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      The room stank of vomit and piss. Seriously? The police department couldn’t pay someone to clean their fucking interrogation room? Carter sat in silence, his knee jiggling like crazy almost on its own accord. He’d fucked up—big time. At eighteen, just when he thought he could turn his life around, his past had come back to bite him in the ass. And now, his life was over. Kaput.

      The only reason he’d returned to his foster father’s house after completing his boot camp training in the Marine Corps was because of Vicki Sanders, another foster child Roland and Marion Osbourne had taken in. While some kids came and went, Carter and Vicki had been with the Osbournes for three and two years, respectively. They’d both learned over the years not to get too attached to anyone because it was only a matter of time before they’d be shipped off to another foster home. Carter had been in the system since his birth mother had abandoned him at a Walmart when he was six. Vicki’s parents had been killed in a car accident when she was ten, and no relatives stepped forward to take her in.

      Despite initially resisting the younger girl’s charm, Carter had come to love her like the sister he’d never had. When he’d reached his eighteenth birthday, he’d enlisted—not just for a better life for himself, but a better life for her. She was sweet, pretty, and smart as a whip. While it wasn’t for him, he wanted to help pay for her college when she graduated high school in two years. The Osbournes were more interested in gambling away the stipends they got from the state for fostering than helping the kids. Once the fosters reached eighteen and were no longer moneymakers, the couple kicked them out, not giving a crap where they went or what happened to them after that.

      After the boot camp graduation ceremony, Carter had been given three days’ leave before he was supposed to ship out to Hawaii, so he’d hitchhiked from San Diego to Temecula, an hour’s drive away. He’d wanted to show off his uniform and new muscles to his foster sister. She’d always teased him about his skinny arms and legs but in a loving way. It was far from the teasing and bullying he’d been subject to over the years, constantly being the “new kid” at school after bouncing from one district to the next.

      The Osbournes lived on a street that bordered both the low and middle-class areas of the city. But with one look at its peeling paint, curling roof tiles, and brown grass and shrubs, you knew exactly what income level it favored.

      When he’d arrived at the house, the first thing he’d noticed was the Osbournes’ old Ford in the driveway. That was nothing new. Neither of them worked, relying on their combined disability and the foster checks. But on Thursdays, Marion took the bus to visit her mother in a nursing home. She couldn’t care less about the woman other than the small inheritance she was supposed to get whenever her mother finally croaked.

      The next thing Carter had become aware of when he entered the house was Roland wasn’t sitting in his recliner, chain-smoking, and burping up lunch. The TV was blasting, and Carter had grabbed the remote, lowering the volume. That was when he’d heard it. A soft cry of pain, followed by begging. “P-please. Stop.”

      And then another voice. Harsher. Deeper. “Shut up, you little bitch. You fucking owe me.”

      Ice had run through his veins. No. No way was that bastard doing what Carter thought he was doing. He didn’t even remember taking the steps down the hall. Finding Vicki’s door locked, he’d kicked it in. The scene before him had had him seeing red. Fury had pulsed through him as Roland jumped from the bed he’d just been raping Vicki in and tried to stuff his dick back in his pants.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, boy? You don’t live here no more!”

      Vicki stared at Carter in horror. Her clothes were torn, and her face was red, swollen, and wet with tears. She’d grabbed a blanket to cover herself up, but he was no longer looking at her. His focus had been all on the man he was about to kill.

      Carter had very little recollection of what had happened after that. All he knew was his fists were now raw and bloody, he was under arrest, and Vicki and Roland had been transported to the hospital in different ambulances. He had no idea if the bastard was dead or alive and didn’t care. All he cared about was finding out if Vicki was okay, but no one would answer his questions.

      He’d been placed in this interrogation room almost two hours ago. The door was locked, with a police officer standing guard outside. Carter knew this because the cop had escorted him to the bathroom and back about a half hour ago. No one had come to interview him, to get his side of the story. He wondered if anyone was behind what had to be a two-way mirror watching him, waiting for him to break down and confess. Not that it mattered, they had him dead to rights. The patrol officers had needed to physically haul him off Roland’s unconscious body. No matter what happened, his life in the military was over before it had barely begun.

      The clock on the wall continued to tick off the minutes until, finally, the door opened, and a man in his forties walked in, wearing a navy blue suit, white shirt, and red tie. He was about six feet tall and two hundred pounds. His dark brown eyes matched his dark hair, which was a little longer than a crewcut. Without saying a word, he tossed a thick folder on the table and sat down across from Carter.

      They stared at each other for several minutes. Carter felt like a lab rat being analyzed, and he fought the urge to squirm. Soon, the younger man couldn’t take the silence anymore. “Who are you? A detective? Can you at least tell me if Vicki is okay before you send me to county?” The local lockup was probably his first stop on the way to state prison.

      Instead of answering the questions, the man sat forward and opened the manila folder. Carter was shocked to see the photo that’d been taken of him for his military ID weeks earlier. He really had changed since then, adding at least thirty pounds of muscle to his formerly lank frame. Even his face appeared different.

