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      Special Agent Jake Williams had plans for today. Plans that included going to Texas to track down a terrorist.  But instead, he’d been pulled off a plane and was now cooling his heels at the U.N., waiting to be taken to Admiral Moore.

      He couldn’t be more annoyed.

      He rolled his neck, wishing the security personnel would hurry up. The two men were clustered behind a monitor, clicking through screens and giving him that we’ll-say-whether-you-get-through-or-not look every now and then.  Jake stood there, trying to smile at them instead of grimace, swallowing words he’d probably regret later if he said them out loud.  He worked for Homeland Security Investigations for crying out loud. Why was this taking so long?

      With one last polite smile at the two slowest-security-people-in-history, he pulled his phone out. There was a chance he might be able to save what was left of the day if he could get through this meeting with Admiral Moore in record time and back on track with his case. If only he could have refused the meeting in the first place. But there were few people in this world that could say no to Admiral Moore.  Trying to distract himself, he tapped on his messages and waited for them to download.

      Still nothing.

      Why hadn’t anyone emailed him an update? Did Tyler have anything? Had they lost their lead on Nazer?  His finger hovered over the phone icon. He’d already called Tyler twice on the way here and been told to wait for an update.  He probably wouldn’t appreciate a third call.  As tempting as it was, Jake moved his finger away from the call icon and clicked off his phone instead. He blew out a frustrated breath. He shouldn’t be waiting for updates, he should be the one in the field giving them.

      He put his phone back in his pocket. Maybe no news was good news. Tyler Coughlin was the go-to guy on his Homeland Security Counter-Intelligence team and he could track a bee in a blizzard.  But even with all Tyler’s skills, Nazer al-Raimi had slipped away every time they’d gotten close and that stung. Today was supposed to have been the day to put that all in the past, the big reward for spending the last six months tracking this guy and his operations in the U.S. He needed Tyler to give him good news.

      “Here’s your pass. You’re cleared.” The security guard closest to him handed him a card to clip on his jacket like he was bestowing an Academy Award on Jake or something.

      Finally.  He took it and put it on. “Thanks.”

      The other security guy waved as Jake passed by.  “Sorry for the wait. You know how it is.”

      Jake nodded and gave him a real smile, sorry he’d been frustrated with them before. They were only doing their jobs. If anyone should understand the importance of checking and double-checking when it came to security, it was Jake.  And he’d learned that lesson the hard way, too.

      He swiped a hand over his face, eyeing the couch in the first lobby he passed. He’d been up nearly thirty-six hours straight and he was starting to feel it.  The thought of meeting up with Admiral Moore gave him a little shot of adrenaline, though. He’d served under him when he’d been with the SEALs and he was the toughest commanding officer Jake had ever been privileged to work with. After another glance down at his tie, he hoped his suit still looked pressed.  Admiral Moore’s opinion mattered and it was one more reason he couldn’t have refused this meeting.

      He walked down the beige-carpeted floors of the Secretariat building, door after door of conference rooms on either side of him.  His job at Homeland required him to be inside a lot of the time, but he always had options of going into the field and that was what he loved.  It was what he’d loved about the SEALs, too.  But today he just wanted to find the right room, get it done, and get out.  He resisted the urge to take his phone out again. He needed to be out there, squeezing every source he had about why Nazer was in the U.S., and hopefully capturing him before he got across the border.

      Unfortunately, all the doors looked the same.  Several people milled around an information desk of some kind.  Jake waded through them to the very young and very serious man behind it.  “Jake Williams. I have an appointment and I can’t seem to find this room.” He showed him the paper he’d been handed the moment he’d gotten off the plane this morning.

      The guy behind the desk looked at it, then back at his computer.  “You’re almost there.  Go down the hall and around the corner.”

      “Thank you.” Jake nodded to the security guard posted at the corner of a door. Was he guarding someone inside the room?  Or was that his normal post, just standing there watching the information desk? If it were Jake, he’d hope for the first option.

      He walked down the short hall, slowing his steps.  He couldn’t appear too eager to get this over with, but at the same time it couldn’t look like he was dawdling.  He needed his best professional walking pace. Maybe put his hands in his pockets for a casual, yet focused, appearance.  Not that he’d learned that with the SEALs.  He’d learned that during his transition from the SEAL teams to the Human Intelligence division. They’d taught him the finer points of presentation and how people perceive others and that training had come in handy in so many areas of his life, especially in Homeland Security.

      He took in the hall that led to a larger lobby on the end of it, the walls covered in art.  The one closest to him was a desert scene and the color scheme blended in with the beige carpet and beige wall.  All the beige reminded Jake of his last SEAL assignment overseas. He never thought he’d get the sand out of his hair and clothes after that one, or the scratchy feel of it off his skin.

