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One


Late Spring


Maryland


Before tonight, the closest Tess Bailey had come to a strip club was on TV, where beautiful women danced seductively in G-strings, taut young body parts bouncing and gleaming from a stage that sparkled and flashed.


In the Gentlemen’s Den, thousands of miles from Hollywood in a rundown neighborhood north of Washington, DC, the mirror ball was broken, and the aging stripper on the sagging makeshift stage looked tired and cold.


‘Whoops.’ Nash turned his back to the noisy room, carefully keeping his face in the shadows. ‘That’s Gus Mondelay sitting with Decker,’ he told Tess.


Diego Nash had the kind of face that stood out in a crowd. And Nash obviously didn’t want Mondelay – whoever he was – to see him.


Tess followed him back toward the bar, away from the table where Lawrence Decker, Nash’s longtime Agency partner, was working undercover.


She bumped into someone. ‘Excuse me—’


Oh my God! The waitresses weren’t wearing any shirts. The Gentlemen’s Den wasn’t just a strip club, it was also a topless bar. She grabbed Nash’s hand and dragged him down the passageway that led to the pay phone and the restrooms. It was dark back there, with the added bonus of nary a half-naked woman in sight.


She had to say it. ‘This was just a rumor—’


He pinned her up against the wall and nuzzled her neck, his arms braced on either side of her. She was stunned for only about three seconds before she realized that two men had staggered out of the men’s room. This was just another way for Nash to hide his face.


She pretended that she was only pretending to melt as he kissed her throat and jawline, as he waited until Drunk and Drunker pushed past them before he spoke, his breath warm against her ear. ‘There were at least four shooters set up and waiting out front in the parking lot. And those were just the ones I spotted as we were walking in.’


The light in the parking lot had been dismal. Tess’s concentration had alternated between her attempts not to catch her foot in a pothole and fall on her face, and the two biker types who appeared to be having, quite literally, a pissing contest. Not to mention the unbelievable fact that she was out in the real world with the legendary Diego Nash . . .


They were now alone in the hallway, but Nash hadn’t moved out of whispering range. He was standing so close, Tess’s nose was inches from the collar of his expensive shirt. He smelled outrageously good. ‘Who’s Gus Mondelay?’ she asked.


‘An informant,’ he said tersely, the muscle in the side of his perfect jaw jumping. ‘He’s on the Agency payroll, but lately I’ve been wondering . . .’ He shook his head. ‘It fits that he’s here, now. He’d enjoy watching Deck get gunned down.’ The smile he gave her was grim. ‘Thanks for having the presence of mind to call me.’


Tess still couldn’t believe the conversation she’d overheard just over an hour ago at Agency headquarters.


A rumor had come in that Lawrence Decker’s cover had been blown and there was an ambush being set to kill him. The Agency’s night shift support staff had attempted to contact him, but had been able to do little more than leave a message on his voicemail.


No one in the office had bothered to get in touch with Diego Nash.


‘Nash isn’t working this case with Decker,’ Suellen Foster had informed Tess. ‘Besides, it’s just a rumor.’


Nash was more than Decker’s partner. He was Decker’s friend. Tess had called him even as she ran for the parking lot.


‘So what do we do?’ Tess asked now, looking up at Nash.


He had eyes the color of melted chocolate – warm eyes that held a perpetual glint of amusement whenever he came into the office in HQ and flirted with the mostly female support staff. He liked to perch on the edge of Tess’s desk in particular, and the other Agency analysts and staffers teased her about his attention. They also warned her of the dangers of dating a field agent, particularly one like Diego Nash, who had a serious 007 complex.


As if she needed their warning.


Nash sat on her desk because he liked her little bowl of lemon mints, and because she called him ‘tall, dark and egotistical’ right to his perfect cheekbones, and refused to take him seriously.


Right now, though, she was in his world, and she was taking him extremely seriously.


Right now his usually warm eyes were cold and almost flat-looking, as if part of him were a million miles away.


‘We do nothing,’ Nash told Tess. ‘You go home.’


‘I can help.’


He’d already dismissed her. ‘You’ll help more by leaving.’


‘I’ve done the training,’ she informed him, blocking his route back to the bar. ‘I’ve got an application in for a field agent position. It’s just a matter of time before—’


Nash shook his head. ‘They’re not going to take you. They’re never going to take you. Look, Bailey, thanks for the ride, but—’


‘Tess,’ she said. He had a habit of calling the support staff by their last names, but tonight she was here, in the field. ‘And they are too going to take me. Brian Underwood told me—’


‘Brian Underwood was stringing you along because he was afraid you would quit and he needs you on support. You’ll excuse me if I table this discussion on your lack of promotability and start focusing on the fact that my partner is about to—’


‘I can get a message to Decker,’ Tess pointed out. ‘No one in that bar has ever seen me before.’


Nash laughed in her face. ‘Yeah, what? Are you going to walk over to him with your freckles and your Sunday church picnic clothes—’


‘These aren’t Sunday-church-picnic clothes!’ They were running-into-work-on-a-Friday-night-at-10:30-to-pick-up-a-file clothes. Jeans. Sneakers. T-shirt.


T-shirt . . .


Tess looked back down the hall toward the bar, toward the ordering station where the waitresses came to pick up drinks and drop off empty glasses.


‘You stand out in this shithole as much as I do wearing this suit,’ Nash told her. ‘More. If you walk up to Decker looking the way you’re looking . . .’


There was a stack of small serving trays, right there, by the bartender’s cash register.


‘He’s my friend, too,’ Tess said. ‘He needs to be warned, and I can do it.’


‘No.’ Finality rang in his voice. ‘Just walk out the front door, Bailey, get back into your car, and—’


Tess pulled off her T-shirt, took off her bra, and handed both to him.


‘What message should I give him?’ she asked.


Nash looked at her, looked at the shirt and wispy lace of bra dangling from his hand, looked at her again.


Looked at her. ‘Jeez, Bailey.’


Tess felt the heat in her cheeks as clearly as she felt the coolness from the air-conditioning against her bare back and shoulders.


‘What should I tell him?’ she asked Nash again.


‘Damn,’ he said, laughing a little bit. ‘Okay. O-kay.’ He stuffed her clothes into his jacket pocket. ‘Except you still look like a Sunday school teacher.’


Tess gave him a disbelieving look and an outraged noise. ‘I do not.’ For God’s sake, she was standing here half naked—


But he reached for her, unfastening the top button of her jeans and unzipping them.


‘Hey!’ She tried to pull back, but he caught her.


‘Don’t you watch MTV?’ he asked, folding her pants down so that they were more like hip huggers, his fingers warm against her skin.


Her belly button was showing now, as well as the top of her panties, the zipper of her jeans precariously half pulled down. ‘Yeah, in all my limitless free time.’


‘You could use some lipstick.’ Nash stepped back and looked at her critically, then, with both hands, completely messed up her short hair. He stepped back and looked again. ‘That’s a little better.’


Gee, thanks. ‘Message?’ she said.


‘Tell Decker to stay put for now,’ Nash ordered. ‘They’re not going to hit him inside. Don’t tell him that – he knows. That’s what I’m telling you, you understand?’


Tess nodded.


‘I’m going to make a perimeter circuit of this place,’ he continued. ‘I’ll meet you right back here – no, in the ladies’ room – in ten minutes. Give the message to Deck, be brief, don’t blow it by trying to tell him too much, then get your ass in the ladies’ room and stay there until I’m back. Is that clear?’


