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Fernando Enrique Ortega pushed the cleaning cart down the hallway toward the men’s restroom, nodding and smiling at everyone he passed. It was a game day so everyone was in a good mood. Even the ones arguing over their teams were doing so in a good-natured way—for now. Fernando knew by the third quarter, with a few bad calls and too much alcohol, sentiments would undoubtedly change.

As far as Fernando was concerned, it didn’t matter which side won. He was here for a mission that had nothing to do with football. Today was his last chance to finalize the timing and exact route he would take during the big game a month from now—and neither team would claim victory in that one.

Fernando concentrated on counting the steps from the janitor’s closet to the men’s bathroom on the lower level, and then pretended to check his phone. Leaning against the wall, and attempting to stay out of the way of fans, he took notes on how many minutes and footsteps it had taken him to make his way through the throngs of people crowding the corridor.

Although Fernando made sure to keep a smile on his face, anyone looking closely would have seen that his eyes carried no humor. A former member of the Mexican military, he’d been cleaning toilets in this stadium for the past eight months—and he could truthfully say he’d hated every second of it.

But today was different. This mission made all the preceding demanding and demeaning work worthwhile. Fernando basked in the glory of this role and felt a strange, numbed contentment, despite the adrenaline rushing through him. The intelligence he gained during this shift ensured that the El Soldado cartel he belonged to would become a well-recognized name. Soon, they would not only be taken seriously in the United States—but be feared more than any other terrorist organization in the world.

Just as he reached the restroom, a security officer appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, walking swiftly toward him. Fernando raised his hand in greeting. “How are you today, sir?”

The man simply nodded and continued toward the food court, but Fernando felt an undeniable sense of satisfaction. They had made eye contact with one another, exactly as Fernando had wished. Next time, even if things were tense and chaotic, he would be accepted as part of the natural landscape.

As the security officer disappeared into the crowd, a man pushed past Fernando in the doorway of the restroom, knocking into the cleaning cart and almost tipping it. Fernando had the impulse to lash out, but successfully controlled the urge. Instead he began humming to calm himself, and went about his normal cleaning duties. The restroom had cleared out somewhat by the time he finished, leaving only a few occupants at the urinals.

Trying to appear as inconspicuous as possible, Fernando removed a security uniform shirt and badge from a canvas bag attached to his cart and placed them in the end booth. Then he attached an Out of Order sign on the stall door and wheeled his cart back into the corridor, whistling as he went. 

Once in the hallway, Fernando squinted down at his timer to see how long it had taken, then made the notations. As he turned to go back in to retrieve the shirt and credentials, his phone vibrated. He was tempted to ignore the interruption—it would throw off his calculations—but recognizing the number, he answered. “Go ahead.”

“We have a problem.” The voice, though quiet, carried an ominous tone.

Fernando did not respond, but walked swiftly to a place where he could find a little more privacy. He knew without asking what was coming next, so he waited.

“It will require the services of you and your men.”

Fernando smiled. Of course, it will is what he was thinking. “What are the terms?” is what he asked out loud.

“Before we get to that, I need an update.”

“On what? I am busy. Please hurry.” Fernando scanned the hallway. He didn’t want to be seen talking on the phone when he was supposed to be working.

“On our friend with the gambling problem.”

Fernando felt a nerve twitch over his right eye. He hated being micromanaged. “He will receive another call in two days, and he will make contact—just as we discussed.”

“Are you sure?”

Exhaling loudly, Fernando replied, “I am certain.” The man’s condescending words sparked more anger in him. “Now, what is the reason for this call?”

“As I said, I need your services.”

A clicking sound echoed through the receiver, causing Fernando to envision the man pacing in his extravagant DC office. 

“And the terms?” Fernando asked again.

“One million dollars on satisfactory completion of the assignment.”

Fernando stopped walking, causing the people behind him to almost run into him.  That was a large sum of money for one job. He knew there must be a catch, so he tried to sound casual. “And what does the satisfactory completion of the mission entail?”