      The painting three paces to the right, though, was a large fractured snowflake.  It looked so out of place with all the beige, its blue, white, and silver color scheme jumping out at him.  That was how he felt today. Like a fractured snowflake that didn’t belong in the sea of beige.

      Continuing down to the lobby, his step slowed when he saw who was sitting on the couch waiting for him. Ryan Smythe. His gut tightened. Last time they’d been coworkers hadn’t gone well and Ryan had transferred to Jake’s old Human Intelligence Division in the CIA.  Their friendship from serving together as SEALs had been severed as cleanly as their working relationship, and he hadn’t seen him since.  This was going to be awkward.

      “Hey, Ryan,” Jake said as he drew closer.  He stood over him and folded his arms, knowing Ryan would stand.  Ryan always preferred the eye-to-eye approach.

      Ryan stood, but surprised Jake by holding out his hand.  “Jake.”

      They shook hands and Jake could feel tension radiating from him, but that didn’t necessarily have anything to do with Jake. It could have to do with the reasons why they were both being called to this meeting.

      “What’s going on?” Jake sat down on the couch next to where Ryan had been sitting. Maybe if he didn’t mention what’d happened between them, they could go back to how it was before.  Or, at least a version of it.

      “I’m here for the meeting with Admiral Moore.” Ryan sat next to Jake, but didn’t meet his eyes. That didn’t bode well.

      “I haven’t seen the Admiral in a few years. What about you?” Was Ryan working on something with the Admiral? Why would the CIA be involved in this?

      He glanced over at Jake.  “Yeah, I’ve seen him.”  He ran his hands through his blond hair. “It’s not like anyone has a choice about that. When he wants to see you, you show up.  I think you’re the only person who might’ve had a chance to turn him down. You were always his favorite. Our whole team thought so.”

      Jake smiled at that, the tension draining away.  “No way. Admiral Moore doesn’t have favorites. And I always got extra PT and grunt work while you were getting your beauty sleep.”

      “That’s how I knew you were his favorite.” Ryan sat back and settled into the couch like he wasn’t planning on getting up again.

      Jake’s phone buzzed and he took it out of his pocket.  Tyler.  “Sorry. I need to take this.”

      He walked a few paces down the hall.  “Tell me good news, Ty.”

      “I have good news and bad news.” Tyler’s voice sounded far away and Jake knew the phone was between Ty’s shoulder and chin.  He was probably coordinating all his resources while talking on the phone. His fingers rarely left his keyboard when they were on a case.

      “Just tell me we found him.” Jake lowered his voice, in case Ryan was eavesdropping. Knowing the CIA, though, they were probably being briefed simultaneously with Jake. Their agencies had been better about communication in recent years, but in this moment, Jake wanted to be the first to know.

      “We got his port of entry,” Tyler said. “Our guy in the Gulf cartel got it firsthand that they were paid a pretty penny to bring Nazer in through the Laredo crossing. That’s the good news.”

      Laredo. The word sank through Jake’s consciousness. He’d suspected that all along, but it was pretty gutsy to go through there.  It wasn’t the easiest way for sneaking into the country, but when did Nazer do anything the easy way?  “What’s the bad news?”

      Everything in the background on Tyler’s end quieted. That’s how Jake knew that whatever Tyler was going to say was important.  It was a quirk he had, but it always alerted Jake to listen closely to whatever Tyler was saying.  “That’s also how Nazer got out. We were about an hour too late.”

      Jake closed his eyes and gripped the phone.  So he’d possibly had a chance to take him into custody if he’d made it to Texas today. It was a slim one, but it was there.  “Can you confirm that?”

      “Confirmed. He was spotted getting on a private plane just outside of Tamaulipas, Mexico an hour ago.”

      A ball of discouragement lodged in Jake’s chest. He’d gotten away. Again.  “Ty, how are we supposed to fight these guys when our borders have more holes than the beginner targets at the shooting range?” He leaned against the wall in front of the fractured snowflake painting. “Did the informant hear what the end game was for being in the U.S. at least?”

      “No, he didn’t have anything else, but I have everyone on the ground listening for even a whisper of Nazer or what’s going on. We’ll figure this out.” The keyboard clacking in the background resumed. He sounded sure, but Jake wasn’t as optimistic. They’d been close too many times now. Nazer al-Raimi was always one step ahead no matter what Jake tried to do.  He sighed.  “Thanks, Ty. I’ll let you know when I’m on my way back to the office.”

      He hung up and two other men came around the corner, headed right for him. Neither of them paid any attention to Jake, so he turned and went back to Ryan, giving him a tight smile as he sat back down.  Ryan didn’t ask what the phone call had been about and Jake was glad. He didn’t want any affirmations from Ryan that the CIA already knew what Jake had been told. That would add insult to injury at this point.