Tess nodded again. She’d never seen this Nash before – this order-barking, cold-bloodedly decisive commander. She’d never seen the Nash he’d become in the car, on the way over here, before either. After she’d made that first phone call, she’d picked him up downtown. She’d told him again, in greater detail, all that she’d overheard as they’d headed to the Gentlemen’s Den. He’d gotten very quiet, very grim, when his attempts to reach Decker on his cell phone had failed.


He’d been scared, she’d realized as she’d glanced at him. He had been genuinely frightened that they were too late, that the hit had already gone down, that his partner – his friend – was already dead.


When they got here and the parking lot was quiet, when they walked inside and spotted Decker still alive and breathing, there had been a fraction of a second in which Tess had been sure Nash was going to faint from relief.


It was eye-opening. It was possible that Diego Nash was human after all.


Tess gave him one last smile, then headed down the hall toward one of those little serving trays on the bar. God, she was about to walk into a room filled with drunken men, with her breasts bare and her pants halfway down her butt. Still, it couldn’t possibly be worse than that supercritical once-over Nash had given her.


‘Tess.’ He caught her arm, and she looked back at him. ‘Be careful,’ he said.


She nodded again. ‘You, too.’


He smiled then – a flash of straight white teeth. ‘Deck’s going to shit monkeys when he sees you.’


With that, he was gone.


Tess grabbed the tray from the bar and pushed her way out into the crowd.


Something was wrong.


Decker read it in Gus Mondelay’s eyes, in the way the heavyset man was sitting across from him at the table.


Although it was possible that the wrong he was reading was due to the four beef enchiladas Mondelay had wolfed down at Joey’s Mexican Shack twenty minutes before meeting Decker here.


But Deck didn’t trust Mondelay any farther than he could throw him. And something about the sound of the man’s voice when he’d called to set up this meeting with Freedom Network leader Tim Ebersole had made Decker leave early enough to follow Mondelay as he left work, and to trail him over here. But aside from the Shack, Mondelay hadn’t made any other stops before arriving at the Gentlemen’s Den. He hadn’t talked to anyone on his cell phone either.


Mondelay gestured for Decker to lean closer – it was the only way to be heard over the loud music. ‘Tim must be running late.’


Jesus, Mondelay had a worse than usual case of dog breath tonight.


‘I’m in no hurry,’ Decker said, leaning back again in his seat. Air. Please God, give him some air.


Gus Mondelay had come into contact with the Freedom Network while serving eighteen months in Wallens Ridge Prison for possession of an illegal firearm. The group’s name made them sound brave and flag-wavingly patriotic, but they were really just more bubbas – the Agency nickname for homegrown terrorists with racist, neo-Nazi leanings and a fierce hatred for the federal government. And for all agents of the federal government.


Such as Decker.


Even though Deck’s specialty was terrorist cells of the foreign persuasion, he’d been introduced to informant Gus Mondelay when the man had coughed up what seemed to be evidence that these particular bubbas and al-Qaeda were working in tandem.


Those insane-sounding allegations could not be taken lightly even though Deck himself couldn’t make sense of the scenario. If there was anyone the bubbas hated more than federal agents, it was foreigners. Although the two groups certainly could have found common ground in their hatred of Israel and the Jews.


So Dougie Brendon, the newly appointed Agency director, had assigned Decker to Gus Mondelay. Deck was to use Mondelay to try to work his way deeper into the Freedom Network, with the goal of being present at one of the meetings with members of the alleged al-Qaeda cell.


So far all Mondelay had given him were leads that had gone nowhere.


In return, Decker sat with him night after night, watching emotionally numb women gyrate unenthusiastically in one sleazy strip club after another where he was assaulted by crappy rock music played at brain-jarring decibels. He, of course, paid for the drinks.


Mondelay made the come-closer-to-talk gesture again. ‘I’m going to give Tim a call, see what’s holding him up,’ he said as he pried his cell phone out of his pants pocket.


Decker watched as the other man keyed in a speed dial number, then held his phone to his face, plugging his other ear with one knockwurst-sized finger. Yeah, that would help him hear over the music.


It wouldn’t have been quite so awful to sit here if only the DJ played some Aerosmith every now and then.


Or if the strippers or waitresses in this place bothered to smile – Jesus, or even scowl, for that matter. But their perpetually bored expressions were depressing as hell. They didn’t even bother to be pissed at the fact that they were being exploited.


Mondelay sat back in his chair as whomever he was calling picked up. Decker couldn’t hear the conversation, but he could read lips. He turned his head so that Mondelay was right at the edge of his field of vision.


What the fuck is taking so long? Pause, then, No way, asshole, you were supposeda call me. I been sitting here for almost an hour now, waiting for the fucking goat head.


Huh?


Fuck you, too, douche bag. Mondelay hung up his phone, leaned toward Decker. ‘I got the locale wrong,’ he said. ‘Tim and the others are over at the Bull Run. It was my mistake. Tim says we should come on over. Join them there.’


No. There was no way in hell that Mondelay had been talking to Tim. Decker had heard him on the phone with Tim in the past, and it had been all ‘Yes, sir,’ and ‘Right away, sir.’ ‘Let me kiss your ass, sir,’ not ‘Fuck you, too, douche bag.’


Something was rotten in the Gentlemen’s Den – something besides Mondelay’s toxic breath, that is.


Mondelay wasn’t waiting on any goat head. He was waiting for the go ahead. The son of a bitch was setting Decker up.


Mondelay began the lengthy process of pushing his huge frame up and out of the seat.


‘You boys aren’t leaving, are you?’


Decker looked up and directly into the eyes of Tess Bailey, the computer specialist from the Agency support office.


But okay, no. Truth be told, the first place he looked wasn’t into her eyes.


She’d moved to DC a few years ago, from somewhere in the Midwest. Kansas? A small town, she’d told them once when Nash had asked. Her father was a librarian.


Funny he should remember that about her right now.


Because, holy shit, Toto, Tess Bailey didn’t look like she was in small-town Kansas anymore.


‘There’s a lady over at the bar who wants to buy your next round,’ Tess told him as she shouted to be heard over the music, as he struggled to drag his eyes up to her face.


Nash. The fact that she was here and half naked – no, forget the half-naked part, although, Jesus, that was kind of hard to do when she was standing there half fricking naked – had to mean that Nash was here, too. And if Nash was here, that meant Decker was right about Mondelay setting him up, and he was about to be executed. Or at least kidnapped.


He glanced at Mondelay, at the nervous energy that seemed to surround the big man. No, he’d gotten it right the first time. Mondelay was setting him up to be hit.


Son of a bitch.


‘She said you were cute,’ Tess was shouting at Decker, trying desperately for eye contact. He gave it to her. Mostly. ‘She’s over there, in the back.’ She pointed toward the bar with one arm, using the other to hold her tray up against her chest, which made it a little bit easier to pay attention to what she was saying, despite the fact that it still didn’t make any sense. Cute? Who was in the back of the bar?


Nash, obviously.


‘So what can I get you?’ Tess asked, all cheery smile and adorable freckled nose, and extremely bare breasts beneath that tray she was clutching to herself.


‘We’re on our way out,’ Mondelay informed her.


‘Free drinks,’ Tess said enticingly. ‘You should sit back down and stay a while.’ She looked pointedly at Deck.


A message from Nash. ‘I’ll have another beer,’ Decker shouted up at her with a nod of confirmation.


Mondelay laughed his disbelief. ‘I thought you wanted to meet Tim.’