      “Private First Class Carter, my name is Gene McDaniel, and I work for the United States government. I’m here to offer you a choice of two options. Number one—I walk back out that door, you never see me again, and probably spend the next few years in prison for attempted murder.” Carter’s mouth gaped. Well, that told him the bastard was still alive. “Option number two—you come to work for me. Now, before you answer that, let me explain a few things. If you come to work for me, it means, as far as everyone who knows you is concerned, you’re dead—killed in a prison fight. Your Marine Corps record, as short as it is, will disappear. You will become a ghost in the world of black ops. You will belong to Uncle Sam and defend this country until your dying breath. So, what’s it going to be? Door number one or door number two? You have ten seconds to decide.”

      Carter continued to stare open-mouthed at the man, certain this was all a dream, or he was being punked. He blinked several times, unable to formulate an answer. His hands ached as he stretched his fingers out. What the hell is going on?

      Without warning, the other man stood and strode to the door.

      “Wait!” Carter yelled.

      McDaniel turned on his heel to face him but remained silent.

      “Wh-what about Vicki?”

      “What about Ms. Sanders? She’s being treated for her injuries at the emergency room. Roland Osbourne will go to trial for raping and assaulting a minor if and when he wakes up from the beating you gave him.”

      Carter stood, his mind racing. He knew a little about black ops. Ever since he’d decided to enlist about two years ago, he’d been reading everything he could get his hands on to decide which branch of the military to choose. It had been a tossup between the Navy and their SEAL program and the Marines’ Special Forces. “If I take option two and go with you, I want two things.”

      “You’re hardly in the position⁠—”

      Carter slammed his hand on the table, the sound echoing in the small room. “This is not negotiable—two things, and I sign my fucking life over to you.”

      With one eyebrow raised, McDaniel gestured with his hand for him to continue.

      Licking his lips, he prayed to God he was doing the right thing. “Vicki is taken care of . . . for the rest of her life. The Witness Protection Program or whatever—I don’t care if she doesn’t qualify. She gets whatever she needs to get through this—a shrink or a-a counselor. And her college is paid for when she’s ready. If you’re who you say you are, then you can get all of that done.”

      The older man paused and then nodded. “And the second thing?”

      “Osbourne never steps one foot out of prison for the rest of his life. If he does, I will come back and kill him.”

      Seconds ticked by, and Carter wondered if he’d asked for too much. His gut clenched when McDaniel turned, reached for the knob, and pulled the door open. But instead of walking out, he let another man dressed in a police uniform enter. McDaniel stared intently at Carter as he spoke. “Captain, any photos and papers you have concerning Mr. Carter here are now classified by the United States government. He’s coming with me.”

      
        * * *

      

      
        
        Eight years later . . .

      

      

      I sat in the heat, pulling at the stupid, maroon, nylon gown. The hard wooden chair beneath me was uncomfortable, to put it mildly. It was sticking to my sweaty skin, but as soon as I pulled it one way, it stuck fast somewhere else. The only thing I liked about it was it covered the bruises. Like a dumb ass, I’d gone to my father’s house last night. I’d left some stuff behind and thought I could sneak in and out without him noticing me.

      Usually, he was passed out cold by two a.m. I should have known better . . .

      I waited impatiently for my name to be called. I was smashed between a jock whose name I could never remember and a peppy cheerleader with bows in her hair.

      Ugh . . . kill me now. Was this day ever going to be fucking over?

      The jock next to me was announced, and I stood, waiting my turn to get this empty ceremony over with. I was only here today because Aunt Beatrice made me come. She was a few rows back, wiping her eyes with a tissue, camera in hand, ready to snap some pictures.

      “Bea Michaels . . .”

      That was me. I walked up a few stairs, then across the small stage. After shaking hands with a few teachers and the principal, I finally accepted my diploma from the superintendent. I looked out into the audience and saw Aunt Beatrice clapping, and when I caught her eye, she put her fingers in her mouth and whistled shrilly.

      I smiled despite myself. As much as I hated being here today, I knew it meant a lot to her. I hadn’t told her yet that I’d gone to my father’s house last night. She would see the bruises on my arms, legs, and back soon enough. This day was more for her than for me—I didn’t want to ruin it.

      I walked back down the rows of chairs to my seat, where I’d been forced to sit and listen to speeches by what seemed like every single person in town. Before I sat, I gave a small wave to the man standing near the last row. His uniform set him apart from the crowd, and he wore it well. The dark green fit him like a glove, complimenting his dark hair and eyes. Clean-shaven and handsome, he was getting a lot of stares from the females in the crowd—and a few males, I noticed with amusement. He smiled back and returned my wave.

      His name was Alex Mitchell—Sergeant Alex Mitchell, to be exact—and he was a recruiter for the United States Army. I signed papers with him yesterday and ship out for basic in four days.