      The other men nodded a greeting to Ryan and Jake as they approached, but didn’t miss a beat in their conversation about the waffle they’d gotten from a food truck.  Jake’s stomach rumbled. There was one waffle truck in particular he loved to go to whenever he was in New York and he hadn’t eaten yet today.  Yeah, he was jealous of these guys.  He watched them fold themselves into small uncomfortable chairs across from the conference room doors.  He was glad they weren’t right next to him. They probably still smelled like waffles and that would be asking too much of any hungry man.

      He watched them smile and laugh together, but even with their casual air, they had a military bearing.  They were obviously part of this meeting somehow, but acted like they were here to shoot the breeze.

      “Hey, Ryan,” Jake nudged him in the side, his voice low.  “You think those guys are Army?”

      Ryan looked at them, then back at Jake.  “Nah.  They look too happy to be in the Army.  Probably Air Force or something. Those guys are always happy with their heads in the clouds.”

      Jake gave an amused chuckle at the dig, but he wasn’t looking at the other men anymore.  A woman was coming down the hall, her professional pace a little faster than Jake’s.  She was dressed in business casual with a white blouse and black dress pants.  Her jet-black hair was swept back from her face, accentuating her long neck and bronze skin, but when she looked at them, her eyes were mesmerizing as she measured each man she was approaching. Even from this distance Jake couldn’t look away.  A quick glance to the corner showed him that the other two men watched as well. She had captivated them all.

      Ryan nodded toward her.  “She’s gorgeous, but from the looks of it an unhappy diplomat. How could you not smile with a cushy U.N. job?”

      Jake didn’t answer. The woman had stopped in front of the other two men and he was shamelessly trying to hear what they were saying to her.  They stood and shook her hand, greeting her just softly enough that Jake couldn’t hear what she’d said.

      At that moment, Admiral Moore opened the conference room door.  He was thinner than Ryan remembered, a little gray at the temple, but still a commanding presence.  Ryan and Jake straightened immediately. “Sir.”

      “This way, gentlemen.”  Admiral Moore’s tone was abrupt and brooked no argument. He barely spared a glance at the other three people waiting near them, but gave a curt nod.  “We’ll be with the rest of you shortly.”

      Jake’s eyes slid back to the woman, her mouth tightening in annoyance at the Admiral’s words. She wants in. That much was easy to see.  Did she know what was going on? Or was she looking for answers like him?

      Whichever it was, hopefully they both got what they came for today. He squared his shoulders and cracked the knuckles on his right hand.  Let’s do this.
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      Mya Amari did not want to be here.  She wanted to be in that conference room, hearing what the latest was on the hostages, and making sure she had a voice in the mission they were all about to embark on.  But instead, she was left in the lobby, politely dismissed.

      She tucked a few stray hairs from her homestyled chignon behind her ear, hoping she still looked presentable. She’d been detained longer than normal at security and had practically sprinted here. At least she wasn’t out in the lobby alone to stew in her own thoughts and wonder if her banishment were because she was late. Captain Hughes and Captain Mitchell were just across the way discussing the pulled pork they’d had on a waffle. She didn’t know how they did it.  How could they act so casual when all she felt was tense?

      The only other person she’d seen who’d seemed tense in the least was the taller American with the blue eyes.  He’d stood when she’d come down the hall, imposing and unflappable, watching her movements carefully. If she had to guess, she’d say he was career military or law enforcement for sure, and not someone low on the command chain.  He just had that assertive air about him. But she couldn’t let that intimidate her. She needed to think of him like an opposing counsel–they both had roles to play if this was going to work at all.

      Mya ran her hands down her blouse, hoping all the wrinkles had come out. When she realized what she needed to do and she’d be leaving for New York and Algeria, there hadn’t been much time to pack or organize her things like she normally would.  Her suitcase had been too full since she didn’t know how long she’d be gone or exactly what kind of clothes to bring, and so everything was smushed in tight and mostly wrinkled. She’d spent extra time on her appearance this morning, though, and hoped her efforts showed.

      She wandered over to the couch the two Americans had been sitting on, trying to calm her nerves.  She’d recognized some sort of tension between the two of them by the way their bodies angled away from the other, which suggested they weren’t co-workers, but that’s about all she’d been able to see right off.  Usually it wasn’t hard for her to read people, which made her good at being an attorney, but today she hadn’t been able to read much about either of the Americans, except that she’d been drawn to the taller one.  His lighter blue eyes contrasted with his dark hair and he’d had an intensity about him. Yet, she hadn’t been able to draw any conclusions beyond he looked like the stereotype of every U.S. military man she’d ever seen–tall, dark, and muscular.  Hopefully, he was the kind who didn’t have any problems with women being a part of a mission.