“Remember I mentioned a thorn in my side?” 

“Si.”

“I want it taken care of.”

“Do you mean eliminated?”

“Eliminated. Once and for all.” There was a short silence. “Do you have paper and a pen? Write this down.”

Fernando grabbed the small tablet he had in his back pocket and a pen from his shirt. “Go ahead.” He wrote down a date, time, and address and then read it back. “Wait. This is tomorrow. That is impossible.”

“Why is it not possible?”

“I have no time to do reconnaissance on the site or formulate a plan.”

The man laughed but there was no trace of humor in it. “You will have to figure that out, my friend.”

“This is a large undertaking.” Fernando did not try to conceal his anger. “With preparation, the job would only take two men. With this type of turnaround, I will need five to ensure nothing goes wrong.”

“What are you saying?” The caller’s voice hardened.

“I’m saying I need more money.” Fernando knew he was pushing his luck, but this man had a way of getting under his skin, making him feel more like a servant than a partner. Just because he held a high position in the U.S. government didn’t give the caller the authority to push him around. 

Plus, Fernando could sense the urgency and tension in his voice, indicating the importance of the mission. With the close timing, there would be no time to find someone else to undertake the assignment. “Two million.”

“One and a half. Take it, or leave it.”

Fernando sighed. “Very well... I think I will leave it.” He started to hang up. 

“Wait! All right! Two!”

“Thank you for being reasonable,” Fernando said, calmly. “Back to the business at hand. You say you have a thorn, but I need a name.”

“I will send you the information. You will perhaps be surprised by the person’s photo, but do not underestimate the threat.”

“Si.” Fernando frowned and shook his head. “My men are not in the habit of underestimating the threat.”

“It is imperative this be taken care of once and for all. Completely. And at this point, no matter the cost.”

“No matter the cost in money, señor?” Fernando wanted to be clear about the instructions. “Or lives?”

“This person must be eliminated no matter the cost,” was the reply. “Period.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1

[image: ]




Saturday

Nicholas “Colt” Colton stood beside his truck outside the dilapidated office building on the outskirts of DC and studied his surroundings. He liked to trust his gut, and right now, his gut was telling him something wasn’t right. 

Sliding his sunglasses to the top of his head, he watched a fast food wrapper bounce and tumble across the muddy parking lot before getting lodged between the links of a rusty construction fence. Two large bulldozers and a truck sat idly beside porta-johns, indicating major renovations were taking place. 

From the appearance of the neighborhood, it needed a facelift. The building in front of him stood twelve stories tall with an apparent mix of retail and commercial office space inside. Colt’s gaze moved to the structure on the south side, which, judging from the broken windows, was abandoned. The building on the other side still had windows but was only in slightly better shape.

Colt continued to scan the area. A large banner on the building read Office Space Available. Even though a few dozen cars were parked in the lot, there didn’t appear to be any security measures in sight—no cameras, no doorman, no guards. Maybe that was a good thing. Colt was pretty sure the high-powered rifle and other tactical equipment he intended to take inside with him would not pass a checkpoint screening. 

Although he had planned to leave his equipment in his vehicle, he didn’t want to take the chance now. Hell, from the looks of the neighborhood, he didn’t even feel comfortable leaving his truck unattended. At least by taking his gear inside with him, he could help relieve the sensation of foreboding roiling through his body. He had no idea if this meeting was a setup or the real thing, but he was at the point where he’d do anything to catch a lead on the suspected terror plot against the United States.

Leaning inside the vehicle to grab his bag from behind the seat, he winced at the pain the position caused. The wound he’d received during a hostage rescue operation four days earlier had been stitched, but it still hurt every time he moved. He’

Colt checked his watch and saw it was time to get moving. Carrying his equipment in a duffel bag to look inconspicuous, he relaxed a little when he entered the building and discovered the lobby was deserted. The muted sound of a filing cabinet drawer being slammed shut—and then a phone buzzing—reached his ears, providing the only evidence the offices on the first floor were occupied.

