and he’d been blowing up smaller targets to prepare for his main target, the heart of evil, as he called it, Washington, D.C. Honestly, Dev kind of agreed with the guy, but it wasn’t his responsibility anymore. 

      When Dev’s team had gotten the call to escort the homegrown paramilitary extremist from CIA Headquarters to the airport, Devlin had thought little of it. It was just another job. Then two men with CIA badges had approached him. Actually, looking back, he thought it had been the Special Activities Center that had approached him. They were the black ops side of the CIA, doing the especially dirty stuff that the government would disavow if caught. They wanted Devlin to shoot Regent, but they wanted him to ‘wound’ rather than ‘kill’, because Regent had information to share on a wider network of international collaborators, the Russians specifically. They wanted it to look like a legitimate kill, though, to throw off those international friends that were watching Regent. The operatives would remove the target from the scene and make it look like the informant had died. Then Regent would be housed in a secret facility while the Agency tapped the info he had. Once he’d been interrogated and the information extracted, then Regent would quietly disappear. Devlin assumed that they would take him out themselves, and clean up the mess when they were done extracting information.

      But it sounded like the team had botched the job. 

      Of course they had.

      The two men had presented Dev with a doctored recording of his own voice making a deal with some international conglomeration for half a million dollars to take out Regent, and it was at that point he knew he was fucked no matter what he did. If he cooperated with the CIA extraction story and took the shot, they would dishonorably discharge him. If he didn’t cooperate, an ‘informant’ would offer evidence that Amberly was dirty, and she would go to prison for the rest of her life for helping kill Regent for money. 

      That was the deal breaker. Amberly was his weak point, and he’d known he would go along with whatever they said in order to keep her safe.

      The CIA had sworn to him that his sacrifice for the country had been noted, then they’d burned him, reporting that Devlin had gone rogue in some kind of revenge killing. Since the killing worked in their favor, the CIA would not be pursuing charges. That was actually what they’d told his commanding officers, that they’d taken his record into account and that he should just be dishonorably discharged.

      The shame that had come from that two-month period would follow him for the rest of his life. Over and over again, he’d had to bite his tongue in fury at not being able to lash out at the sneers and jibes, at not being able to defend himself. His supposed friends had all abandoned him. And Amberly… Well, she’d done what she needed to do to protect herself.

      “What if I told you I could get you reinstated, retroactively, and your back pay reimbursed to you? All charges would be struck from your record and the discharge would be noted as honorable.”

      Dev laughed bitterly. “I’d say you’re full of shit, just like every other bureaucrat out there. I couldn’t care less about the Navy anymore. They have nothing for me. You all can burn in hell for all I care.”

      “Does that go for Amberly Temple as well? Because she’s about to walk into a shit storm, and right this minute you’re the only one that can save her.”

      Amberly Temple… yeah, she was his Kryptonite. And even this long after she’d left him in the cold, he would go to her in a heartbeat if she called. “And why is that,” he asked, trying to sound as disinterested as she had. “Amberly is a big girl, able to make her own decisions about her life. She certainly doesn’t want me involved in any part of it.”

      “That may be true,” the woman agreed, “but she’s digging into things that could get her killed.”

      Yes, his gut clenched, but he forced out a laugh. “It is not my job to look after my wife. I gave that up three years ago when she kicked me out of the house.”

      He hated even responding to the woman on the phone, but his pride demanded it. If Amberly had stood by him, it would have been one thing. But she hadn’t even blinked, as she’d told him he needed to get out of the house before she shot him. He’d packed a bag with the bare essentials and walked out, knowing, hoping, that she would be protected if he took the fall.

      At least that had been the plan. If Regent was on the loose, obviously the plan had gone to shit. Whoever the two men had been had fucked up. Regent was never supposed to hit the streets again.

      “She works for the CIA. I think she’ll be fine.”

      There was a silence on the other end of the line, as if she were waiting for him to catch up. “Why do you think she’s in trouble,” he asked, in spite of himself.

      “Because she’s about to stumble onto a very dangerous piece of information that is going to get her killed if she approaches the wrong person with it. She needs backup, and there’s no one in her department she trusts. And very few that she should.”

      Dev knew that feeling well. For the past few years, he’d been on his own, rebuilding a life that didn’t revolve around the Navy and killing people. If Amberly was out in the cold…

      Fuck me running…

      “So, what exactly are you calling me for? To get me to kill 11 or backup Amberly?”

      “Why can’t it be both,” Charley asked, her voice low. “Plus, you’ll have an incredible payout in the end.”

      “I don’t care about money,” he snapped.

      “Then maybe you’ll care about reestablishing your good name? You had an incredible record in the SEALs. Your kill count still stands in your team, and people still talk about some of your shots.”