      She sat down and put her hand on the armrest, making sure she wasn’t tapping her foot.  Hiding her nervousness was a priority. She wanted to look in control, especially when she wasn’t feeling it.  Focusing all her energy, she stared at the closed door. Was eavesdropping in the U.N. a crime?   And if she were arrested here would that affect her Oath of Barrister and Solicitor? It seemed like something she should know, but hadn’t come across in law school.

      She sighed. If she hadn’t had that knock at her door three days ago asking her to help in the rescue of the hostages, she’d be starting her new job as an Immigration Law attorney at McKennon, Deveratt and Bank. She’d worked hard to land the position, but as soon as she’d heard the name Yasmine Dorval, she knew there wasn’t anything in the world that she wouldn’t do to be part of this rescue attempt.

      Staring a hole in the door, she tried to imagine what was going on.  Were they talking about Yasmine in there? Or were they still calling her the translator? Was that all she was to them?  Her fists clenched.  She needed to be in there.  Mya wanted to make sure Yasmine was considered someone as worthy of rescue as the diplomat she’d been with.  Which brought her back to her favorite questions since this whole thing started. Why was Yasmine in Algeria working as a translator? Was it by choice?

      Mya was pulled out of her thoughts when, out of the corner of her eye, she could see Captain Hughes get up and head toward her.  He was the younger of the two and the definition of happy-go-lucky.  He was only about 5’9” with brown hair and brown eyes. Some might describe him as average, but his smile was the feature that made him stand out. It lit up a room. Captain Mitchell was older, maybe mid-thirties, tall and trim. He reminded her of her favorite law professor–calm and steady. He definitely had no time or inclination to deal with shenanigans. She pasted on a smile.   They’d both been a friendly bright spot on the plane ride here from Toronto and she could use all the friends she could get right now, especially ones who might have information on Yasmine.

      “Mya, why don’t you come and sit with us? I’m sure it won’t be much longer.” Hughes gestured toward an empty chair near them.  “I can’t let you sit here all alone. It’s not right.”

      Did she want to be alone? Part of her said yes, but the polite part knew she couldn’t refuse.  “I didn’t want to intrude,” she murmured. “Or hear about any more disgusting things you can put on a waffle.”

      Hughes laughed at that. “You sound like Colt.”

      At the mention of his name, Colt Mitchell stood and crossed the room to them. Mya had to look up to meet his eyes since he was so much taller than her.  “I hope you’ll take that as a compliment,” he said to her.  “Sounding like me, I mean.”

      She held back a grin.  “Of course.”  With a glance at the still closed door, she looked back at the men standing in front of her.  “To tell you the truth, it was nice to have something else to talk about besides the . . .  besides what we’re here for.” She couldn’t even bring herself to say it.  The kidnapping. The only thing she’d been able to think about for three days.

      “Well, that waffle gave us something to talk about for months. You wouldn’t believe the choices we had,” Hughes said with an enthusiastic smile.

      Mitchell looked down at her, like a prosecutor getting ready to make his case. “Did you get some breakfast this morning?”

      She was too stressed for that.  The smell of the food had made her stomach queasy so she’d skipped it.  “I was still feeling a bit airsick.” She held her palm over her middle.  “I’ll be sure to grab some lunch.”

      He made a small noise of disapproval in his throat, but didn’t give her grief about it and changed the subject instead. “Did you have a chance to go over the documents from the safe deposit box last night?”

      “Yes.” It was still odd that they knew so much about her. Her mother’s safe deposit box had had a lot of documentation, even including school grades starting from the year she was granted asylum in Canada, but it had some priceless personal items as well, like her mother’s journal.  Mitchell had been poring over it on the plane and had barely even looked out the window.  After reading the documents herself, she knew the danger to her was more than her mother had ever let on when she was alive.  There were so many things she wished she could ask her mom, especially now.  She still hadn’t stopped picking up the phone to call her to just talk before she remembered her mom was gone. Six months ago.  The familiar pain pushed into her heart, but she locked it away.  Some days were definitely harder than others.

      She focused on Mitchell’s eyes. “The protocols for contacting my father were very clear and I didn’t get the feeling they would ever change or expire.” But the thing that had stuck out to her the most were her mother’s warnings before she’d laid out how to get in touch with her father.  Going back to Algeria was too great a risk. So many sacrifices had been made for her safety.  Stay in Canada. Those three things had been the theme of her mother’s journal entries to her, in between how much she loved Mya.

      But her mother couldn’t have foreseen that Yasmine would be taken.  She couldn’t leave her half-sister in the hands of kidnappers when she had the means to help bring her home, could she? She had to get to Yasmine before the kidnappers realized who she was. If her connection to their father were discovered, she would be killed or used as leverage. Mya couldn’t live with herself if she sat back and did nothing while Yasmine suffered.