He contemplated taking the stairs for a little exercise, but the elevator door was open, and the cab was empty. With two dozen stitches holding his abdomen together, he decided the elevator appeared more inviting than the stairwell.

The fewer people that see me, the better. 

As the doors started to close, Colt rested his head against the wall and breathed a deep sigh of relief. He hated encounters with anonymous people—“blind dates” as they called them in the intelligence community. He was glad for the few minutes of solitude the elevator ride would provide to focus his mind on the task at hand.

But suddenly, a toe—and then an entire high-heeled red shoe—appeared in the crack of the closing door, causing the safety mechanism to engage, and the door to reopen. 

“Sorry.” A tall blonde stepped in without bothering to look up from her phone. Wearing a just-above-the-knee, black pencil skirt with a white blouse tucked into it, she carried a cup of coffee in one hand and had an oversized purse slung over the other shoulder. A pair of dark, reflective sunglasses sat snugly on her nose, concealing her eyes.

Glancing over the top of her shades at the panel of buttons and apparently seeing it was going to the twelfth floor, she lifted her foot and pressed the >|< button, as if using her feet and legs to operate the elevator was a common occurrence for her. Even though Colt kept his gaze downcast, he couldn’t help but notice the thin ankle that turned into a shapely calf, and then the leg that disappeared beneath the hem of her skirt. He cleared his throat and lowered his head even further, so all he could see was the laces of his own shoes.

When she retreated to the other side of the elevator, he leaned his head back again—and concentrated on not banging it repeatedly against the wall. The only thing worse than riding all the way to the top floor with someone was when that someone was female with long legs. Damn, why didn’t I just take the stairs? 

To make matters worse, the elevator groaned and vibrated and moved so sluggishly, he could barely tell it was ascending. Colt concentrated on the numbers above the doors as they blinked off the floors, intent on not looking at, or making eye contact with, the blonde standing four feet away. 

For one thing, it was about business—he didn’t want her to get a good look at him. But the second reason was personal. He had formed a vivid picture of the face that belonged to those legs, and he didn’t want to be disappointed by the reality. It would be comparable to opening a big, brightly wrapped package at Christmas and discovering that it wasn’t at all what you imagined it to be. And there was no way the real thing was as good as what he had pictured in his mind right now. Let a man have his dreams. 

He watched floor number three light up.

Can this thing move any slower?

The view of the woman on the other side of the elevator continued to tug at the periphery of his vision like a magnet, but Colt refused to turn his head.

Well, maybe it won’t hurt to take a quick peek. 

That’s when Colt thought he heard a gunshot.

The woman must have too, because out of the corner of his eye, he saw her slide her sunglasses onto her head and stiffen as if on high alert.

Not taking any chances, Colt casually removed his jacket and reached down to unzip his duffel bag almost in one movement. He glanced at the woman after he had finished assembling and loading his modified M-4 and saw no fear—only a calm, disconcerting curiosity on a face that was so stunning, it caught him off guard. A Christmas package that was even better than he’d imagined? He didn’t want to look any closer. Things like this didn’t happen in real life.

“You’re a cop, I hope,” she said with a faint smile as she stared at the gun. Her voice was soft and had the same effect as a warm sunbeam settling upon his shoulders on a cold day.

“Something like that.” He lowered his gaze and caught the breath she had taken away, then slung the rifle over his shoulder and clipped some extra equipment to his belt before hitting the button for the ninth floor. 

The initial gunshots sounded as if they were coming from the first floor, but they were getting louder and more frequent. He wanted to give himself room to escape to an upper level if necessary—especially since he now had a civilian to protect.