Decker made himself smile up at the man who’d set him up to be killed. Two pals, out making the rounds of the strip clubs. ‘Yeah, I do.’


‘Well, they’re waiting for us now.’


‘That’s good,’ Decker said. ‘They can wait. We don’t want to look too eager, right?’ He looked at Tess again. ‘Make it imported.’


Mondelay looked at her, too, narrowing his eyes slightly – a sign that he was probably thinking. ‘You’re new here, aren’t you?’


‘He’ll have another beer, too.’ Decker dismissed Tess, hoping she’d take the hint and disappear, fast.


Mondelay was in one hell of a hurry to leave, but he was never in too much of a hurry not to harass a waitress when he had the chance. ‘Whatcha hiding there, honey?’


‘I’ll get those beers.’


Tess was just a little too late. Mondelay had already caught the bottom of her tray, keeping her from leaving. He tugged on it, pulling it away from her, and she let him, but not because she wanted to. She was still smiling, but she wasn’t a good enough liar to hide her discomfort completely. Decker had to look away, hating the fact that she was subjecting herself to this, for him.


Yeah, who was he kidding here? She was doing this for James ‘Diego’ Nash.


‘How long’ve you worked here?’ Mondelay asked her.


The volume of the music dropped as the routine ended and the stripper left the stage. There’d be about ten minutes for their ears to recover before the next woman started to dance.


‘Not very long,’ Tess said. It was still noisy, but she didn’t have to shout quite so loudly anymore.


‘You need to work on your all-over tan.’


‘Yeah,’ she said, cool as could be. ‘I know.’


‘Let her get those beers,’ Decker said.


‘I’d throw her a bang,’ Mondelay said as if Tess weren’t even standing there. ‘Wouldn’t you?’


Deck had been trying to pretend that a woman who was pole dancing on the other side of the bar had caught his full attention, but now he was forced to look up and appraise Tess, whom he knew had a photo of her two little nieces in a frame on her desk along with a plastic action figure of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. He knew it was Buffy because Nash had asked her about it once, and she’d told them it represented both female empowerment and the fact that most people had inner depths not apparent to the casual observer.


Decker felt a hot rush of anger at Nash, who, no doubt, had been taking his flirtation with Tess to the next level when the call came in that Decker needed assistance. He wasn’t sure what pissed him off more – the fact that Nash had sent Tess in here without her shirt, or that Nash was sleeping with her.


‘Yeah,’ he said now to Mondelay, since they’d been talking about the waitresses in these bars like this all week. He gave Tess a smile that he hoped she’d read as an apology for the entire male population. ‘I would also send her flowers afterward.’


‘Tell me, hon, do women really go for that sentimental bullshit?’ Mondelay asked Tess.


‘Nah,’ she said. ‘What we really love is being objectified, used, and cast aside. Why else would I have gotten a job here? I mean, aside from the incredible health plan and the awesome 401(k).’


Decker laughed as she finally managed to tug her tray free and headed toward the bar.


He watched her go, aware of the attention she was getting from the other lowlifes in the bar, noting the soft curve of her waist and the way that, although she wasn’t very tall, she carried herself as if she stood head and shoulders above the crowd. He was also aware that it had been a very long time since he’d sent a woman flowers.


They were in some serious shit here. Whoever set up this ambush had paramilitary training.


There were too many shooters in position around the building. He couldn’t take them all out.


Well, he could. The setup was professional, but the shooters were all amateurs. He could take them all out, one by one by one. And like the first two he’d encountered, most of them wouldn’t even hear him coming.


But Jimmy Nash’s hands were already shaking from clearing that roof. A cigarette would’ve helped, but last time he’d quit, he’d sworn it was for good.


He washed his hands in the sink in the men’s, trying, through sheer force of will, to make them stop trembling.


It was that awful picture he had in his head of Decker gunned down in the parking lot that steadied him and made his heart stop hammering damn near out of his chest.


He’d do anything for Deck.


They’d been Agency partners longer than most marriages lasted these days. Seven years. Who’d have believed that was possible? Two fucked-up, angry men, one of them – him – accustomed to working alone, first cousin to the devil, and the other a freaking Boy Scout, a former Navy SEAL . . .


When Tess had called him tonight and told him what she’d overheard, that HQ essentially knew Decker was being targeted and that they weren’t busting their asses to keep it from happening . . .


The new Agency director, Doug-the-prick Brendon, hadn’t tried to hide his intense dislike of Jimmy Nash, and therefore Decker by association. But this was going too fucking far.


Jimmy used his wet hands to push his hair back from his face, forcing himself to meet his eyes in the mirror.


Murderous eyes.


After he got Decker safely out of here, he was going to hunt down Dougie Brendon, and . . .


And spend the rest of your life in jail? Jimmy could practically hear Deck’s even voice.


First they’d have to catch me, he pointed out. And they wouldn’t. He’d made a vow, a long time ago, to do whatever he had to do, so that he’d never get locked up again.


There are other ways to blow off steam. How many times had Decker said those exact words to him?


Other ways . . .


Like Tess Bailey.


Who was waiting for him in the ladies’ room. Who was unbelievably hot. Who liked him – really liked him. He’d seen it in her eyes. She pretended to have a cold-day-in-July attitude when he flirted with her in the office. But Jimmy saw beyond it, and he knew with just a little more charm and a little bit of well-placed pressure, she’d be giving him a very brightly lit green light. Tonight.


He’d let Decker handle Doug Brendon.


Jimmy would handle Tess.


He smiled at the pun as he opened the men’s room door and went out into the hallway.


Tonight he would give Tess to himself as a present. Under normal circumstances, he would never get involved with someone from support. But these weren’t normal circumstances.


His current state of happiness wasn’t completely a result of the adrenaline charging through his system from clearing the roof. When Tess had called, he’d been looking forward to getting naked with a very lovely young tax attorney named Eleanor Gantz.


Who wasn’t likely to welcome him back anytime in the near future. He’d left her without a word of explanation when he’d heard Decker was in danger.


Although, truth be told, he couldn’t quite remember what she looked like – his memory was dominated by Tess Bailey in those half-unzipped jeans and nothing more.


Ouch. Who knew?


Jimmy pushed open the ladies’ room door, expecting to see her, live and in person. But she wasn’t there. Shit. He checked the stalls – all empty.


It sobered him fast and he stopped thinking about the latter part of the evening, instead focusing on here and now, on finding Tess.


He spotted her right away as he went back into the hall. She was standing at the bar. What the Jesus God was she doing there? But then he knew. Decker and Mondelay had ordered drinks.


And he hadn’t been specific enough in his instructions, assuming ‘Get your ass in the ladies’ room’ meant just that, not ‘Get your ass in the ladies’ room after you fill their drink order’.


The biggest problem with her standing at the bar was not the fact that she was bare breasted and surrounded by drunken and leering men.


No, the biggest problem was that she was surrounded by other bare breasted women – i.e. the real waitstaff of the Gentlemen’s Den. Who were going to wonder what Tess was doing cheating them out of their hard-earned tips.


And sure enough, as Jimmy watched, an older woman with long golden curls, who looked an awful lot like the figurehead of an old sailing ship – those things had to be implants – tapped Tess on the shoulder.


He couldn’t possibly hear USS Bitch-on-Wheels from this distance. Her face was at the wrong angle for him to read her lips, but her body language was clear: ‘Who the hell are you?’


Time for a little secondary rescue.


He took off his jacket and tossed it into the corner. No one in this dive so much as owned a suit and his was ruined anyway. He snatched off his tie, too, loosened his collar, and rolled up his sleeves as he pushed his way through the crowd and over to the bar.