      Mitchell reached out and patted her shoulder like an older brother would.  “Then it’s just a waiting game for us, eh?”

      She smiled at him, knowing he meant well.  It was an excruciating waiting game for her.  The one thing their files hadn’t told them was that Yasmine was her half-sister and she’d kept that detail to herself for now.  She didn’t want anything preventing her from being part of this hostage negotiation. Even if it meant she’d have to face her father.  “Hopefully not much longer now,” she said, her gaze drawn to the closed door like a defendant waiting for her jury to come back with a verdict.

      “Can I get you anything?” Hughes asked, looking down on her with kind eyes.  His face was so open, easy to read. She liked that about him.

      “No, I’m fine.” Her toe was beginning to tap again, though. What was taking so long?  “Have you heard anything new since last night?”

      “No.  Just the same details you were given on the plane.” Hughes moved to sit next to her and she scooted over so he could have more room.

      “So, Ms. Dorval met Mr. Edwards at the plane as planned. They were headed straight into the mediation meetings, when they were rerouted down a side street.  The caravan was ambushed, with the lead car bombed.”  She grimaced.  “At least we know from security cameras that both Ms. Dorval and Mr. Edwards survived. They were hooded and hustled into another car.” Yasmine must have been so scared.  “Had Ms. Dorval and Mr. Edwards worked together before?”

      “Yes, they met at the last U.N. summit in Algeria.” Hughes gave her the information as if they were talking about the weather, which made it easy to ask the questions.

      From the tidbit he’d just given her, apparently Yasmine had been working as a translator for a while then. That was a surprise.  “When was that?”

      “About six months ago.”  Hughes leaned back, but his eyes never left hers.  “But that’s all we know, really.”

      Captain Mitchell glanced down at her tapping foot with a quirk of his lips.  “I know you’re anxious, but Colonel Kenby is in there and if there’s anything new he’ll let us know.”

      He had a mild air about him, as if nothing could ever faze him, and Mya needed that right now. She forced her feet to be still. “I want to make sure we’re all on the same page.”

      “That was the deal.” Mitchell’s eyes danced with laughter.  “Did you really tell the Colonel that if he wanted you to help then he had to make your security clearance as high as his for the mission and be kept updated in the same manner he was?”

      She smiled as she remembered the Colonel’s stoic face trying to hide a grin at her demand. She had a feeling he wasn’t as rigid as his men believed he was. “And I wanted it in writing.”

      Mitchell laughed at that. “I wish I could have been there.”

      So far the Colonel had kept up his side of the bargain, but the U.N. was asking for the support of the U.S. and that changed the game. From the look of the men that went into that room, they weren’t used to bargaining or being second-chair.  But she needed to be kept apprised and in control or Yasmine wouldn’t have a chance. “Do you think I could make the same bargain with the Americans?”

      Mitchell gave her an apprising look.  “If I didn’t know about your deal with Colonel Kenby, I’d say you have no chance. But since he doesn’t make deals, you must be driven and convincing.  A woman who knows what she wants. And you just might get it.”

      Mya folded her arms.  “Thanks, Captain. I intend to.”
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      Jake and Ryan followed Admiral Moore into the conference room leaving the woman and two other men in the reception area.  Part of him felt sorry for the woman out there who so obviously wanted to be in here, but the other part just wanted to figure out why he’d been called here.

      The room was just as he expected with a long conference table in the middle, microphones in front of each seat and the U.N. flag prominently displayed. It was definitely a room for talking and planning.  Planning was necessary when he’d been a SEAL, and it was something Jake had been fanatical about, but right now if he had his druthers, he’d rather be in the field working on his Homeland Security cases.

      Another man was waiting inside for them, his hands behind his back, and a serious look on his face. Admiral Moore stopped in front of him.  “Gentlemen, this is Colonel Kenby from the Canadian Army.” Admiral Moore motioned them to seats nearest the front of the table.

      “Nice to meet you, sir,” Jake said before he sat. Ryan echoed him.

      “You as well. I’ve heard a lot about both of you,” Colonel Kenby said. He looked young for a colonel, but his navy blue uniform was laden with all the ribbons and medals a man of his rank should have.

      Why would a Canadian colonel hear about me? Jake smiled politely, but his mind was churning.  What was this about?

      When they were sitting down, the Colonel turned to the Admiral and a look passed between them. The Colonel finally nodded as if their silent conversation had come to an end.

      Just tell me what’s going on. Jake squelched the urge to say anything.  The Admiral had always been the type that you waited to be spoken to and didn’t ask questions. The Colonel looked just as forbidding.