“Here’s what’s going to happen.” He put his hand on the woman’s shoulder and maneuvered her to the far corner of the elevator, causing him to look at her again. Her hair was pulled back and piled on her head in a simple, old-fashioned bun that brought to mind the image of a school librarian—prim and proper and probably prudish. 

Strike that—never met a librarian with legs like that.

He cleared his throat and his mind and returned to the task at hand.

“When the door opens, I’m going to step outside. Don’t move until you hear me say, ‘clear.’” He leaned forward to make sure she understood, and stared into the most brilliant green eyes he had ever seen. Not wanting to stare, his gaze inadvertently dropped to her lips, all glossy and red like she was going out on a date. Geezus.

He noticed she was nodding, waiting for him to continue, so he took a step back to put some space between them. “When I say, ‘clear,’ come out, grab my shoulder, and hold on. Got it?”

The elevator bell dinged, indicating they had reached the eighth floor, so he moved into position. Glancing over at the woman, he gave one last command. “Leave the coffee and the suitcase behind.”

When the light for the ninth floor lit up, he raised his weapon and went on full alert. “Get ready.”

Standing to the side as the door opened, he swung his gun out, left and then right. “Clear.”

He felt a hand grab his shoulder just as he’d instructed, but as the elevator doors rolled shut behind him, he was pulled backward, and sharp fingernails dug into his skin.

“What in the hell are you doing?” He turned around and saw that her purse had caught in the door, and she was trying to dislodge it. “I thought I told you to lose the suitcase.”

“It’s not a suitcase.” She kept tugging on the strap firmly stuck in the door. “It’s my handbag.”

He grabbed her hand and physically pried her fingers away, just as more shots echoed from a floor or two beneath them. The elevator had apparently been built as an afterthought and stood right in the middle of the building. They were sitting ducks from every direction. Colt pushed her back against the elevator block and stood in front of her as they inched their way around to the opposite side. 

“You see that?” He pointed toward a room with a long counter running across the entire length. 

She nodded. 

“When I say ‘go,’ run across the hall and dive behind it. You understand?”

She acknowledged that she understood, but kept her gaze intent on the office doorway.

Colt stepped out and aimed his gun toward the stairwell in case anyone breached it. “Go!”

She took off running and disappeared over the top, followed by a loud thump when she hit the floor on the other side. Colt sprinted right behind, but instead of diving, he placed one hand on the counter, and threw his legs over, landing on his feet. He crouched down beside her as she sat rubbing the top of her head. One shoe was still on, but the other lay on the floor beside her. “Show off,” she muttered. “You said dive.”

Colt just shrugged, pretending the vault had been easy—and under ordinary circumstances, it would have been. But his gut felt like it had ripped open again. He hoped it wasn’t bleeding, but he was too busy dialing his phone to worry about it.

“Fury One here, you read?” He forgot he was on the phone, not a radio.

“Yeah, I got you.”

Colt heard the calm voice of Blake Madison, a former SEAL teammate and now co-owner of Phantom Force Tactical, a private security business they’d opened together. Blake was his closest and most trusted friend, and was the one who had arranged the meeting in this building.

“Hey, man. What’s going on here? You hearing anything?”

“Yeah,” the woman said from behind him. “What’s going on?”

Colt shot her a look over his shoulder that made her lean back and bite her lip.

“We’re getting reports that the building you’re in has an active shooter or shooters,” Blake said.

“I knew that much.” Colt glanced at his watch and saw he was now late for his appointment. He wondered if the guy he was supposed to meet had been caught up in the chaos. “Is it related to anything we’re working on?”

“What are you working on?” The woman inched closer.

Colt stood but remained low behind the counter and moved a few feet away so he could have a confidential conversation. As he did so, he could hear a muffled discussion as if Blake were receiving an update.

“Okay. Not much coming across on the local scanner, but Twitter is saying five shooters and possibly some hostages.” Blake paused a moment as if reading more. “Some witnesses are saying the hostiles appear to be Hispanic.”