‘Oh, here he is now,’ Tess was saying to Miss Figurehead as he moved into earshot. She smiled at him, which was distracting as hell, because, like most hetero men, he’d been trained to pick up a strong positive message from the glorious combination of naked breasts and a warm, welcoming smile. He forced himself to focus on what she was saying.


‘I was just telling Crystal about the practical joke – you know,’ Tess said, crossing her arms in front of her, ‘that we’re playing on your cousin?’


Well, how about that? She didn’t need rescuing. The Figurehead – Crystal – didn’t look like the type to swallow, but she’d done just that with Tess’s story.


‘Honey, give her a little something extra,’ Tess told him, ‘because she lost that tip she would have gotten.’


Jimmy dug into his pocket for his billfold and pulled out two twenty-dollar bills.


Tess reached for a third, taking the money and handing it to her brand-new best friend. ‘Will you order those two beers for me?’ she asked Crystal.


The waitress did better than that – she went back behind the bar to fetch ’em herself.


Tess turned to Jimmy, who took the opportunity to put his arm around her – she had, after all, called him honey. He was just being a good team player and following her lead, letting that smooth skin slide beneath his fingers.


‘Thanks.’ She lowered her voice, turning in closer, using him as a way to hide herself – from the rest of the crowd at least. ‘May I have my shirt back?’


‘Whoops,’ he said. Her shirt was in the pocket of his jacket, which was somewhere on the floor by the restrooms. That is, if someone hadn’t already found it and taken it home.


‘“Whoops?”’ she said, looking up at him, fire in her eyes.


As Jimmy stared down at her, she pressed even closer. Which might’ve kept him from looking, but sure as hell sent his other senses into a dance of joy. It was as if they shared the same shirt – she was so soft and warm and alive. He wanted her with a sudden sharpness that triggered an equally powerful realization. It was so strong it nearly made him stagger.


He didn’t deserve her.


He had no right even to touch her. Not with these hands.


‘Are you all right?’ Tess whispered.


Caught in a weird time warp, Jimmy looked down into her eyes. They were light brown – a nothing-special color as far as eyes went – but he’d always been drawn to the intelligence and warmth he could see in them. He realized now, in this odd, lingering moment of clarity, that Tess’s eyes were beautiful. She was beautiful.


An angel come to save him . . .


‘No,’ he said, because for that instant he hated the idea of lying to her, and it had been a long time since he’d last felt anywhere close to all right.


Her eyes widened, and he knew that she’d spotted the blood on his shoe and the hole in his pants – number three on the roof had fought back – and assumed he’d been hurt. In truth, his physical health was the last thing he’d been thinking about.


But then Crystal put two bottles of beer on the bar, and Tess turned to thank her, and reality snapped back around. And she wasn’t angelic or even beautiful anymore – she was merely Tess Bailey from support, kind of pretty in an interesting way. Her smile was crooked and her nose was rather oddly shaped and her face was too round – she’d probably have jowls before she turned fifty.


Of course, right now the combination of interesting plus half naked made her look sizzling hot. And since right now was all that ever mattered to Jimmy, he pushed away the last lingering residuals of brightness that had momentarily dazzled him.


He was going to go home with Tess tonight. She didn’t know it yet, but it was a given. She wasn’t going to save him, though. At least not more than temporarily.


He was too far gone for that.


As for what he did or didn’t deserve . . . Real life was nothing like the movies, where villains were punished for their sins, and the righteous triumphed.


Which was damn lucky for him.


‘Do you need me to get Decker?’ When Crystal moved off, Tess’s full attention was back on him – her concern something he could have reached out and held in his hands.


‘No, I’m fine,’ Jimmy said, because she was looking at him as if he’d lost it. Crap, maybe he had for a minute there. ‘Really. Sorry.’ He kissed her, just a quick press of his lips against hers, because he didn’t know how else to erase the worry from her eyes.


It worked to distract her – God knew it did a similar trick on him.


He wanted to kiss her again, longer, deeper – a real touch-the-tonsils, full fireworks-inducing event – but he didn’t. He’d save that for later.


And Decker always said he had no willpower.


‘I’m really fine,’ Jimmy said again, and forced a smile to prove it. ‘It’s just a scrape.’


He didn’t know that for sure – he hadn’t bothered to stop and look. Still, he’d managed to run back down the stairs. His injury couldn’t be that bad.


He looked out at the crowd, trying to get a read on who was shit-faced drunk – who would best serve as a catalyst for part two of tonight’s fun.


‘Did you find a way to get Decker out of here?’ Tess asked. He could see that he’d managed to confuse her. She was back to folding her arms across her chest.


‘Yeah, I cleared the roof.’ He wondered if she had any idea what that meant. He glanced back at the room. There was a man in a green T-shirt who was so tanked his own buddies’ laughter was starting to piss him off.


But Tess obviously didn’t understand any of what he’d said. ‘The roof? How . . .?’


‘I called for some help with our extraction.’ Jimmy explained the easy part. ‘We’ll be flying Deck out of here – a chopper’s coming to pick us up – but first we need a little diversion. Have you ever been in a bar fight?’


Tess shook her head.


‘Well, you’re about to be. If we get separated, if I can’t make it back over here, keep to the edge of the room. Keep your back to the wall, watch for flying objects, and be ready to duck. Work your way around to that exit sign – the one that’s directly across from the front entrance.’ He pointed. ‘Behind that door are stairs. If you get there first, wait for me or Deck. Don’t open that door without one of us – is that clear?’


She nodded.


‘Oh, and there’s one more important thing,’ he said. ‘Will you have dinner with me tomorrow night?’ You may feel a little pressure . . .


Tess laughed her amazement.


‘Don’t answer right away,’ Nash said. ‘Give yourself time to think it over.’


He’d obviously caught her completely off guard. Good.


‘Diego, I—’


‘Heads up,’ he interrupted.


Because here came ol’ Gus, right on cue, searching for Tess, wondering what the fuck was taking so long with their beers, impatient to send Decker to the parking lot where he’d be filled with holes, where he’d gasp out the last breath of his life in the gravel.


And here came Deck, right behind him, the only real gentleman in this den of bottom-feeders, ready to jump on Gus’s back if he so much as looked cross-eyed at cute little Tess Bailey from support.


‘When I knock over that guy sitting there with the black T-shirt that says “Badass”,’ Nash instructed her, meeting his partner’s gaze from across the room just as Gus spotted him with Tess. Gus reacted, reaching inside of his baseball jacket for either his cell phone or a weapon – it didn’t really matter which because he was so slo-oh-oh, and Deck was already on top of him, ‘lean over the bar and shout to your girlfriend Crystal that she should call 911, that someone in the crowd has a gun. On your mark, get set . . .’


Fifteen feet away, Decker brought Gus Mondelay to his knees and then to the floor, which was a damn good thing, because if it had been Nash taking him down, he would have snapped the motherfucker’s neck. ‘Go!’


Decker knew the drill.


After he relieved Mondelay of both his weapon and his cell phone and brought him, with a minimum amount of fuss, to an unconscious state, he was more than ready to vacate the premises as quickly as possible.


‘Green shirt, two o’clock,’ Nash shouted, giving Deck a target that was easy to spot, easy to hit.


After working together for seven years, he and Nash had the fine art of starting a bar fight down to a science. Find two angry drunks sitting fairly close together in the crowd. Knock into them both at the same time, taking them down to the floor, if possible. Come up loud, accusations flying, and start swinging.