      Finally, Admiral Moore leaned forward. “Well, I wasn’t surprised to see where you two ended up after you left the SEALs.”  He turned to Jake.  “Although I heard there was a rift between you recently. Has that been cleared up?”

      When the Admiral said it like that, it sounded more like a command to clear it up than a question of whether it was.  Jake looked at Ryan.  “No, sir.”

      “That’s going to be your first assignment then.” He looked between them as if that would be something easily done.

      Ryan wouldn’t meet Jake’s eyes and was staring at some point on the wall. He also didn’t look too excited about that assignment, but what could he say? “Yes, sir.”

      Admiral Moore folded his hands on the table and leaned forward. “Jake, I know it’s been over two years since you left the SEALs and then Special Ops for Homeland Security, but something has come up and we need your expertise with it.”

      “What kind of expertise?” Jake asked, curiosity getting the best of him.

      “What I’m about to say is classified information and I expect you to treat it as such.” He looked Jake in the eye, before he turned to Ryan who merely nodded. Whatever the Admiral was about to say wasn’t news to him. A little kick of resentment shot through Jake, but he squashed it so he could focus.

      “Colin Edwards was in Algeria on official duty for the U.N.” The Admiral looked down at the table for a moment, as if choosing his words carefully. “He was there to discuss options over stabilizing the situation in Mali when he was kidnapped.”

      Jake’s heart rate sped up. He’d worked on a detail for Edwards’ security team when Edwards was the Deputy Assistant to the Secretary of State. “Has there been a ransom demand?”

      The Admiral leaned back in his chair. “Yes.” He shook his head. “One hundred million dollars and three prisoners from Guantanamo. And we all know what happened to the last country that didn’t pay up.”

      Jake inwardly shuddered. The video of that man’s torture and eventual death had haunted him for weeks.  “You know, that’s exactly what Starks was asking for when he kidnapped former Vice-President Chalmers.” That abduction a few months ago had shaved years off Jake’s life.  He’d been lucky and got the Vice-President out before he could be killed, but that had been touch and go for a while.

      “We know. And since Nazer al-Raimi was behind that attack, when the ransom demand came through as almost the exact same as the Vice-President’s, it made us take a harder look, but nothing’s adding up.”

      Ryan leaned over the table, his eyes on Jake.  “It adds up if Nazer is working with Haji al-Awani.”

      Jake folded his arms, meeting Ryan’s hard stare.  “People like Nazer will team up with anyone who can further their agenda. Homeland got the intelligence memo last week that al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula is trying to unify with al-Qaeda in the Islamic Magreb.” Jake’s mind was racing. “But Nazer’s been in Texas.”

      “Well, he doesn’t run a one-man show,” Ryan said with a condescending tone, turning his torso toward the Admiral. “Nazer has been associated with AQAP and he would want a higher position in leadership if AQAP and AQIM terrorist organizations were combining.”

      Jake tamped down his annoyance at his former friend. This wasn’t a competition between them and he wasn’t going to play games. He needed to focus on the issue at hand. “If he was trying to curry favor in a terrorist organization restructure, why was he in Texas?”

      “If it is him behind the kidnapping, why would he be asking for ISIS leaders in exchange for Mr. Edwards? We all know AQIM is openly rebelling against ISIS.” Ryan raised a brow as if he’d just check-mated Jake in their verbal chess game.

      Jake held up two fingers. “First of all, if I was in a terrorist organization and had a chance to kill three of my rival’s leaders, or even just take them prisoner myself for leverage, I’d do it. Second, Nazer might be trying to wrangle a position in ISIS. He doesn’t have any loyalty and it would score him a lot of points with Fadel and his crew by arranging their freedom. Nazer is all about power and prestige.” He turned to the Admiral.  “What’s the ransom deadline?”

      The Colonel finally spoke up, but didn’t answer Jake’s question. “You’ve been chasing Nazer al-Raimi for the last six months. AQIM, AQAP, and ISIS all have very different agendas.  Do you think Nazer could change loyalties that easily?”

      Jake kept his eyes on the Colonel. “Yes, I do. I know he’s got a personal vendetta against the U.S., though, beyond any organization, and it was confirmed today that Nazer used the Laredo border to enter the U.S. three weeks ago. He was spotted less than two hours ago leaving the same way and getting on a plane that flew him out of Mexico.  We’re still working on the reason why he was here at all.  I just don’t want to jump to any conclusions.”

      The Colonel steepled his fingers on the table. “So the three Guantanamo people Nazer wanted Starks to get for him are ISIS leaders?”

      “Abdul, Adnan, and Fadel. Not only leaders, but the three most trusted advisors of Omar al-Zahiri.” Ryan didn’t need to recite their whole names. Everyone at the table would recognize the heads of the ISIS terrorist group.