      Who the hell was this woman? “You’re not CIA, or any of the other alphabet soup agencies I’m familiar with. Who are you?”

      Charley hummed on the other end of the line. “Let’s just say I’m an extremely concerned citizen with a lot of money and friends in prominent places and leave it at that.”

      Of course, she would not tell him. The higher-ups never did. 

      “You have 12 hours to get your ass to Chicago, where Amberly has a meeting with an informant. I’ll send you location details.”

      “I haven’t even agreed to do this,” he said, voice aggravated.

      “Yes, you have, Devlin. As soon as Amberly was a part of it, I knew you wouldn’t tell me no. Your task is to rescue your ex because she has a general love for her country and always does what’s right, and take out 11, for real this time. No botched shots, no CIA interference. I want him gone, before he starts killing again. And you have carte blanche to take out anyone affiliated with him. We’ll watch and tamp down response, if necessary.”

      Dev sighed, wondering what the hell he was thinking, because he knew he was going to do it. “Fine. Do I have any backup at all or is this a one-man op?”

      “Well, save your wife and you’ll have a team.” Her voice was sardonic.

      Devlin snorted. “Right... Assuming she just doesn’t kill me on sight.”

      “Regent will head to the upper Midwest, Montana, we assume. His brand of crazy fits pretty well up there. He still has connections to his father’s paramilitary group, but he’s created his own, as well. They’re called The Blade.”

      “Roger that.”

      Actually, he had notes at home about the escort job, and the preliminary dossier when Regent was designated a VIP. Dev probably had all the information he needed to find the man, especially if he was bright enough to return home. “How do I contact you?”

      “I’ll keep this line available, though I can’t always answer it.”

      “Fine.”

      He hung up then, because there wasn’t anything else to say. Glancing around the office, he sighed. Jack was not going to be happy.
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      The hairs on the back of her neck were going to fricking run off if they stood up any harder.

      Amberly glanced around her as surreptitiously as she could, without moving her head. She bumped her sunglasses up with a fingertip, and tilted her head back into the breeze. The bustling Chicago streets were an assault on the senses, and she was at peak alertness. The covert informant should have been here ten minutes ago. If he stood her up after she’d traveled all this way…

      Maybe this was a power play. They did that sometimes. Reaching forward, she took a sip of her coffee, then nibbled a piece of danish. It was stale, though, and not very appetizing. Maybe when she got out of here, she would treat herself to a real meal. 

      The chances of this panning out, though, were pretty slim. 

      Deputy Director Brown would be so happy when she reported back that another cold case was going to stay cold.

      Something niggled at her about this one, though. This was the big botched transport job that had sent shock waves through the department. They’d managed to keep it fairly quiet at the time, but a lot of managerial paperwork had come out of it. The CIA was basically trying to cover its ass, because it had been one of the worst ops in history. They had lost one of the world’s worst homicidal maniacs.

      Amberly would hope that after almost three years she had enough emotional distance to not be swayed one way or the other by the outcome of whatever the informant had to say, but that would be stupid. She was five hundred percent invested in the information the CI had. 

      When she thought about that time, when her life had quite literally fallen apart, it was full of sadness and betrayal. Loneliness. Regret. The way things had gone down had been so fast, and she’d regretted her reactions for years. It had shaped the way she did her job now, and it had been a hard lesson to learn. Be patient, and listen more than you speak. As a woman in a predominantly male world, it had been difficult to throttle her voice, even when she’d been right in her deductions. She worked with a lot of emotionally compromised men that equated a loud voice with being right.

      Like her boss, Mark Brown.

      The man was a letch and an asshole and every other disgusting thing she could think of. He’d made his reputation by being in a good team and taking the credit for their work. He was young for a manager, but the people who hired him seemed to love him. She just didn’t understand it. The man had a line of bullshit ten miles long, but it seemed to work for him. 

      It was why she was here. The asshole was trying to put her off her game, so when he’d tossed the file on her desk of the botched transportation of Cole Regent and told her to figure out what had gone wrong, she’d understood he was prodding her. Brown knew exactly who her husband was, and the part he’d played. Maybe he was testing her loyalty. Again.

      Operation Quicksilver had been a botched op from the beginning. She didn’t understand why the Navy SEAL team had been attached as transports, because they had their own people to do that. And she didn’t know why Devlin had tried to take the man out. If he’d been given orders, he would have said so. Officially, his team had been ordered to escorting the target to the airport. But somewhere along the line, Devlin had chosen to take Regent out. The folder had been anemic in details, and there seemed to have been whole pages of missing info. Who had put together the op? She only knew it had come from the top levels of the CIA, which could mean any one of about twenty people. There were no orders in print. It all seemed to have been word of mouth. There should have been some kind of documentation.