Nash had an uncommon ability to determine a person’s flashpoint in just one glance. Man or woman, he could see ’em, read ’em, and play ’em to his full advantage.


That was no small skill to have in their line of work.


True to form, it was only a matter of moments before the fight between Green Shirt and Badass escalated into something even the bouncers couldn’t control. Tables were being knocked over, pitchers and mugs were flying, pool cues were being broken, chairs hefted and thrown.


It was a solid eight on a scale from one to ten – five being sufficient diversion for an escape.


Graceful as a dancer, Nash wove his way through the crowd, grabbing Tess Bailey as he headed for what Decker knew to be a fire exit.


Tess was still without a shirt, a fact that couldn’t have escaped Nash’s attention.


Instead of heading down and out, they took the stairs up, which was an interesting alternative.


Nash read his mind and answered the question as they continued to climb. ‘There’s an army in the parking lot, so I called for a budget buster.’


That was the Agency nickname for a helicopter extraction. Helos were expensive to keep in the air.


Nash had been pushing Tess in front of him, but now he stopped her from going out the door and onto the roof. ‘Get behind me,’ he ordered as he handed her his shirt. About time – Decker had been on the verge of offering her his own T-shirt.


Although Tess didn’t seem to notice that Nash’s chivalrous action had come about ten minutes too late. In fact, she was looking at Nash the way women always looked at Nash, particularly after he gave her a smile and leaned in closer to say, ‘You were great down there.’


It was so typical. They weren’t even out of danger and Nash was already setting up the getting laid part of his evening.


Decker would have laughed, but this was Tess Bailey that his partner was messing with. Not only that, but there was something off about Nash tonight, something squirrelly, something . . . brittle. It was almost as if he were going through the motions, or maybe even playacting what was expected of him.


Deck could hear the sirens of the local police as they approached, called in to break up the bar fight. They were an additional diversion and added protection. With five cop cars in the parking lot, only the craziest sons of bitches in the Freedom Network would attempt a shot at the Agency helo that was coming to scoop them off the roof.


‘We need to keep our eyes open – it’s been a few minutes since I cleared this area,’ Nash told them, and just like that, Deck knew.


Something ugly had gone down when Nash cleared the roof of any potential shooters.


Decker would never know what had happened. He and Nash didn’t talk about things like that. Sure, Deck could try to bring it up, but the most he’d hear was ‘Yeah, I had a little trouble. It wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle.’


Except Decker wasn’t buying that anymore. Yes, without a doubt, his partner could handle any form of violence thrown at him and come out on top, or at least alive. But that was significantly different from the psychological handling that was required in this business. It was how Nash was handling the aftermath of violence that was worrying him.


‘Here we go,’ Nash said, firing another smile at Tess. The helo was out there. Deck could hear its thrumming approach. ‘Stay close.’


Nash met Deck’s eyes, and Deck nodded, his weapon drawn, too. They kicked open the door.


There was no one up there, no resistance. They were inside the helo and heading quickly out of the area in a matter of seconds.


It was impossible to talk over the noise from the blades, but as Decker watched, Nash leaned in to Tess, speaking directly into her ear.


She laughed, then moved even closer to say something back to him.


His turn again, and to whatever he’d said, she had no immediate response. There was a significant amount of eye contact though, particularly when Nash reached out and finished buttoning up that shirt he’d given her.


Maybe Nash would talk to Tess tonight – tell her the things he couldn’t put into words and say to Decker.


Or maybe he’d simply use her for sex until the scent of death wasn’t so strong in his nostrils anymore, until he thought he’d ‘handled’ whatever it was that he’d had to do tonight to save Decker’s life.


Tess was watching Deck from across that helo cabin, and he made himself smile at her, hoping that she was using Nash as completely as Nash was using her, wishing she could read his mind and heed his unspoken warning.


But maybe she could, because she glanced at Nash, looked back at Decker, and made something of a face and a little shrug. Like, Yeah, I know exactly what I’ve gotten myself into, but really, can you blame me . . .?


No, he couldn’t. He just wished . . .


Decker wished Nash would take Tess home and talk to her about what had happened out on the roof tonight, instead of nailing her.


Although he knew damn well that his motives for wishing that weren’t entirely pure.




Two


Two months later


Agency HQ, Washington, DC


Tess hung up the phone.


She couldn’t believe it.


Brian Underwood didn’t even have the balls to call her into his office and tell her the news to her face. He’d left a lousy message on her voicemail.


‘Yeah, Bailey, it’s Brian. Sorry to make this a phone call, but it’s twenty-two hundred’ – military speak for ten at night. Underwood had never been in the Armed Forces, but he liked people to think that he had – ‘and this memo just crossed my desk. I’ve got a busy day tomorrow and I didn’t want it to get lost in the shuffle, especially since I know you’ve been waiting on this info for a coupla weeks. Long story short, they turned you down for that field position. But hey, that doesn’t mean you can’t apply again in six months. There’s always next time, right? And in the meantime, your work with support is of vital importance . . .’


If they hadn’t accepted her this time, when there were still two additional positions that needed filling ASAP, Tess knew she was never going to leave the support office. She would still be here when she was sixty-five, like Mrs O’Reilly, four cubicles down. And while she could, indeed, appreciate the vital importance of her work, this was not the job she wanted – and it wasn’t the job she’d been promised when she’d signed on.


But Tess was never going to be promoted into the field.


Diego Nash had been right.


Somehow that made it sting even more. She didn’t want Nash to be right – not about this, not about anything. But most of all, she didn’t want to do so much as even think about him ever again.


Fool.


Not him – her. She was the fool. Not for letting him in that night. No, she knew exactly what she was getting – a one-night stand – when he’d asked to come up and she’d said yes.


She was a fool for thinking they’d actually connected. Somehow, something had happened to her brain after he’d kissed her in her kitchen. God, what a kiss. But sometime after that kiss and before the next morning, when she’d woken up, alone – and moronically surprised that he’d vanished with no word, no note – she’d fallen prey to Stupid Woman syndrome.


She’d slept with a man who was known as a player. She’d known that about him before she’d unlocked her apartment door. She’d accepted as fact that they were going to have nothing more than a fling.


And yet somehow she’d ended up thinking that this time it had been different. This time it had been meaningful. This time it had been special. This time he’d still be there in the morning – in fact, he’d be there for thirty-five years of mornings to come.


Yeah, right.


Fool.


And she was an even bigger fool for the way her heart still raced when the phone rang. What did she really think? That after two months of dead silence, Nash was suddenly going to call?


Flowers had arrived the very next morning. But they were from Deck. The card had a short message, in Decker’s own neat handwriting: ‘Thank you for going above and beyond the call of duty.’ Tess knew his handwriting well. She’d processed many of his requisition sheets over the past few years. And in case she’d had any doubt, he’d signed it, ‘Lawrence Decker’.


On Monday, there was an email in her inbox that Decker had sent to the assistant director – a glowing recommendation that Tess be promoted to a field position. He’d written a brief note at the top of the copy he’d forwarded to her. ‘I’m not sure how much this will help.’


She’d sent a reply, just a short ‘Thank you’, but the email had bounced back to her – a sign that the system was freaking out again. It bounced a few days later, too, when she’d tried to resend.


At that point, she’d actually become scared, thinking that Nash and Decker might be dead. They hadn’t been into the office since that night. No paperwork had come through with their names on it either.