      “Nazer wanted them and kidnapped former Vice-President Chalmers, but didn’t get them and now here we are with another high-level American kidnapped and al-Awani is demanding them. Coincidence?” the Admiral asked. “I don’t think so.  And that’s why we’ve come to you, Commander Williams.”

      Jake looked at the man who’d been more like a mentor to him than a commanding officer. “Sir?”

      “We believe Nazer is behind both kidnappings. You have insider knowledge of Nazer and how he works. He’s been building up his terrorist organization to do everything he can to hurt the U.S. and having a lot of success lately.  We need to get to this guy sooner rather than later. You know him. You’ve studied him.”

      “And none of it is good, sir.” Which doesn’t bode well for Colin Edwards if Nazer really is behind his kidnapping. “I’ll tell you everything I know about Nazer, but how does this relate to Edwards? Is there a rescue op planned?”

      The Colonel glanced at Admiral Moore. “We have a possible lead on someone that al-Awani trusts and Nazer has negotiated with in the past. We’re hoping to use him to not only get our people free without any fuss, but lead us to Nazer and give us the opportunity to take him into custody.”

      “You have some bait.” Ryan put in.

      “A crude way to put it, but yes.” The Colonel didn’t seem impressed with Ryan’s choice of words and his gaze shifted to Jake. “You want Nazer, we want to free the hostages.”

      “So what do you need me to do? Be a consultant of some sort?” Jake asked.

      “The negotiator won’t speak directly to us since he’s in a delicate position of trust with these people while keeping himself distant from them at the same time. But we do have his daughter and we think he’ll talk to her. She was granted asylum in Canada some years ago, which brings us to the issue at hand. If she helps us, her safety would be at stake.”

      Jake’s mind flashed back to the serious looking woman sitting in the waiting room. No wonder she didn’t look like she wanted to be here. “I’m still not sure how I can help. And I’d have to talk to my boss at Homeland.”

      “That’s already taken care of if you accept.” The Admiral didn’t even blink as he said it and the ‘if’ sounded more like a when.  He’d been pretty sure of Jake’s answer, then.  “This mission was custom-made for you, son. You’ve been in Algeria before so you know the lay of the land and are passable at the French language. You know Colin Edwards. And you are a SEAL.” Admiral Moore held up a finger for each point he listed. “And with our help you can get Nazer.” His gaze drilled into Jake’s.

      The Admiral had him there. “So, you want us to take the negotiator’s daughter to Algeria and get her to talk to her dad in our behalf and hope he’ll be able to meet with Nazer? Then I grab him?” He shifted to look at Ryan. “There’s more than just the two of us in this operation, right?” If there wasn’t, this was over before it began.

      The Colonel furrowed his brow.  “Actually, Mr. Smythe is working with CIA assets in Algeria and coordinating intelligence. Your job would be to get Ms. Amari to the Canadian safehouse in Algiers and keep her alive and well until we get a location on her father. Then report it.”

      That pronouncement knocked him back a little. He’d be reporting to Ryan who was helping with the rescue op while he was a glorified bodyguard?  “What aren’t I getting here? You don’t need a specialist for that. And I’m not a babysitter.”

      Admiral Moore took over, his tone as gentle as a commanding officer’s could be. “Jake, you’re a people person. You were a calming influence on any mission.  We need that quality now.  Ms. Amari is a little skittish about helping us and she’s our only lead in a rescue attempt for Edwards. We need you to keep her calm and to keep her safe until she can make contact with her father. So you wouldn’t be a babysitter, you’d be an integral part of a mission to save an American diplomat and capture a wanted terrorist.”

      When he put it like that, how could he refuse? He couldn’t live with Edwards’ death on his hands because he couldn’t get over some petty disagreement with Ryan. It was a done deal the moment he’d been pulled off the plane.  Squaring his shoulders, he got down to business.  “What do we know about the negotiator? Is he even reliable?” Jake asked. “And how does he get access to people that most of the world has been hunting for years?”

      The Colonel stared out the window behind them for a moment, gathering his thoughts before he spoke.  “Ibrahim Amari started out leading rebels against the ruling party in Algeria in the early ‘90s, but he was always willing to negotiate peace, even when his ultimate plans failed. He made contacts with the extremists and gained their trust while at the same time keeping ties with government officials who also want peace. After things stabilized with the government, the rebels started using kidnappings to fund themselves, Ibrahim saw how he could use his contacts to help negotiate hostage releases.”

      “So he does this out of the goodness of his heart?” Jake knit his brows together. “What’s in it for him?”