      I was going to be free. Free from my father and his beatings. Free to choose the life I wanted. I’d scored off the charts on my ASFABs, the entrance exams for the military. The Air Force chased me hard, but I signed up with the Army instead. After my initial training, I’ll go to work with military intelligence. All I really knew was I would be assisting Special Forces operations on missions around the world—and I’d be well beyond my father’s reach. They wouldn’t tell me anything more.

      Before I knew it, the ceremony was over, and I was walking into Aunt Beatrice’s waiting arms. She held me tight, feeling cool and soft even in this heat. Chanel No. 5 surrounded us in a scented cloud. I knew I wouldn’t see her for a while and wanted to hold her close, wrap her scent around me, and carry it with me.

      “Oh, Bea, I’m so proud of you.” She kissed my cheek and squeezed me tighter.

      Her arms bumped and pressed against my sore back. I winced but then pushed the pain aside. There would be time enough for that later.

      Laughing, I tried to pull away, but she held on. “Aunt Beatrice, it’s like a thousand degrees. Hug me again in the air conditioning.”

      She released me. Stepping back, I met Sergeant Mitchell’s eyes. He studied me carefully, noticing I was wearing long sleeves under my gown even though it was pushing ninety degrees. Crossing his arms across his massive chest, he frowned severely.

      “What?” I dared him to say something. I had great respect for him, but this wasn’t something I was going to get into with him. Not here and not now.

      He glared at me. “It’s ‘sir.’ Get used to addressing people by sir or ma’am right now. In a few days, you won’t be able to speak without it. Try again.”

      “Sir, what are you staring at, sir?”

      “Better, but can the attitude,” he grumbled.

      “No, Sergeant,” Aunt Beatrice said. “She’s not in the army yet. And have you met her? She’s nothing but attitude.” She put her arm around my shoulders, pulling me close against her side. This time, I couldn’t hold back the wince.

      “Bea? What’s wrong?” Her laser eyes looked me over—I swear she had x-ray vision.

      “Can we go now? I’m hot as hell, and I want to get out of this stupid outfit.” I walked away, heading to the parking lot, not waiting for either one of them to respond. They were taking me out for an early dinner, and I’d insisted on something low-key. I hadn’t wanted a party—didn’t really have anyone to invite anyhow. I was somewhat confused as to why my recruiter was even coming, I mean, he’d gotten my signature, wasn’t his job done?

      They caught up with me at the car. Aunt Beatrice was giving me the stink-eye all moms seemed to have. Guilt rushed through my gut, tightening my muscles, as she frowned. “You have something you want to tell me, young lady?”

      Instead of answering her, I opened the back door of her little sedan and stripped off my gown. Under it, I wore a long-sleeved, black shirt and green cargo pants with heavy, black boots. I pulled off the hot shirt, revealing the white tank I wore underneath.

      My arms were covered in finger marks and bruises. A few scratches from his nails were also scattered around. Giving them both my back, I raised the tank nearly to my bra so they could see the large, purple marks along my spine and ribs. His boots had been heavy, and I was lucky to have escaped with just bruises and not broken bones this time.

      Aunt Beatrice gasped.

      “Motherfucker!” Sergeant Mitchell pulled my shirt down and spun me to face him. “What happened, and where is that fucking cocksucker? I know people who can get this done. No one will find the body. Ever.” His face was red with fury, cords stood out on his neck, and he fought to rein himself in.

      “Wow, chill, dude. If you turn green, I’m running the fuck away.” Meeting his eyes, my false humor fled. “Don’t worry about it. I’m fine. Nothing that won’t heal. It’s my own fault.”

      A sob escaped Aunt Beatrice as tears ran down her face. “Bea . . . wh-what happened?” Spinning me toward her, she cradled my face in her hands, staring into my eyes. Her soft, brown ones were full of so much guilt and sorrow. I was the cause of her pain, always. It didn’t matter that my asshole of a sperm donor was the one who dealt the blows. By sharing it with my aunt, I broke her heart a little more. If I could ship out this very second, I would—taking myself and my shit storm of a life with me.

      I shrugged, trying to make it seem like it was no big deal. “I wanted to get the last of my stuff. I forgot some of Mom’s things in the attic and thought he’d be passed out. He was at first, but he woke up when I tried to leave.” Staring at my boots, I rubbed my left one back and forth in the gravel, making a small hole that I wish would swallow me up any second.

      Sergeant Mitchell was pacing back and forth, muttering obscenities under his breath as the crowd from the graduation passed us by on the way to their vehicles. “This ends now, do you hear me?” Fury darkened his face and tightened his fists. “Did you get your stuff?”

      “No. He . . . uh . . . took it and threw it aside, then started in on me. I didn’t get a chance to grab it.”

      “You two go to the restaurant. I’ll go get your stuff.” Sergeant Mitchell strode away, cracking his knuckles and not giving us a chance to respond.

      “What do you think he’s going to do?”

      Aunt Beatrice looked sideways at me. “I think he's going to deliver the beating your father deserves.”
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      Alex pulled up to the run-down, two-bedroom house where Bea had spent most of her life. A few years ago, her aunt discovered the abuse and stepped in, moving her niece into her place. But up until that point, this small house, with its falling-down porch and weed-choked lawn, had been Bea’s Hell.