Colt tried to keep his face from showing any signs of emotion, but his mind was going a million miles a minute. Was this a coincidence? Or the prelude to something much bigger? 

“What floor are you on?” Blake interrupted his thoughts, and before he could respond, his friend spoke again. This time, Blake’s voice conveyed much more urgency.  

“Wherever you are, head—” The phone crackled and then went silent.

“Head where, buddy? You still there?”

The lights in the office flickered once and then everything went dark.

“That’s not good.” The woman spoke the words quietly, but in the sudden silence, they sounded thunderous.

Colt had been thinking the same thing but didn’t want to say it. He didn’t offer any words of comfort, and he didn’t tell any lies. The darkness and his silence would confirm her suspicions of the seriousness of the situation so why waste his breath?  

Glancing down at his phone, he saw it had no signal. Shit. He rolled his eyes upward. Seriously? Another two seconds of service so Blake could have finished his sentence would have been nice. Head where?

“What’s going on?” The woman didn’t sound fearful, but she inched nearer, sliding her rear end across the floor so that now he could feel her leg against his.

Colt was busy listening to the sounds coming from below them and trying to figure out his next move. The door of the office they were in was hanging by one hinge. From what he’d seen when they’d exited the elevator, none of the other offices on this floor even had doors. 

“Not my job to tell you.” He reached into his bag and pulled out another magazine for his gun, which he tucked into one of his leg pockets within easy reach.

“What is your job?”

He turned his head to glare at her, but since he couldn’t see her in the dark interior room, he pretended not to hear.

“Okay. Let’s try something easy.” She sounded irritated. “What’s your name?”

Colt didn’t answer, and this time didn’t bother to look at her. 

“Guess I’ll just call you Fury One. That works, right?”

He growled in disgust and turned his head toward her. “What are you, a reporter or something?”

“Umm, yeah.”

Colt felt his heart drop. He couldn’t help it. It was like sitting down beside a good-looking woman at a bar and then finding out she’s married. Actually, it was worse. It was like sitting down beside a beautiful woman at a bar, one you hoped to get to know intimately, and finding out she’s a lesbian. 

He turned away to make sure she couldn’t read the disappointment stamped on his face. “And your name is?” He spoke into the darkness.

“Who wants to know?”

Geezus Lord. What did I do to deserve this?  Note to self: Take the stairs next time.

“Never mind.” 

Colt checked his phone again. Still no signal. Blake must have meant head up to the top of the building. Judging from the sound of gunfire and screaming below, there was no way he could go down. With a little better than a fifty-fifty chance of being right, Colt grabbed the woman’s hand and helped her up. “Follow me. We need to move.” 
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“You ready?” Colt stood facing the door, his gun in position, waiting for her to move in behind him.

“No. Wait. I lost a shoe.”

She had apparently dropped back down to her hands because he could hear her groping around in the dark. 

“You need to be able to run.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet again in one swift movement. “Barefoot is better than heels.”

“You’ve obviously never seen me run in heels.”

The vivid image of her long legs in nothing but a pair of red heels made him stop what he was doing, but the mental diversion only lasted a second. “You’ve got me there.” He reached all the way down, lifted her ankle with one hand, and removed her remaining shoe—none too gently—with the other. 

“Maybe we’ll try that sometime for kicks when there isn’t a chance it could get both of us killed.” He flung the shoe so it fell out of reach. “For now, no shoes.”

“Your call,” she said, seeming to take his sarcasm in stride. “By the way, it’s Josephine.”

“What’s Josephine?”

“My name, dummy.”

Colt nodded, but his thoughts were focused on an escape plan. They were on a floor that contained empty office space, with no place for concealment. He had to find something that provided better cover. 

He glanced over his shoulder at her. “We’re going to run up the stairwell, take one floor, and see what’s up there.” He didn’t bother to tell her he was hunting for something that would offer some protection—like a room with a door that would lock. “Got it?” 

He switched on a small flashlight and saw her nod.