      Amberly doubted she would be able to magically solve the case, but she would do her best to dig up more details. Things had never settled in her mind, despite the supposed proof she’d been shown.

      Most importantly, they needed to get a handle on Cole Regent. He was psychotic, literally, but he had a way about him that made him friendly and likable, and he sounded sane as he talked about the myriad government conspiracies cluttering his mind. Amberly had watched interview tapes of him, and even being in the position she was, she could understand why he would be able to sway people. Charismatic and handsome, he was capable of wreaking incredible damage. He should have been dead months ago.

      When was the damn informant going to show up?

      The server approached her again, a broad smile on his face. “Ma’am, I’ve been asked to tell you that your companion will meet you in the back courtyard.”

      Her stomach twisted. She wasn’t sure she liked this turn. “Is the back courtyard public?”

      The smiling server waffled his hand. “A little more private.”

      Amberly gathered her things and stood from the table, then she followed the man as he wove through the tables. In her mind she was mapping out exit strategies as she waded through people, scanning for danger. She was armed, her Springfield nestled beneath her left arm, but that would only get a single person so far, and the thought of trying to shoot her way out of a Chicago restaurant was not cool. 

      Following the young man through the back door, she stepped down onto a bricked floor. Immediately, her skin began to prickle, and her steps slowed. This didn’t feel right. Her gaze scanned the brick walls surrounding her. There was an interior balcony along all four walls that reminded her of a place Devlin had taken her in New Orleans years ago. It was even painted white like that place. She couldn’t see anyone in the depths of the rooms beyond, which was what was putting her on edge. Anyone could be standing up there, watching. Was this a kill box?

      Plus, the tables were set, but not one was filled. It was as if the area had been kept witness free for a reason.

      Had the CI set that up?

      The man she’d traveled 700 miles to see sat in the back corner, in a shaded alcove. The table was under the balcony and in one of the most protected locations, so she appreciated that. She didn’t, however, appreciate having her back to the open room. Amberly wanted to see what was going on around her at all times.

      Necco, her contact, was not a very big man. Their heights were probably about even. 5’9” ish. But he was a lean man, with stringy muscles honed with strength. Brownish gray hair, with a straggly mustache. There was a hardness to his expression. Amberly knew she would not want to scrap with him because he would probably take her down.

      His watery eyes darted around the space as she joined him. “You’re alone, right?”

      “I am,” she confirmed, sliding into the seat opposite him. “Just like you told me to be. Now, what is it you made me travel up here for?”

      Necco glanced around, rubbing his hands together. Then he ran his palms down the fronts of his thighs, obviously wiping sweat away. “Let me see your belly. Are you wearing a wire?”

      Frowning, she lifted her shirt enough for him to see the bare skin of her belly. “Why would I wear a wire to talk to you? I never have before.”

      “Because I have information that will destroy your department,” he hissed.

      Amberly blinked, keeping her breathing steady. She’d heard things like this before, and it rarely panned out. This was likely a wild goose chase, but he had sounded determined on the phone. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Amberly knew she had to wait for him to come up with the words himself. If she pushed him too hard, he would clam up and disappear. The fact that he was here now was amazing to her, because he had been the one to make contact.

      Finally, he leaned toward her, over the table. “You remember Tango 11?”

      Amberly’s blood chilled in her veins, but she made sure there was no reaction on her face. No civilian should know that tag. “Everyone in the department remembers him. It was one of the worst black eyes the CIA ever received.”

      Necco cackled, nodding his head. The manic way he was reacting made her think he was high, and the pinprick pupils seemed to back up that assumption. Everything he told her would have to be suspect.

      “And?” she prompted, leaning back in the seat.

      “And, he’s mobilizing his paramilitary group,” Necco said. “There was a small detonation outside of Bozeman. He has a new recipe, and he’s sure it will work better than anything else he’s had before. And he has new partners. Once he refines it, he’s going somewhere east. 9-11 is next week, and he’s bragging that he’s going to make an even bigger impact than that.”

      Amberly sighed. “Necco, the man lives in Montana. All worthwhile targets are east of him. You’re not telling me anything.”

      Necco chopped a hand in the air. “You know what I mean. He’s always had it out for Washington. But he’s not going there directly. He has wild ideas, Temple, and I’m not taking part in it. Something is going to happen next week, probably on September eleventh, and I’m out.”

      “Wild ideas like what?”

      Necco blinked and glanced around. “I’ve done my time in prison, so I know what it’s like to be without my family. Cole wants to steal families. He’s looking at schools and churches, bridges, even a hospital. I ain’t into that. Those people are innocent.”