      A rusted-out Chevy sat in the gravel driveway, along with piles of other unidentifiable junk. There was a stale smell wafting out from the open door of the house. Sickened by what he was seeing, he slipped off his jacket and left it in his car, along with his cover, it was too hot for the damn hat anyway. What he was about to do could end his career, but he wasn’t sure if he cared. For any man to treat their own flesh and blood, their child, this way was deplorable. He was anxious to see how this bastard handled someone his own size.

      The porch sagged and swayed a bit when he stepped onto it, with dust and dirt thick as a carpet on the boards. He could see Bea’s small footprints in the dirt from the night before. They were straight and even on the way in, but on the way out, they were scuffed and staggered—as if she’d stumbled out, unable to walk properly. That tends to happen when you’ve been kicked to the ground like a dog.

      The stench intensified as he pulled open the squeaky screen door. Stepping into the living room, Alex gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light. As his vision cleared, he was disgusted by what he saw. Empty beer cans, bottles, and trash littered the house. Pizza boxes with flies gathered on top and plates with blue mold growing were on nearly every surface.

      The worst was the man sprawled on the threadbare, sagging couch in nothing but dingy, yellowed briefs. Overweight, un-showered, and repulsive, the man he assumed was Bea’s father was snoring open-mouthed, showing tobacco-stained teeth and a bit of dried vomit on the corner of his lips.

      Gliding forward on silent feet, Alex kicked the man in the side with every ounce of strength and rage he could muster.

      The bastard rolled off the couch onto the disgusting floor with a grunt. Glassy, red-rimmed eyes popped open in pain and confusion. It was easy enough to tell by his expression and the smell emanating from him that he was still drunk.

      “Who the . . . fuck are you?” he choked out between gasps for air. A livid red mark was popping up on his ribs.

      Oh, I’ve only just begun . . .

      “Get your fat, fucking ass up, you worthless piece of shit.” Alex grabbed him by the arm as he stood and dragged him to the bathroom. The small room was just as filthy as the rest of the house. Shoving Bea’s father into the shower stall, he flipped the lever all the way to cold and turned it on. The man squealed in shock as the water hit him full-on in the face.

      “Fuck . . . dammit . . .” He was stuttering and trying in vain to escape the spray.

      “Sober the fuck up, asshole. I don’t want you to forget the beating you’re about to receive.”

      “Who are you?” His eyes were clearing, and he was coming around. His expression became a mix of fear and anger.

      “I’m your worst fucking nightmare come to life.” Alex took a fistful of the man’s wet hair and dragged him, sputtering, thrashing, and yelling, out of the shower back to the living room. Releasing him, he pushed the bastard back onto the couch.

      “I-I don’t know what this is about, but . . . but get the fuck out of my house. I don’t have any money—go rob someone else.”

      The drunken fool really had no fucking clue.

      “On your feet.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “Stand the fuck up and take your beating like a man, or I’ll kick you to death like the dog you are.” Alex snarled in his face, sickened by the sour stench coming from the drunk’s mouth. The bastard refused to move, so true to his word, Alex flung him down onto the dirty carpet.

      “Not so tough now, are you? How does it feel getting kicked like an animal?” Over and over, Alex planted his boot into the bastard’s face, sides, and stomach.

      Bea’s father twisted away, vomiting bile onto the carpet.

      “P-please . . . stop,” he begged.

      “Is that what Bea said last night when you were beating her?” Alex kicked him in the back, bowing the man out in an arch. “Is it?” Jerking him up, he dealt out blows to the bastard’s face. The man’s nose cracked, and he howled in pain. His lips and gums were bleeding from the beating. Alex’s arms were heavy and tired from the vicious ass-kicking he was handing out.

      “S-stop.” He was crying now, sobbing like a baby, tears mixed with the snot, blood, and vomit already on his face.

      Delivering one last, vicious kick to his ribs, the satisfying crack of a bone breaking was music to Alex’s ears. “If you ever, and I fucking mean ever, go near Bea again, I’ll come back and kill you. Got it?”

      The man curled up, sobbing in pain and shame. Leaving him to it, Alex glanced around and saw a small pile of boxes tossed to the side—photos and trinkets spilling out of them. He gathered them up and carried them out to his car.

      Bea’s life was about to start a new chapter, and the only thing he wanted her to take was these small boxes.

      
        * * *

      

      Beatrice stared out her bay window, her fingers with a white-knuckled grip on her elbows. Her mind flashed back to all the times her beloved niece had come over colored with new bruises. She blamed herself for all of it. She should have seen how her brother had spiraled down after his wife’s death. He blamed Bea for it, even though there was no way that precious baby had been responsible. Her brother was a weak man, always had been. Bea’s mother was a saint for putting up with him, but she saw something in him that no one else did. Beatrice couldn’t help but wonder how different things would be if Jessica had lived.

      Bea was escaping him, joining the Army, and leaving all this behind. Her heart was breaking for her niece that something like this was even necessary.