“Keep your hand on my back so I know where you are.”

Again she nodded.

“And be aware of what’s behind you. Give me a squeeze if you see or hear anything. Let’s go.”

They both hopped up on the counter backwards and swung their legs around to the right in unison, almost as if it were a practiced move. Colt felt her hand on his shirt as he made his way to the stairwell, and took the steps rapidly with his gun aimed up. 

Tearing open the door on the next level, he saw in a glance that it was clear of targets. The walls had been knocked down between the offices so only a few supports and piles of debris remained. Colt barely paused. “Let’s take another floor.”

Back to the stairwell they went. Josephine kept up with his stride but was breathing hard by the time they reached the next landing. Colt charged through the door, rifle ready, and saw that, again, it was mostly under construction. But this time, there were large stacks of plywood and lumber, as well as assorted equipment strewn throughout. 

As he was analyzing the defensive qualities, a barrage of gunfire echoed from below, helping him to make his decision. It sounded close—no more than two floors down.

“This way.” With Josephine’s hand still holding onto the back of his shirt, he sprinted to a pile of plywood and heavy lumber that provided adequate cover as well as a view of the doors. They both collapsed with their backs leaning against the wall, sucking in air as the sound of sirens—and now even a helicopter—reached them. 

There was no doubt in Colt’s mind that Blake had located a nearby chopper and sent it here to assess the situation. Within seconds of losing comm, Blake had undoubtedly been ordering up the cavalry, too. Help was on its way.

Nice job, guys.

“How much ammo do you have?” Josephine interrupted his thoughts. 

Despite the fact that she was still trying to catch her breath, her voice sounded casual, as if she were asking if he’d brought an umbrella in case of rain.

Colt peered down at her sideways. “Enough for a while. Why?” He knew something was wrong because up until now, everything she’d said had been with a smile and a sense of humor. Now her brow was creased, and her eyes were serious.

He started to rise, but she grabbed his forearm and stopped him.

“Because if things go to shit, I’d appreciate it if you’d save one for me. Okay?”

Colt stared again into her green eyes. They were expressive, stunning, yet seemed to reflect a trace of sadness he hadn’t perceived before. His gaze reflexively darted to her lips again before locking on to those emerald orbs that seemed to turn from solid to liquid beneath his stare. They were, without a doubt, the most beautiful eyes he’d ever gazed upon—and they belonged to a woman who had just politely asked him to put a bullet through her head if the shooters came through the door. 

For a moment, he wasn’t sure he could answer. He cleared his throat. “We’re going to get out of here. Don’t worry.”

“I don’t need a pep talk.” He’d never beheld such a serious expression on a woman’s face before. “Just promise.” 

Colt stood and eased his way to a window. It resembled a war zone out there. Police were staged everywhere, but they were behind their cars—taking defensive stances, not moving. Meanwhile, the firing below them continued to move closer. From the looks and the sounds, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to see there was a pretty good chance that things would go to shit—and soon.

He sat down again, put his head against the wall, and closed his eyes. “Here’s the deal.” He lifted his head and studied her expression. “If things go south, I’m going down fighting.” 

She gazed up at him with a confident, hopeful look as she brushed a strand of loose hair from her eyes. For the first time, his eyes fell on the wedding band on her left hand, and he came to a conclusion. She was somebody’s wife—maybe even a mother. She deserved a fighting chance to survive this—or to end it on her own terms. 

He pulled his sidearm from a holster under his shirt and handed it to her, grip first. “You ever use one of—”

She grasped it confidently, pulled back the slide and checked the chamber for a round, never bothering to answer his question. “Thanks. I feel better now.”

Colt turned his head away, and gazed upward in silent appeal. I don’t. 
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Suddenly, a great rush of noise and loud footsteps reached them, echoing in such a way it was hard to tell from where it came. Colt stood and readied his gun as three women and two men—one of them elderly—came bursting out of the stairwell, tripping over one another.