As the days continued to pass, she’d done some digging and found out to her shock that they’d left the Agency. Resigned. Just like that. They were gone and they weren’t coming back. Like most of their work in the field, their departure had been quiet. Covert.


Tess had dug farther, actually hacking into accounting, to find out that a rather substantial severance payment had been sent to Nash, care of a small hotel in Ensenada, Mexico, on the Pacific coast.


He was not just gone, he was gone. As in thousands of miles away.


And he hadn’t bothered to send her so much as a postcard with an insincere ‘Wish you were here.’


That had been a bad day, too. One of her all-time worst ever. Although today was coming pretty close to matching it.


It wasn’t even nine A.M., but Tess had to get out of here. She grabbed her purse from the bottom drawer of her desk. Most of her colleagues were still arriving, but her workday was over.


No. Correction. Her Agency career was over.


She took the framed snapshot of her nieces and her piece of the Berlin Wall – too small to be effective as a paperweight but heavy with importance and laden with history – her favorite pen, and her Jean-Luc Picard, Psyduck and Buffy action figures from her desktop. That was all she wanted – the stupid lemon mints that Nash had liked so much could stay for the next naive recruit.


She took forty-five seconds to type up a letter, another ten to print it out.


Brian was already in his office, door closed, hiding from her. His administrative assistant, Carol, tried to intercept, but Tess wasn’t about to be stopped. Unlike Brian, she needed to deliver this message face-to-face.


She knocked and opened the door without waiting for his go-ahead. He was on the phone, and he looked up at her, the surprise on his broad face morphing instantly into recognition and guilt.


Yeah, he should feel guilty – making promises that he had no intention of keeping.


‘Hang on, Milt,’ he said into the phone, then put his hand over the receiver. ‘Bailey. You’re upset. Of course. Why don’t you take the day off?’ He glanced toward the door, where his assistant was hovering. ‘Carol, will you check my schedule for this week and see when I have a spare twenty minutes to sit down and talk to Tess?’


Twenty minutes. This was her life, and he was going to give her twenty minutes of ‘Try again in six months’ later in the week – when she knew for damn sure that right now he and Milton Heinrik were discussing nothing more important than a trade in their fantasy baseball league.


‘I quit,’ she said. She handed it to him in writing, too, and walked out the door.


Kazabek, Kazbekistan


Kazbekistani warlord Padsha Bashir had a firm grasp of the English language. He’d honed his language skills while attending college in the States. It seemed almost ludicrous that one of the most feared warlords in this country was an alum of Boston University; a member of the class of ’82.


Sophia stood impassively as the other women prepared her for this morning’s encounter, dressing her in a gown of sheerest gauze, brushing out the tangled knot of her just-washed hair. She didn’t bother to resist the dabs of perfume placed between her breasts and along her throat. She was saving her strength for the nightmare that was coming.


The gown was cool against her skin. It was not an unpleasant sensation.


Somehow that and the fact that the sun was up and streaming in through the palace windows made this seem even more surreal, and that much harder to bear.


But terrible things could happen in the sunlight. It had been a sunny morning, too, on that day when—


Sophia opened her eyes to escape the memory of Dimitri’s head rolling across the ornately tiled palace floor – or at least to try to escape the grisly image for a while.


If she survived this coming day, she’d surely see the gruesome sight of Dimitri’s mouth open in a silent scream the moment she fell asleep. It was a nightmare image she would remember forever, even if she lived to be a hundred and ten.


What had the floor, the room, looked like to Dimitri? Had he seen her in those last few seconds of his life as she gasped with horror?


Death by beheading came fast, but did it come fast enough?


Sophia couldn’t stop thinking about it.


And little wonder, since every time she came face-to-face with Bashir, he had that very same deadly sharp sword close at hand.


He placed it on the table near his bed, and, when she was led into the room, he would never fail to demonstrate to her just how sharp it still was.


His message was clear. If she failed to please him – this bastard who’d killed her husband – her head would be next to roll across the floor.


Two of the women moved the mirror closer so Sophia could see herself – as if she cared.


They’d dressed her in white again. With her blond hair and fair skin, in that nearly transparent gown, she looked like some kind of MTV version of a virgin sacrifice.


Virgin, hah. The truth was that Bashir liked women dressed in white because it contrasted with the red of their blood.


Sophia didn’t know if she would still be alive an hour from now. All she knew for sure was that she was going to bleed.


Casa Carmelita, Ensenada, Mexico


Tess Bailey was back in his bed.


Although back wasn’t quite correct, since that one night Jimmy had spent with her had been in her bed, in her cozy little apartment with that kitchen with the cow wallpaper, out in Silver Springs, Maryland.


‘Nash.’


But the difference between Tess’s bed and his didn’t matter now, because she was here and she was naked and she was warm and she was willing and God, God, God, he wanted her.


‘I’m here,’ she said as she kissed him, as she opened herself to him. ‘It’s okay, Jimmy, I’m here . . .’


He pushed inside of her, nearly blind with need, and oh, holy sainted mother of—


‘Nash.’


Jimmy opened his eyes to see Lawrence Decker standing over him. He sat up and his head nearly exploded, but he still managed to take in the fact that he was quite definitely alone in his hotel room bed, that the sun was streaming in through the window blinds, that the ceiling fan overhead was on high, that his mouth was impossibly dry . . .


And that if Deck had been an assassin, Jimmy would, without a doubt, be exceedingly dead right now.


It was not his finest hour.


‘Hey,’ Jimmy greeted him, his voice sounding rusty to his own ears. ‘You changed your mind about that vacation, huh?’


‘Not exactly.’ Deck glanced at the two empty bottles of tequila sitting on the bedside table. ‘You stopped answering your cell phone.’


‘Ah,’ Jimmy said. ‘My batteries ran out.’


‘A week ago?’


‘Yeah, well.’ He shrugged. ‘You know how it is on vacation. You stop wearing a watch, stop charging the phone.’


He looked at Decker standing there in his T-shirt and those army green fatigues with all those pockets, looking almost exactly the same as he’d looked that day they’d first been introduced. And this is Chief Lawrence Decker, formerly of SEAL Team One. What was it about former SEALs, former Rangers? They had a look to them, an edge, that they never lost. It had been, what, seven and a half years since Deck left the teams, yet he still walked, talked, moved, stood, even breathed like a Navy SEAL.


‘Or maybe you don’t know how it is,’ Jimmy added.


When they’d worked together at the Agency, Decker never took vacations.


‘Are you all right?’ Decker asked. It was the closest he’d get to mentioning those bottles.


With his hair-colored hair and his eye-colored eyes, his pleasantly featured face, his relatively vertically challenged stature and bantam-weight build, Decker was the poster child for average.


‘I’m great.’ Jimmy swung his legs out of bed, pushed himself up – Christ, his head – and staggered into the bathroom.


‘You don’t look great.’ Decker raised his voice slightly to be heard from the other room.


Jimmy flushed the toilet and moved to the sink, splashing his face, drinking from a water bottle he kept nearby, swallowing some painkiller at the same time.


He winced at his reflection in the mirror as he supported himself with both hands on the edge of the sink. He looked – and felt – like walking road-kill.


Decker, always thoughtful, waited until he turned off the water to say, ‘I got a call from Tom Paoletti.’


And there it was.


The reason Jimmy had stayed here in Mexico for all these weeks.


Lawrence Decker was a man with a future – and he needed to move into that future unencumbered by ghosts from the past.


Jimmy turned away from the mirror, taking his towel with him into the bedroom, drying his dripping face. ‘I told you he’d call. Congratulations. When do you start?’