      A knock on the front door startled her out of her woolgathering. “I’m coming, just a minute.”

      Opening the door, she found a disheveled-looking Alex holding an old cardboard box. “What did you do?” Not waiting for his reply, she pulled him inside and into the kitchen. Setting aside the box he held, she gripped his hands and examined his bruised and bloodied knuckles.

      “I did what should have been done years ago.” Unapologetic and maybe a little self-righteous, the bruises and Alex’s expression told the story.

      “I see.” Pausing, she grabbed a large metal bowl and filled it with water and Epsom salt. “Here, stick your hands in.”

      “You’re not pissed?” Hissing at the liquid, he tried to pull his hands out, but she just shoved them back in.

      “I’m sad. Not angry. Bea deserves a better life than this one. She’s been dealt a shitty hand through no fault of her own. I won’t say that my brother didn’t deserve a beating—Lord knows he’s handed out enough—but it also solves nothing. It might even come back onto my niece. Though I suppose you didn’t think of that, did you?”

      “No, ma’am. I didn’t. She’s leaving in four days. What can he do to her now?” Shrugging and cleaning off his hands, Alex pointed to a box she hadn’t bothered to inquire about. “That’s what she was trying to get last night.”

      Beatrice sighed. “You’re a good man, Alex. You and the Army are saving my niece’s life. I hope you understand that. If she stayed here, one of them would end up dead.”

      “The Army is just a means to an end for her—she’s saving her own life. I’ll make some calls and make sure she’s watched over, keep tabs on her as best as I’m able.” Slipping his jacket back on, he added, “Let’s go eat, I’m starving. Where’s she at?”

      “In her room, changing, I think.” Walking down the hallway, she knocked softly on the second door on the left. “Bea?” Twisting the handle, she got an eyeful of her niece’s bruised back before Bea jerked her shirt down to cover them again. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yeah, I’m ready. Why is he coming to dinner anyway?” she asked, obviously having heard Bea and Alex talking in the kitchen. “I mean, I get it now since he beat the shit out of the asshole, but even before that, he wanted to come. Why?”

      “Is it so hard for you to understand that maybe, just maybe, someone likes you and wants to spend time with you?”

      Confusion twisted her face. “Wait, you mean like like? As in, likes me? How is that possible?”

      “No, dear. He’s twice your age and your superior now, sort of. He isn’t interested in getting into those ridiculous ripped jeans of yours. Really? We’re going out. Can you please wear pants that don’t have holes in them? And don’t roll your eyes at me, young lady!” Sighing heavily, she continued, ignoring Bea grumbling under her breath. “You’re brilliant, you know that, right? And strong—I wish you haven’t had to be so strong. But it’s part of what makes you who you are, and I wouldn’t change anything about you.”

      “That’s quite the speech, Aunt Beatrice.” Buttoning her fresh pair of jeans, Bea sat to pull on her shoes.

      “Don’t belittle it. Alex is a good man, and he sees something in you. He also knows that you’ll do great things and wants to be a part of your beginning at least.”

      “Okay, let’s go eat. And I’m totally going to play the graduation card. I want a root beer float with whipped cream.” Giving her an uncharacteristic hug, Bea walked down the hallway showing no signs of the pain she was in. Beatrice’s heart broke a little more—her baby girl was a woman, grown up far too early. Forced too soon to hide her pain within the depths of herself. Shouldering her burdens and forging ahead each day. There was something unique about Bea—a rigidity in her spine and soul that would allow her to carve out her place in this world. Even at eighteen, her niece had a warrior’s heart. The Army was going to be her proving ground. Beatrice had faith they would draw every ounce of her potential out and shape her into who she was supposed to be. She just hoped it wasn’t too painful for her niece, who’d already known a lifetime of heartbreak.
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        Six years later . . .

      

      

      Leaning against the hood of a run-down jeep in the bowels of Iraq, US government black-ops agent T. Carter waited for someone to answer his secure satellite phone call. It was hotter than Hades, but he didn’t dare remove the flack vest he wore over his T-shirt, even though he was within the confines of Abu Ghraib, the US prison and detention center in this hellhole. On one of the military bases, it would be fine, but not here. He was taking a break from an interrogation and calling into the US Army’s intelligence division to verify some information the prisoner had finally given him. Usually, someone from the division would be present for the interrogation, but due to a combination of circumstances, which included an emergency appendectomy, they were doing without on-site intel for the moment. Carter hadn’t wanted to wait for a replacement, especially since he could get someone on the sat phone.

      A clicking came over the line, followed by a female voice. “Code number, please.”

      While she didn’t identify herself, he knew her name was Corporal Bea Michaels, but everyone at intelligence called her “Mic.” “Hey there, sweetheart. Always a pleasure to hear your voice. Code number 009-859SRU.”

      “Hello, 009-859SRU. The voice verification system confirms your identity and that you are not under stress. What can I do for you today? And don’t call me sweetheart.”