Gunfire could be heard, as well, but the way the sound was magnified and distorted in the confines of the building, it played tricks on Colt’s ears. He was unable to determine if the clamor was coming from above or below, who was shooting, and from where. It was a gigantic mishmash of noise and concussion with seemingly no point of origin.

“Over here.” He stood up from behind the pile of wood and waved at those who had entered, but the women screamed as soon as they saw his gun. They all turned to run in the opposite direction, and ended up pushing and tripping over each other in their haste.

Josephine climbed onto the pile and waved her arms. “No, this way. He’s a good guy.”

The group stopped and then barreled toward them as if they’d made a collective decision without speaking.

“Get behind the wood,” Colt ordered. “Keep your heads down.”

As Josephine helped them, he walked toward the stairwell and listened. It was quiet for the moment, but sometimes that could turn out to be worse than noise.

“We were trying to go up the stairs, but there was a masked guy with a gun,” the one man told Josephine. 

“What floor?” Colt went back to the group and jumped in on the conversation. “Was he above or below us?”

“He was right behind us.” The man stopped to catch his breath. “From below, but he didn’t stop on this floor. I think he kept going...up.”

Great. Now I’ve got men with guns above and below and a bunch of civilians. What next?

A blaze of gunfire answered his question. One of the shooters burst out of the stairwell door with his gun firing straight ahead of him. Colt whirled around and pressed the trigger twice. Tap. Tap. The firing stopped.

Walking over the prostrate body, he tried to make out features in the dim light. The man was dressed in black, and, just as Colt had suspected, wore body armor—which is why he had aimed for the head. Unfortunately, that made any type of identification difficult, but he didn’t have time to worry about that. 

With a quick motion, he reached down and grabbed the weapon lying on the floor. Before he could turn around, one of the women was standing beside him with her long fingernails digging into his arm. Her other hand covered her eyes so she couldn’t see the body. “What are you going to do?” She shook his arm. “You’ve got to help us find a way out of here!”

Before Colt could respond, Josephine spoke in a voice that conveyed an end to her patience. “He’s not a first responder, ma’am. He’s your last resort. Stay out of his way, and let him operate.”

Colt shot her a look of appreciation as he mechanically handed her the shooter’s gun. “Hold onto that in case I need it.” Then he motioned for the rest of the group to gather around.

“We’re going up to the top floor.” Colt had been listening to the sound of the helicopter and knew for sure it had to be a Phantom Force operator signaling for him to go up. Once they got to the rooftop, he would have to fend off the bad guys for as long as it took to fly everyone out. The chopper could take three at a time tops, so that would mean two trips before they got to him.

“What if they have explosives? A bomb?” Josephine sounded unconcerned, as if she were just analyzing the situation and wanted to figure out how to react.

Colt had been wondering the same thing but didn’t want to reply with the possibilities that had gone through his mind. The best-case scenario was they would all be killed instantly, but there was the possibility of getting crushed when the building fell—or worse yet—surviving the initial blast and living long enough to die of smoke inhalation. “You watch too many movies,” is all he said.

He slammed a fresh magazine into his gun and turned to the group. “Everybody ready? We need to stick tightly together.”

They all nodded.

“Get in a line and hold onto the shoulder of the person in front of you. Josephine positioned the older gentleman as the third one in line before she went to the back, making her the first one to be hit if someone approached them from behind. She had the gunman’s AR-15 slung over her shoulder, and Colt’s pistol tucked into the waistband of her skirt within easy reach, but she seemed more intent on helping the others up the stairs than taking any defensive action. The expression on her face was one of worry—not fright—evoking an image of strength and stamina that was completely at odds with her feminine persona.

Colt’s eyes scanned the group. “Listen up. I’m going through the stairwell door. When I say ‘clear,’ everybody move forward. Got it?” When he saw the nodding of heads, he turned and swung open the stairwell door with ferocious energy, pointing his rifle up and then down. “All clear.”