      “He takes his cut as well. A large one.  It’s a lucrative business and he has a high success rate. He’s elusive, though. The only way we even know about him is through third or fourth hand accounts. But it was him who negotiated the release of that French national last year. He’s very, very, careful who he deals with.”  The Admiral tapped his finger on the table. “And he’s Edwards’ best chance of getting out of this alive.”

      He pushed back from the table, but didn’t stand, his eyes flicking from Jake to Ryan. “You won’t report to anyone but me and Colonel Kenby, if the chain of command is what’s bothering you.” He pointed his finger at Ryan. “But I meant what I said, your first assignment is to figure out your personal issues. We can’t have that affecting this mission in any way.”

      “Yes, sir,” they both said simultaneously.

      “Good.” The admiral pushed a folder with a dark plastic package on top of it toward them. “The details of the kidnapping investigation are there, as well as background on both Mr. Edwards and the translator that was captured with him. You’re expected to be on a plane this afternoon. The U.N. is ultimately overseeing everything, of course, since Edwards was there on official U.N. business.” He pointed to the bag. “There are secure phones in there for the five of you so you can have a way to be in contact at all times and the pertinent files have been encrypted and downloaded to them for easy reference.”

      “Five of us, sir?”

      “Because of the international and delicate nature of this operation, my two top men will be joining you,” the Colonel supplied.  “This is to be a joint task force and you’ll have access to all the Canadian assets as well.”

      “So we’ve got two Canadians with some assets, a CIA officer and me heading over to Algeria to spearhead finding the negotiator.” Jake opened the folder and saw a picture of a smiling Edwards on top.  His gut twisted. Edwards was a good man. Who knew what they were doing to him.

      “That’s right.  And when Ms. Amari has made contact, you report where the negotiation is taking place so the team can grab Nazer and extract Edwards and the translator.” The Admiral narrowed his eyes as if trying to read Jake’s mind. “Once we have a location, the rescue team can be in and out quickly and quietly.”

      Jake closed the folder, pulling his face into a professional blank. Once upon a time, he would have been on that rescue team. Part of him wished he still was, but he clamped down on that feeling and focused on the Admiral’s instructions. “Did you say there was a translator? There are two prisoners then?”

      “Yes. Edwards was with a local translator. We’re hoping to get her out as well.” The Admiral’s tone was confident, something Jake had always appreciated about him. No matter what, he had faith in his men.

      “Where was Edwards’ security team?” Jake asked softly, knowing the answer in his heart.

      “His convoy was on a side street when they were ambushed. It was very well-executed and he was gone in under five minutes.” The Admiral looked at the table before he met Jake’s eyes. “Edwards didn’t have a chance then. We can give him one now.”

      “We won’t let you down, sir.” Ryan said with a nod.

      “I know you won’t.” The Admiral stood. “I think that’s all.”

      “There’s one more thing,” the Colonel said as he stood next to the Admiral.  “We needed to choose a leader for this mission.  While Captain Mitchell and Captain Hughes are equal to you in rank, we’ve decided that with your experience heading up the Homeland Security task force, you were the natural pick for this one. But Captain Mitchell will need to be consulted and kept apprised of every part of the mission.”

      Jake glanced at Ryan as they pushed back their chairs. His jaw was clamped tightly. Was he upset they hadn’t picked him to head the task force? Or was this a pity assignment to make Jake feel better because he was only there to protect Ms. Amari?  “Yes, sir.” The one silver lining was that they were working with Canadians. The few he’d come across had been polite and competent.

      “Let Ms. Amari in.” The Admiral turned toward the door and the two men that had been in the waiting room ushered in Ms. Amari first and they brought up the rear.

      Jake’s gaze turned to the young woman who stood before them now, her unusual light brown eyes piercing every man surrounding her.  Up close it was hard not to stare. She was stunning. But with her arms folded and a guarded expression on her face it was easy to see she was upset about something. He pulled his eyes away.  Keep it professional, he reminded himself.

      “Captain Mitchell, Captain Hughes, thank you for joining us. I know you’ve been briefed on the situation. This is Commander Williams, a former Navy SEAL with Special Operations experience. He’ll be the commanding officer of this task force.” The Admiral’s eyes were sharp, as if he expected them to contradict him, but they were silent. Jake was surprised he was being addressed by his former military rank, but he let it go. It wouldn’t matter what his title was as long as he could get the job done.

      Colonel Kenby stepped in.  “I apologize for making you wait outside, but Commander Williams hadn’t yet been briefed on the situation.” He turned to Ms. Amari. “Can I offer you a glass of water?”

      “No, thank you,” she murmured. “But I need to know you will be keeping our agreement.”

      Her voice was low and she had the trace of an accent. Jake wanted to ask her what agreement she was talking about, not only so he knew what was going on, but also to hear her voice again.  Don’t focus on her. The last thing he wanted was to make her uncomfortable around him.
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