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            CHAPTER 1

         

         Colonel Duke Cameron wasn’t the squared-away commander everybody saw. He wasn’t the obedient by-the-books officer he’d accidentally become.

         But that was going to change. Right now.

         Two pilots were missing—on his watch. And it didn’t matter that the military had farmed out these Red Flag training games in the Nevada desert to a huge tech corporation this year. It didn’t matter that he had only two years to go before he hit the minimum retirement length of service if he just kept his head down and played by the rules.

         It did matter that he now had only one hour before he was supposed to meet with Casey Jacobs. They’d encountered each other a couple of times when he’d been deployed—once flying MJ-130Js in Germany, another couple of times in Afghanistan. Now she worked for TechGen-One, the third-party military contractor sponsoring these training exercises for the most elite pilots around the world.

         When Casey had come to his office that afternoon, she looked as beautiful and sharp as usual, but there had been an imperceptible barrier between them. He was sure she knew something about the crash, and why her company was taking forever to find the aircraft and the pilots.

         He told himself, again, that this meeting had nothing to do with the looks they had exchanged when they’d crossed paths in Kabul. Nothing to do with the time they’d taken shelter in the same bunker when their base had been attacked by insurgents. Nothing to do with how she’d been his “what if” person. Nope. Nada. Never.

         
              

         

         Casey Jacobs had her phone in her hand and was pacing the length of her hotel room. She should switch the phone off, right? But maybe TGO would get suspicious if she did. Her brain was jumping from thought to thought. She had to calm down.

         She took some deep breaths and sat on the bed. Then after a couple of seconds, she put the phone in the drawer of the bedside table. It would be better if it rang and she didn’t hear it. Less suspicious maybe. Easier on her nerves, at least.

         All she’d done was make an innocent inquiry to head office about the equipment on the planes that had crashed, and her world had collapsed around her. If she kept her mouth shut, everything would be okay. Maybe.

         Her work-buddy Malcolm, at TGO’s headquarters, had warned her off. Suggested that TGO tapped its employees’ phones. Suggested that they sued people who asked too many questions. Suggested that when TGO whistle-blowers committed suicide, that maybe it wasn’t exactly suicide. What the hell had she gotten into? She couldn’t begin to fathom what had happened to her life in the previous twenty-four hours.

         But if TGO had tapped her phone, they would have already heard her panicked message. Malcolm! What’s going on? We have planes and pilots missing, and their last transmissions suggested they were experiencing the same bugs we reported in our PreCall software last year. Aircraft overcorrecting, lack of pilot control, radio static. Did we put PreCall on their aircraft? Did they even know? Is that legal? Call me back!

         Even if she didn’t have specific knowledge of any wrongdoing, she already sensed that her new company—and her new boss, Mr. Danvers—were somehow above the law. The company letterhead boasted names from the U.S. Senate and the House of Representatives. From high up in the Pentagon. From the West Wing of the White House.

         She had to try persuade them that she was on board with the company line. But her military training—her honor and integrity—were battling against her survival instinct. She just plain didn’t know what to do.

         After her panicked message to Malcolm, he’d sent her a newspaper clipping about how her company had won a lawsuit against a man named James Turner, who had leaked information to a journalist. The judgment had left Turner close to destitute. No one had raised an eyebrow when he’d killed himself. Except now, Casey had been given reason to wonder. Malcom had suggested to her that TGO had ruined him as a message to other whistle-blowers, and then killed him to stop him from talking.

         But things like that just didn’t happen in real life. Did they? She’d known only the air force before she joined TGO. What did she know? Her heart started racing again. Could one company do that? Surely not. Unless the company was stacked with former military and former CIA types. And they thought they were at risk. And the company’s shareholders were the most powerful people in the country. She collapsed on the bed, her knees fizzing, as if she were about to pass out. Could that really happen to her?

         The bedside table vibrated. When she’d taken a breath and climbed down from the ceiling, she leaned over and opened the drawer, peering in, not daring to touch the phone in case…well, she didn’t really know.

         The number was from Nellis Air Force Base. She frowned and slid her finger across the screen to pick up the call. “Hello?”

         “Thank God you’re there, baby.”

         She frowned, not being able to place the voice. “Who is this?”

         “Really? We flew together downrange and you don’t even remember me? I saved your life.” He sounded hurt.

         She grinned. “Animal? Is that you?” Relief threaded through her as she sat back down on the bed. The Korean air force pilot had saved her life, and the lives of her crew. He’d taken out the nest of a surface-to-air missile that had locked on to her aircraft, and then took out the missile too. He’d been laughing over the intercom as he had performed a maneuver that had seemed to defy physics as he’d blown the target to hell. Educated in America, he sometimes sounded more like a Texan than a native of Seoul.