As a hand grabbed his shirt, he began climbing, but he was moving much faster than the line, so he broke away and reached the landing door when the rest of the group was only about halfway up. Not wanting to take a chance and open the door, he removed his ball cap and held it near the small window—causing an instant barrage of gunfire.

“Everyone down!”

One woman screamed, and the other civilians whimpered as they flattened themselves against the stairs. Colt stood behind the concrete wall and shook his head, counting the shots and waiting for the pause when the gunman had to reload. 

“Stay calm, everyone.” He heard Josephine whisper to the group. “And stay low until you hear him yell ‘clear.’”

The moment the gunfire stopped, Colt lunged through the door. The terrorist was so sure of himself, he stood with his head down, slamming another magazine into his rifle. Colt double-tapped him, and he dropped.

Taking no chances, Colt turned and swung his rifle left and right, seeking other targets. This floor was nearer completion than the one below; at least here, the walls were studded out. Not seeing or hearing any other threats, Colt yelled “clear” to the group behind him. He wanted to get them out of the stairwell as quickly as possible.

The sound of the helicopter sweeping down was loud on this floor, but so was the sound of shooting from below. Colt had taken out two gunmen, so if the reports were right, there were still three loose in the building, probably heading this way now that they had heard the return fire. He put his hand into his bag and felt around, his eyes still scanning the room. He was down to two magazines of ammo for his rifle, plus another one for the Glock he’d given to Josephine.

Thinking of Josephine, he caught a glimpse of her as she came through the door. Her tattered blouse was half in and half out of her skirt now, and her hair was mostly loose and in complete disarray. Her face showed little signs of strain, but he assumed that was just an act to keep the others in the group calm. He wouldn’t be surprised if she collapsed into a weeping mess when this was over, and for a fleeting moment, he hoped he’d be there to catch her. 

Suddenly, one of the women yelled and fell to the floor, holding her arm. “Oh, I’m bleeding!”

Josephine ran over and inspected the injury while Colt raised his gun back to the ready position and tried to figure out what had happened. After a few seconds, he realized the woman had been in such a hurry to squeeze through the door first, she’d sliced her arm on a nail sticking out of the wall. 

There was a large amount of blood, but the injury was minor. When Colt’s gaze met Josephine’s, he could have sworn she rolled her eyes before kneeling down and trying to calm the woman. 

“It’s not that bad,” she said soothingly while searching around for something to stop the blood. Finding nothing, she ripped a strip off her own torn blouse and made a makeshift bandage. “All better.” Then she peered up at Colt.

“Looks like you need a nurse, too.” She nodded toward his stomach.

“Dammit.” Colt noticed his blood-soaked tee shirt for the first time. 

“Let me take a look.” He didn’t resist when she lifted his shirt, but he watched her face as she ran her eyes over the large slice on his stomach. He wanted to think it was his six-pack abs that made her eyes burn brighter, but he had a feeling it was the copious amount of blood seeping out of the wound. When she ran her finger over the torn flesh, he pressed his lips together—not from pain, but from the gentleness of the touch.

“You’ve got a couple of ripped stitches.” She gazed up at him with humor in her eyes again. “You pick a fight with a barbed wire fence or something?”

“I’ll live.” He pulled his shirt back down. 

“Here’s a first-aid kit,” one of the men said, pointing to a shelf.

“Great.” Josephine walked over and rifled through the box. “Let me throw a bandage on so you don’t bleed to death on us.”

The others nodded in agreement. “Yes, we need you.”

Colt grudgingly nodded. He didn’t want to rip any more stitches if he could help it. A bandage would be better than nothing.

“Here’s some antiseptic spray. Probably going to sting.”

Josephine didn’t give him a chance to respond before sticking the bottle near the wound and giving it a squirt. Colt closed one eye and suppressed the swear word on the tip of his tongue when the liquid hit the wound. 
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