And what the hell took Tom Paoletti so long to call? But he didn’t bother to ask that because he already knew. He was what took Tom Paoletti so long. Pizza and beer. Thunder and lightning. Decker and Nash.


You couldn’t have one without the other.


Or so people thought.


But pizza went down just fine with tequila, too.


Decker, as always, didn’t miss a note. He caught Jimmy’s intentional you.


And gently volleyed back a plural. ‘He wants us to come to San Diego,’ he said. ‘As soon as possible.’


Us. Jimmy sat on the bed, exhausted and still half drunk. ‘I don’t know, Deck. I’m a little tied up right now.’


Decker nodded, as if that weren’t the biggest load of bullshit he’d ever encountered. ‘I could really use you,’ he said. ‘Tom’s looking to send a team of civilians into Kazbekistan.’


Kazbekistan. Yeah, right.


There was no way anyone from the West was crossing over the K-stan border without some seriously expensive equipment. Such as HALO gear – including an extremely high altitude aircraft to jump out of.


Decker was, no doubt, attempting the age-old practice of bait and switch. He knew Jimmy wouldn’t rest easy with the idea of Deck heading into the hotbed of terrorist activity known in the Spec Ops world as ‘the Pit’ without someone to watch his back. But as soon as they got to Tom Paoletti’s office, Jimmy would find out that the job was really in Sandusky. Some dot com geeks with more money than God wanted to feel important and install a high-tech security grid in their corporate headquarters.


‘Kazbekistan,’ Jimmy repeated.


Deck nodded.


Jimmy laughed – softly, so his head wouldn’t split in two. ‘You are such a fucking liar. But yeah. Okay. I’ll go to Kazbekistan. You go get the plane tickets from Tom Paoletti. I’ll wait here.’


Decker’s response was to cross to the ancient television that was on and flickering, volume muted. He flipped stations until he found a cable news channel and turned up the sound.


English subtitles scrolled across the bottom of the screen as the anchor delivered the story in Spanish spoken too quickly for Jimmy to follow. The graphic behind the woman said Terremoto in crumbling letters. ‘. . . six point eight on the Richter scale, with the epicenter of the devastating earthquake just north of downtown Kazabek.’


Holy Mary, Mother of God. The death toll was going to be in the tens of thousands. Jimmy leaned closer.


‘For the first time in five years,’ the anchor – a hot bleached blonde with big lips – announced, ‘Kazbekistan’s borders are open to Western relief workers.’


‘It would save time,’ Deck told Jimmy, ‘if you just came with me to San Diego.’


Kazabek, Kazbekistan


Sophia had her eyes closed – it was always easier with her eyes closed – when the earthquake hit.


At first she, like Bashir and his men, thought they were under artillery attack.


It certainly felt like some kind of bombardment, the way the building shook and windows rattled.


Everything happened so quickly.


A half-dozen guards burst into the room.


Bashir shoved her roughly aside and she fell onto the tile floor, her head hitting with a jarring crack.


It felt as she’d imagined it would, only unlike Dimitri, she still had her head attached to her neck.


Bashir shouted to the guards as he scrambled for his clothes, ordering them to sound the alarms, and they rushed back out of the room . . .


Leaving her alone with the warlord, whose back was to the table beside his bed. It was the same table upon which he’d put his sword after demonstrating to her just how razor-sharp it still was.


She’d lived through a massive earthquake before in Turkey, and unlike Bashir, who was convinced he had an enemy to repel, she began to suspect that was what this was. But bombardment or quake, it was the break for which she’d been waiting two long months.


Sophia grabbed the sword.


She didn’t have the upper body strength to behead Bashir with one mighty stroke, as much as she would have liked to do just that unto him. As he had done unto others.


Instead, she lunged, throwing all of her weight into it.


Even so, she didn’t manage to run him clean through. Still, it stopped him, his scream of pain lost among all the other cries echoing through his palace.


He fell to his knees, and Sophia grabbed the bedcover and ran to the door. The entrance to Bashir’s chamber was usually guarded, but everyone – guards and servants alike – had fled. She wrapped the folds of fabric around her, turning it into a makeshift burka and hiding the blood on her gown.


She made it to the front door, where a crowd of people were pushing to get outside, where uncovered women were being turned back, despite the fact that a portion of the palace roof had already caved in.


Sophia covered her head and face and slipped out onto the street, into the dust rising up into the blue morning sky, and ran.




Three


San Diego, California


Tom Paoletti slid a photograph across the table in the conference room of his offices at Troubleshooters Incorporated. ‘Ma’awiya Talal Sayid.’


Decker picked up the photo as Jimmy sat forward to get a look. ‘When and where was this taken, sir?’ Deck asked.


‘Kazabek,’ Paoletti told them in a voice that revealed his New England roots. ‘Today. About thirteen hundred local time.’


Deck passed the photo over, and Jimmy took a closer look at the man who was known to be a top al-Qaeda operative. ‘Is he . . .?’


‘Dead,’ Paoletti finished for him. ‘Yeah. Courtesy of the quake.’ He pushed more photos toward them.


Jimmy leaned forward again. None of the news stations had footage or even photos of the devastation in Kazbekistan – reporters from the West hadn’t been allowed into the country for years.


In these photos, the skyline of the city – an architectural blend of ancient and new – had been radically changed. The Kazabek Grande Hotel still stood, a testament to the Westernization of the tiny country in the late 1970s. But the office building next to it had partially crumbled. In the foreground of the photo, many of the older structures – homes similar to that of Jimmy’s longtime contact, Rivka, and his wife, Guldana – had been reduced to rubble. It looked like parts of Baghdad and Basra after the war in Iraq.


‘I’m sorry – I know both of you have friends in Kazabek.’


Jimmy looked up into Paoletti’s eyes. The compassion and understanding he saw there was not feigned.


‘The situation’s bad. Sewer pipes broke – water’s contaminated in most of the southern sectors. WHO’s trying to get involved – southern Kazabek’s an epidemic waiting to happen. Power’s out, cell towers – the few that were left – are down. And the local warlords are still killing each other and anyone who looks at them cross-eyed.’ Paoletti smiled. ‘I’d make one hell of a travel agent, huh? Bottom line, this job is going to suck.’


‘We’ve both been to K-stan before, sir,’ Decker told him. ‘Conditions there have never been good.’


‘Yeah. I served a short sentence there myself,’ Paoletti said. ‘And you don’t have to sir me. We’re not in the Navy anymore, Deck.’


When Jimmy had walked into this office, nothing about this place had impressed him. The building itself was low-rent, the furniture ugly, and the receptionist’s desk empty. Tom Paoletti’s new company specialized in personal security, but at first glance it looked as if Troubleshooters Incorporated needed a little rescuing itself.


But then Paoletti – the former commanding officer of SEAL Team Sixteen – had come out of the back office and shook his and Deck’s hands, and Jimmy knew instantly why the man was a Spec Ops legend.


He had that same je ne sais quoi that Decker did – the same golden aura. It danced and glowed about him and proclaimed him a true leader of men. Of women, too, although Jimmy would bet big money that most women followed Tom Paoletti around for a different reason entirely. And this was despite the fact that, in another couple of years, he was going to be billiard-ball bald.


Deck’s still-thick head of hair wasn’t the only difference between the two men. In fact, besides that rare leadership quality they shared, they really weren’t that much alike.


Paoletti’s quietness was easygoing. There was a contentment to him, a sense of peace, a comfortable-inside-his-skin quality that could be found only in someone who – at least most of the time – liked the man he saw in his bathroom mirror each morning.