      Amberly blinked, wondering if Necco had actually seen plans or what? “Is this written somewhere in black and white? Or are you guessing?”

      He slid a blue envelope across the table to her. Amberly was surprised because she hadn’t seen an actual photo envelope for a long time. It had the name of a big box store on the front. She lifted the front flap to find a stack of grainy photos. Some were not too bad to read, others were almost useless.

      “I was in a hurry,” Necco said defensively, obviously understanding her scowl. “Cole stepped out for moments and I had to get the pics as quick as I could. Your fancy tech guys should be able to figure some of it out.”

      Amberly kept the photos in order, in case it made a difference. She stopped at one name that was actually legible. “William Taft Elementary.”

      “It’s some random little school outside in Fort Collins, Colorado. I don’t know why he picked it.”

      She straightened the pictures and put them back into the envelope. “Okay. And who are the new partners?”

      Necco glanced around again, shaking his head. “I don’t know. He talks to one on the phone all the time. Whoever this person is, though, they’re ramping him up more than I’ve ever seen him ramped up before. It’s like this guy knows exactly what buttons to push. And he has contacts with the Russians. They helped him with some of the mechanics last time.”

      Great. That’s just what they needed. Some faceless secondary character even harder to catch than Regent. “You haven’t seen the individual at all?”

      Necco shook his head, which meant it probably wasn’t a local boy helping out his buddy Cole. It was someone further afield.

      “I need you to…”

      There was a click from above them, a very distinctive click, and they both froze. Necco’s eyes went wide, and he started to slide out from the table. Amberly almost told him to wait just a second, but he was already moving.

      A bullet hole bloomed in the center of Necco’s forehead and he went down. 

      Amberly dove for the brick floor, even as someone opened fire on her. He had to be behind her, toward the front of the restaurant. She’d had a perfect view of the hole in Necco’s head. There was probably more than one attacker, though. It was how they usually worked.

      She pulled her own weapon, then stuffed the photo envelope as far down her bra as she could. Scanning the area, she tried to see where the shooter was, then she lunged out from the alcove. A line of bullet holes appeared in front of her across the bricks, sending chips flying. Obviously, the shooter was using a silenced weapon. Crawling toward the back, she prayed she didn’t get hit in the ass.

      What a great story that would be at the water cooler, she thought. Shot in the ass chasing down a wild hare.

      There was a door to the back, but it seemed to be locked. Of course it did. And too sturdy to break through. She swung her weapon around, praying that the envelope of pictures stayed where she’d put it. Necco was dead now, so those pictures might be the only proof she had of anything.

      The doorjamb to her right splintered and she ducked, then returned fire. Her weapon did not have a silencer, though, and the shots rang loud in the Chicago restaurant. She heard people scream out in the front of the building and she prayed she hadn’t struck an innocent bystander.

      Then a line of blazing heat seared down her left arm, spinning her around. The pain was stunning and chilling, and it took everything she had to keep her weapon gripped in her other hand. 

      Something moved on the balcony across from her, so she aimed and fired. There was a huff of air, like someone had been hit, and the movement stopped. Amberly took that moment to get out of the restaurant, escaping with the other screaming patrons. Glancing around, she caught sight of two hostiles. They were obviously watching for her, because as soon as she hit the street, they began tracking her. Even from the other side, they felt too close, and she hurried down the sidewalk, trying to hide her bleeding arm. 

      It was going to be obvious in a minute, because she felt the blood running down her arm. She scrambled for her phone in her hip pocket. “Fuck,” she hissed, seeing the shattered screen. Useless. She shoved it back into her pocket, praying that it wasn’t as bad as it looked, then looked around.

      The taller man was gone. 

      One of the most important traits to being in the CIA was keeping a sense of calm under pressure. Her calm was unraveling, though, as the noose tightened around her.

      Should she stay on the street or duck away? Listening to her gut, she ducked into the next alley, jogging along the length and to the back. There were doors along the way, but she was sure they were locked. One was open and a guy stood outside smoking. Avoiding his look she passed on. Glancing behind, she looked for her followers, but she didn’t see them. Maybe they were tracking her street-side.

      Then she heard two soft pffts of air, one right after another. A man slumped down from between two giant dumpsters, where he’d obviously been hiding, waiting for her. She looked up the height of the building, scanning for the shooter, trying to sort out in her mind who was trying to shoot her or what the hell was going on.

      Her arm throbbed as she rounded a corner, bracing her back against it. If the shooter on the roof was after her, she doubted he could shoot straight down the wall. She needed an out, though. Just then, she heard the screech of one of the L lines rumbling by. Lurching into motion, she headed for the sound. Maybe she could lose them there.
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