      Chuckling at her annoyance over the endearment, he wiped his sweaty brow with the back of his hand, ignoring the bruised knuckles, then gave her the three names he needed checks on. If the information was good, he would let the guards take the prisoner to the medical ward for treatment for the beating he’d been subjected to.

      The clattering of a keyboard being used came over the phone. A pause, and then more keys being struck. “I can confirm the first two names as being part of the cell we’ve been watching in the Kirkuk region—low-level runners from what I see here. However, I’m not finding any information on Rifaah Khalaf unless he’s twelve years old.”

      Carter snorted. “What the fuck do you have a twelve-year-old kid in the system for . . . Never mind, this is Iraq. I can figure that one out for myself. Shit. No, the Rifaah Khalaf I’m looking for is in his late thirties or early forties.”

      “Sorry, that’s all I’ve got. I tried a few variations of the spelling, but nothing else is coming up. It’s either someone we haven’t come across yet or a false name.”

      And Carter had a pretty good idea it was the latter. Fuck. He really didn’t want to go back in there and start torturing the guy again. Shit like this sat in his gut for days afterward. “I’ll see what else I can get for you and then call you back. Thanks, sweetheart.” He quickly disconnected the call before she could yell at him.

      There was something about Mic that niggled at him. She was intelligent as hell, but he was starting to think her skills were being wasted behind a desk. Quick to put two-and-two together, she also had a tough-as-nails attitude. There were only two female interrogators over here, but Mic had the same instincts that were needed to be one—the question was, did she have the guts? Maybe he’d talk to her superiors. With her smarts and the right training, she could be an integral part of the war against terror.

      He ran a hand through his sweat-soaked hair, glad he’d been able to trim it a few days ago for the first time in months. At the sound of his name being called, he glanced over his shoulder to see Lieutenant Ian Sawyer walking toward him, along with Master Chief Jake Donovan. The two were part of SEAL Team Four, which had found the prisoner that Carter was currently dealing with in a cave and transported him here. It wasn’t the first time he’d worked with these men and the rest of their team, but it had been a good seven months since he’d last seen them in the party city of Rio de Janeiro.

      That mission had been much nicer than hanging out in this fucking sandbox, though. Team Four had been stateside at the time and had been sent down to Colombia to gather intel on the head of a drug cartel, Ernesto Diaz, who had also been dabbling in arms dealing and white slavery. They’d followed the man to Brazil, which is where Carter had run into them . . . well, technically, he’d only run into Devon “Devil Dog” Sawyer, Ian’s brother, who’d drawn the short straw. The SEAL had ended up renting a tuxedo and going to the black-tie event where another cartel leader Carter had been tailing was set to meet with Diaz. Team Four and the US spy had been attacking the arms exchange pipeline from both ends, only Carter’s end had come from the Middle East. A few months later, Diaz was killed during a joint raid by Team Four, the DEA, and the Colombian authorities. Unfortunately, his brother Emmanuel was now trying to rebuild the fallen empire.

      After wiping his sweaty palm on his cargo pants, he extended the hand for them to shake. “How’s it going, Sawyer? Reverend?”

      Ian rarely had a nickname that stuck for more than a week or two, although not for lack of trying on his teammates’ part. But the team sniper had earned the moniker “Reverend” for sending his targets straight to Hell—do not pass go, do not collect your seventy-two vestal virgins.

      “Here. Thought you could use this.” Ian handed him a cold bottle of water which he gratefully accepted. “Get anything from him yet?”

      Carter nodded while downing the whole bottle, the cool liquid was heaven against his parched throat. Why anyone would willingly live in a desert was beyond him. When he was done, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Shit, that was good. Thanks. Yeah, he started talking after I convinced him he wasn’t walking out of there without giving me something. Unfortunately, the asshole underestimated our intelligence department. He gave me two low-level pieces of shit and either a false name or someone we haven’t had the pleasure of meeting yet.”

      “My bet is on a false name.”

      “Mine, too. Where’s the rest of the team?”

      Tilting his head toward the military personnel mess hall, Reverend answered, “Taking a load off for a few. Babs had an engine light come on in the bird right before we were about to take off for the base and didn’t want to risk it. She’s checking it out.”

      Tempest “Babs” Van Buren was an Air Force chopper pilot who was often assigned to ferry the SEAL teams around. Her nickname was short for “bad-ass bitch” and referred to her remarkable flying and ironclad guts. While it was normally the Army helo pilots who flew the special-ops teams around, Bab’s skills in combat flying were incredible and in high demand. With a lot of convincing and probably a little bribery, her superiors had put her on loan to the SEALs. If she said the bird was grounded, then there had to be a good reason for it. She did everything she could to ensure everyone got back to base safely and in one piece.

      The door to the interrogation bunker opened, and Fisher Jackson stuck his head out. Without speaking, the Army Master Sergeant raised a questioning eyebrow at Carter, who just shook his head in response. With a mumbled “fuck,” the tall Black man ducked back inside.