Decker’s watchful quiet, on the other hand, seemed to hold an undercurrent of danger. He was like a gunslinger from one of those old Westerns Jimmy had watched as a kid. Quiet and even polite, but with something in the way he sat or stood that let the world know this was not a man to mess with.


And if he was messed with, look out.


And yet, at the same time, Deck could, with very little effort, make himself completely invisible.


That was something Jimmy particularly admired, since invisibility in a crowd wasn’t high on his personal list of easy tricks.


He suspected it wasn’t on Paoletti’s either. But right now the man was silent, just letting Decker take a longer look at the photographs he’d given them.


Deck knew Paoletti from his years with the SEAL teams. In the rental car on the way to this meeting, when Jimmy had been speculating on the nature of this assignment, Deck had turned to him and said, ‘I’d sign on just to shine Commander Paoletti’s shoes.’


It was one hell of an endorsement.


‘Where did these pictures come from?’ Decker asked Paoletti now. ‘Who’s the photographer?’


‘The client sent them to me,’ he replied. ‘I can’t be more specific than that.’


‘Understood.’ Deck finally put the photos down on the table. ‘They’re looking for Sayid’s laptop.’


It wasn’t a question, but Paoletti nodded. He glanced at Jimmy, checking to see if he was up to speed.


He was, indeed. Al-Qaeda leader Ma’awiya Talal Sayid carried a laptop that was believed to contain a gushing fountain of information – maybe enough to clue in the West to the next terrorist target. Of course the key word there was believed.


‘Does your client – let’s call them the Agency for short – have any proof that this mystical laptop isn’t just a rumor?’ Jimmy asked. ‘Or that it contains more than the latest versions of Pac-Man and Solitaire?’


‘Nope,’ Paoletti told him, with a coolness in his eyes that let Jimmy know his easygoing friendliness was for Decker and Decker alone. Paoletti still hadn’t decided whether he and Nash would be buddies. Which was different from most people’s prejudgment. Most people filed Jimmy in their troublemakers folder before even meeting him.


‘And let’s not call the client anything but the client,’ Paoletti added. ‘They like it better that way.’


‘Especially since you haven’t got your Cone of Silence up and working,’ Jimmy said with a deliberate glance around the room, letting Paoletti know that he, too, hadn’t yet decided if he was going to climb in bed with the former SEAL. So to speak.


Paoletti laughed, getting both the Get Smart reference and Jimmy’s unspoken message, which was another point in his favor. ‘Yeah, well, we moved into this office two months ago and I haven’t had time to hire a receptionist, let alone set up some kind of shielded room.’ He included Deck in the conversation. ‘I’m turning work away, Chief – I can’t keep up with the demand. Lot of people traveling overseas want an armed escort these days. Even domestically, there’s a huge call for additional security, evacuation plans, that type of assignment. And those are just the corporate clients. But this job . . . this one’s important. The client can’t send in their own, um, employees – the US–K-stani relationship has deteriorated beyond repair and if those employees were discovered, there could be real trouble. I don’t think that’s news to either of you.’


It wasn’t. It had been more than three years since Jimmy had gone into K-stan with Decker on an Agency assignment. ‘And yet someone eliminated Sayid,’ he commented.


‘No. Mother Nature eliminated Sayid. His death was from internal damage, believed to be caused by a collapsing building,’ Paoletti informed them. ‘He apparently crawled free and found his way to a hospital before he died. We have no idea where he was at the time of the quake, or if his laptop is still there in the rubble. Even if it is, it could be destroyed or damaged.’


‘Which hospital?’ Deck asked.


Paoletti shook his head. ‘We don’t even know that.’


Deck glanced at Jimmy, who sat forward to look more closely at the two pictures of Sayid. They were both the same photograph, but one had been cropped and enlarged so that the terrorist leader was in close-up. The original shot showed a long line of injured people in makeshift beds, really no more than pallets on the floor, in an ornately tiled room being used as a temporary hospital ward.


‘This is the lobby of L’Hôpital Cantara,’ Jimmy told Decker. ‘Near Kazabek’s City Center.’ He glanced at Paoletti, resisting the urge to bat his eyelashes. So do you love me yet?


‘You’re that certain?’ the former SEAL CO asked.


‘I went there a few years back to get some stitches,’ Jimmy told him.


Paoletti lifted an eyebrow. ‘I thought you Agency types were like the SEALs and stitched yourselves up.’


‘In my large intestine,’ Jimmy added. He often got dinged up out in the field, a result of playing hard and rough, but that time he’d been stabbed.


I can’t believe you call getting stabbed ‘dinged up’. Tess Bailey’s voice echoed in his head from that night, two months ago. He’d answered, There’s a big difference between getting dinged and stabbed. She hadn’t believed him, but it was true.


The barely noticeable ding Jimmy had gotten on the night Tess had helped him keep Decker from being gunned down in the parking lot of the Gentlemen’s Den was very different from the injury that had brought him to the Cantara hospital.


He’d been jumped. Three to one – odds he normally wouldn’t have blinked at, but one of ’em had a knife that Jimmy hadn’t seen until it was almost too late. He’d stopped the blade from going into his chest, instead catching it lower, in his gut.


That had hurt. But it hadn’t killed him. It had warranted that trip to the hospital, though. Which was serendipitous, since he could now give a positive ID to the location of Sayid’s body.


‘I sat in that lobby for ten hours,’ Jimmy told Paoletti. There had been that many people there who were more seriously wounded than he was. It was just another night in Kazbekistan. He tapped the picture. ‘This is L’Hôpital Cantara. No question in my mind.’


Paoletti nodded. ‘I’m putting together a team,’ he said, ‘to enter Kazbekistan as earthquake relief workers, and to find and extract Sayid’s laptop.’


Decker nodded, too. ‘Who’s your team leader, sir? Starrett?’


A Texan by the name of Sam Starrett, also formerly of Navy SEAL Team Sixteen, was a major player in Paoletti’s new company, as was Starrett’s wife, former FBI agent Alyssa Locke, whose beauty was as legendary as her sharpshooting skills. Jimmy had hoped to meet the two of them today.


‘Sam and Alyssa are both out of town,’ Paoletti told them. Of course, ‘out of town’ meant something a little different for his employees than it did for most people. ‘I was hoping you’d lead this team, Deck.’


Whoa. This wasn’t just a job offer – this was an open door. Paoletti was offering Decker a new career.


But Deck, being Deck, didn’t leap up and start doing cartwheels. He just nodded as if he were thinking about it, as if he might actually say no. He finally glanced at Jimmy before asking Paoletti, ‘What size team are you hoping to send over?’


‘I’d like to send a battalion, but I just don’t have the manpower,’ Paoletti said. Rumor had it he was recruiting as fast as he could. But recruiting took time. Background checks could be a real bitch.


Jimmy knew what his own background check had revealed. Nothing of substance. A name, a social security number, a date and city of birth. A two-word message: Access denied.


And just enough rumors to warrant that coolness in Tom Paoletti’s eyes.


He was actually surprised that Paoletti hadn’t asked to speak to Decker privately. Of course, there was still time for that.


‘I’ve got two men who’ve worked with me for the past few months who are already en route to Kazabek – Dave Malkoff and Vinh Murphy,’ the former SEAL CO continued. ‘Normally I would’ve asked for your approval as team leader before sending them out, but I couldn’t wait. Murph spent ten years in the Marines; Dave was with the CIA.’
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