      Tossing the empty water bottle into a nearby trashcan, Carter said his goodbyes to the two SEALs, then headed back into the bunker, pulling on the black balaclava mask to hide his identity. It made him sweat like hell, but the alternative of letting the man see and possibly memorize his face was out of the question. He stopped outside the room where the prisoner sat in a lone chair with his arms tied behind his back. Akram Latif’s face and bare torso were covered in fresh bruises and two incisions Carter had made across his chest with a knife before the guy had broken down and started talking. Two prison guards, who had been trained to assist during the intense interrogations, stood on either side of the door, awaiting their next orders. Masks also hid their faces. Jackson was watching the action from another room via a camera feed.

      Taking a deep breath, Carter barked, “Fill the tub.”

      Without question, the men entered the room and turned on the hose which had been run through a small hole in the outside wall—the prison’s version of indoor plumbing. An old cast-iron tub, with most of its white paint peeled off, sat in the corner. Carter stepped into the room, grabbed the prisoner’s chair, and spun it around to face the tub.

      At first, the man eyed it in confusion, but as the water level rose, he realized what it was for—and it wasn’t a bubble bath. Panic set in. “No! No! I told you all I know! Please, do not do this! Please, I beg of you! In the name of Allah! Please!”

      The black-ops spy ignored him and removed his flack vest—it would just be in his way. His watch was next—he stuck it in his front pants pocket. He’d already locked his 9mm sidearm, backup ankle pistol, a KA-BAR, and two other knives from various hiding places on his body in a weapon locker outside the door. The fewer weapons, the less chance of the prisoner getting his hands on them—and there was plenty of torture implements around the room already. He doubted the man would ever get the drop on him or the guards, but it was better to be safe than sorry, as the saying went. Too much cockiness could get you killed.

      When the water level was high enough, he nodded at the guard holding the hose to shut it off. Using a small utility knife, Carter sliced through the duct tape keeping the man’s legs attached to the chair. Grabbing the prisoner by the hair, he hauled him off across the room, disregarding the screams and begging. Struggling was useless with Akram’s arms tied behind his back. The operative threw the man’s upper torso over the tub’s edge and plunged his head underwater. He held him there for a count of ten, then lifted him high enough to take a single gulp of air before being shoved back under again.

      After another count of ten, Carter let the man breathe oxygen once more. Getting in the man’s face, he snarled, “You fucking lied to me, Akram. And you’ll find I’m not a man you want to lie to.”

      Not waiting for an answer, he thrust the man’s head back into the water and counted to twelve this time. A count of eighteen was usually fatal.

      Yanking on Akram’s scalp, he pulled him out and let him drop unceremoniously to the dirty floor. Carter squatted next to the gasping soaking-wet man whose eyes were now wide with the fear of impending death. This time, he spoke fluent Arabic, the most common language in Iraq, so there would be no misinterpretation. “I want to know all about Rifaah Khalaf, starting with his real name. You may be stupid enough to lie to me, but Khalaf has to be based on someone you really know. Now, unless you want me to castrate you before sending you off to the seventy-two vestal virgins you won’t be able to fuck in the afterlife, you better start talking.”

      And talk the man did.

      An hour later, Carter was back on the sat phone with Corporal Michaels. “Ramzi Khatib.”

      “Oh, fuck,” was the response he got, not that he’d expected anything different. His blood had run cold when Akram had finally spilled his guts and given him what he’d asked for. Ramzi Khatib was a man with no soul. He killed for sport—men, women, children—it didn’t matter to the bastard. In a different part of the world, the man would be a hunted serial killer. Here, he was a psychotic leader to a bunch of radical lemmings. And now the US military knew where to find him.

      After giving Michaels all the information he had, he disconnected the call. She would take it from there. Before morning, the info would be verified. If all of it were true, then the Navy SEAL team, who’d returned to base sometime within the past hour, would be on their way to take out one of the top five most wanted al Qaeda leaders. And Carter would be on a plane out of this hellhole. Paris sounded good right about now. There was a private BDSM club there with a pretty little submissive named Alayna, who loved when Master Carter came to town.

      
        * * *

      

      “God-fucking-damn-it!” Ian Sawyer’s team was just as pissed as he was, but most of them were on watch for tangos or any other threat, while Curt “Elmer” Bannerman, Eric “Wabbit” Prichard, and he searched the now-abandoned bunker. Their interpreter, Rashaad, stood nearby in silence, eyeing him warily.

      This was the second time Ramzi Khatib had slipped through their fingers. The first time was three months ago after Carter—the team only knew the spy by one name—had gotten the information from the prisoner at Abu Ghraib. As soon as the Intelligence commanders had given them the go-ahead to helo into Khatib’s location and take him dead or alive, they’d been on their way . . . and had arrived twelve hours too late. This time, however, it looked as if the bastard had only gotten a three- or four-hour head start.

      Once they were done searching the bunker, they’d start interviewing the remaining occupants of the little goat-herding village just north of Tikrit. It sat at the base of a hillside which was too low in elevation to be considered a mountain but came close.

      “Anything?” Ian barked at the two men under his command. Unfortunately, the answers he received were “negative.” Kicking a decrepit wooden chair across the dirt floor, he tapped the mic connected to his headset. “Are we clear out there?”

      Marco “Polo” DeAngelis, Brody “Egghead” Evans, and Ben “Boomer” Michaelson were keeping an eye on things from inside a hut across the dirt expanse. Reverend and Devon were on watch from a few hundred yards up the hill. Steve “Urkel” Romanelli and Pete “Robin Hood” Archer were in the bunker with Ian and the others but had their gazes out two glassless windows. This was their first time back in the sandbox without Ian’s best friend, Jeff Mullins, and he still wasn’t used to not hearing the man’s voice over the headsets. Jeff’s retirement, though, had been due to a rheumatoid arthritis-induced medical discharge instead of being KIA or wounded in combat. He was otherwise alive and well, at home with his wife and daughter, Jennifer, who also happened to be Ian’s goddaughter. The fourteen-year-old had been affectionately dubbed “Baby-girl” by Team Four, and she, in turn, called them all “uncle.”

      It was Polo who answered him. “All clear. Just watch where you step. The herd of fucking goats that just passed took some nasty-ass shits not far from your door.”

      “Fucking peachy—if it’s not IEDs, then it’s nasty-ass goats. Let’s start chatting up the locals.”

      Most of the people in the village seemed to know very little information which could help the team locate Khatib, but there was one man in his thirties whose actions were raising all kinds of alarms for Ian. This was someone who knew more than he was admitting to . . . but not for long. Standing in the man’s three-room hut, Ian snapped his fingers toward the interpreter. While the SEALs all knew Arabic, the different regional dialects were a problem sometimes, so it was easier to have an interpreter to sort things out. “Ask him his fucking name and if he speaks English.”

      Rashaad spoke in Farsi to the man, who answered, “Bakar Azizi. Some English.”

      “Good,” Ian spat. “Tell me where Ramzi Khatib is.”

      Glancing at his wife and two children, who were under the watchful eyes of Urkel and Robin Hood, Azizi shook his head. “No. I know not who that is.”

      “Bullshit!” He upended their small, wooden dinner table, eliciting a startled shriek from the woman. The young children began crying, but Ian wasn't in the mood to be lied to. Too many lives were at stake. “Search the fucking place! Egghead, get the fuck in here!”

      “Copy that.”

      While Devon, Jake, Marco, and Boomer watched their six from outside, Elmer and Wabbit started tearing the place apart, looking for anything that would lead them to their target. Azizi’s shouts for them to stop were ignored. As the two teammates moved the search into one of the smaller rooms, the Iraqi stood in the doorway, pleading with them. Brody came jogging in the front entrance, and Ian indicated for him to follow into the third room. They began moving everything, searching for what they suspected was there—a cache of weapons. Rugs were kicked aside, mattresses were flipped, and furniture moved. Suddenly, they heard Prichard yell, “No!”

      Before they could react, a small explosion rocked the hut. It hadn’t been enough to knock down the walls, but everything had rattled something fierce. Ian and Brody ran from their room, shocked at what they saw. Their interpreter was dead with a larger piece of wood through his left eye. Azizi was pinned to the outer wall with an even larger, splintered piece through his upper chest in the area of the heart. He was in pain but alive—for now. Urkel, Robin Hood, and Azizi’s screaming wife and children had not been in the line of fire from the explosion and had escaped without a scratch. Urkel began to tend to the injured Iraqi. They would need to get as much info from him as possible before he died.

      Ian ducked his head into the room where the blast had occurred, relieved to see his men alive on the floor. Aside from some minor injuries from the splintering wood, they would be fine—thank God.

      Ian stared at what had once been a large wooden armoire-type closet. “What the fuck happened?”

      Bannerman stood, then reached down to give his best friend a hand up. “Fucking Wabbit just save my life, that’s what fucking happened.” He was yelling without realizing it. His ears were probably still ringing from the blast and would be for a while.

      Brushing the dirt and splinters off himself and talking almost as loud, Prichard added, “The fucking thing was booby-trapped. As Elmer was about to open it, I saw that fucking rag-head start to panic. Just knew something other than us finding his stash was about to happen. Dana would have kicked my ass if anything happened to this fucking dude. My wife is determined to marry him off one of these days.”

      “Like that’ll ever fucking happen.”

      They stepped over to the now ruined piece of furniture. There hadn’t been anything other than the bomb and a few blankets and rags in it. Pushing the smoldering remnants out of the way, they found a trap door underneath. Not taking chances, Ian turned to Brody. “Go swap out with Boomer. I want him checking this thing for more booby traps before we open it.”

      Within minutes, their EOD—Explosives Ordinance Detonation—specialist declared it safe. Boomer lifted the trap door, lit up the space with his Maglite, and whistled loudly. “Ho-ly shit! We hit the fucking mother lode, boys!”

      Ian peeked into the underground bunker. It was filled with weapons of all kinds, lots of paperwork, money in different currencies, some computers, video equipment, and who knew what else. “Son-of-a-bitch.”
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