         “You know it. How’ve you been? I hear you defected to TGO,” he said. His tone was casual, but there was something tense simmering beneath it.

         Her stomach clenched again. She took a breath. “I’d never defect.” She left it hanging there.

         He paused. “Then I’m calling in my favor.”

         “What do you need?” she asked, knowing she was already in the hole. They wanted to go search for the missing pilots.

         “I need you to get us off base. I hear TGO has it on lockdown,” the Animal said.

         Her mind started whirring, and he fell silent to let her think. “How many of you?”

         “Eight, give or take.”

         “Can you tell me what you’re planning?” she asked. And then she remembered about her phone. “Oh, wait. Don’t even tell me. There isn’t enough booze or women on base to satisfy the Animal?”

         “Riiiight?” he said, obviously perplexed.

         “Let me call you back.” She hung up before he could say anything else, and picked up the phone on her bedside table. She input the number he had called from. “It’s me.”

         “Okay. Sure you’re not in the CIA instead of TGO?” the Animal said, a touch of humor in his voice.

         She wished.

         “I’m just being careful. As you should. Can you get a minivan from transport and make out like you’re all going out to party? I’ll make sure I’m at the back gate. What time?”

         “As soon as possible. It’ll take me about fifteen minutes to get a van. Hold on.”

         She could hear him talking to someone.

         “Yeah. Fifteen minutes. Let’s make it twenty, I need to pick up some supplies.”

         “You’re going into the desert, aren’t you?” she asked. “You’re going to look for the two pilots.”

         “We’re going out looking for our friends.” The Animal’s voice was firm and unbendable. “The way we’d go look for you, if you’d crashed out there.”

         Tears welled up in her eyes. “I know,” Casey said simply. She had no doubt about that. And if she were still in the military, she too would have busted out of lockdown to search for a missing airman.

         She looked at the clock by the bed. She was due to meet Cameron in ten minutes at the officers’ club. She hoped he’d wait for her.

         “See you there,” she told Animal.

         She grabbed her bag and car keys and slipped on her sandals. She was already in the dress she’d planned on wearing on her date. No. Not a date. Would strappy sandals make it seem too much like a date? Would sneakers make her dress look stupid? Urgh. She’d grab both pairs of shoes and make up her mind in the car.

         She ran down the stairs rather than waiting for the elevator and was in her car in five minutes. She drove past the officers’ club on the way to the gate, just to see if Cameron was already there. If he’d been waiting for her outside, she’d have stopped to tell him she had an errand to run first. She couldn’t see him, so she pressed on through the base.

         When she reached the rear side of Nellis, she parked her car at the visitor center and walked over to the TGO guys manning the gate. When they saw her coming, they ran to the door of the security hut and held it open for her.

         “Good evening, ma’am. What can I help you with?” the younger of the two men said.

         “My friends want to go out on the town tonight, and I told them they could go.” She rolled her eyes, as if totally exasperated with them.

         “I’m afraid the base is on lockdown,” the young guy said.

         An older man looked over the top of his glasses at her. “It’s okay, Scott. This is Ms. Jacobs. She’s a senior VP on the board of directors. She speaks for Mr. Danvers.”

         The young man looked confused.

         “Mr. Danvers is the CEO of TGO, Scott. You know, the company you work for?” the older man said, as if he were talking to a kid. He got off his swivel chair and came from around the high desk, shaking his head. “Can’t get the staff these days.”

         She grinned. “We were all new once,” she said.

         The older man shook his head again, as if in dismay, and raised his eyebrows at her. “He’s not that new,” he said drily.

         She grinned and handed her TGO ID to the younger security guard and signed a piece of paper on the clipboard he handed over. As she did, she realized her mistake. Her name was documented now. Danvers would know she’d let the airmen out. There was no getting away from it. She saw a minibus from the air force recreation facility headed toward the gate. It wasn’t hard to figure it was them as they were literally the only vehicle exiting the base.

         “Here they are,” she said, trying to inject a cheeriness into her voice, when all she was feeling was doubt, bordering on fear. “I’m going to follow them out. I think it would be safer to chaperone them, and make sure they come right back on base after.” She didn’t know why that had slipped out, but as soon as she said it, she knew she’d feel safer off base.

         She opened the door and breezed out of the security hut. Her car keys in hand, she dashed to her car and pulled in behind the minivan. She could see five heads in the government vehicle. One of them was the Animal, and she wondered who the others were.

         The younger guy opened the electronic security gates. She waved to thank him, but he was looking at the old security guard, who seemed to be shouting. With a radio to his ear, the older guy slammed his hand down on the control board, and the gate started to close on her.

         Adrenaline shot through her. She wasn’t stopping. She needed to get out, maybe find a lawyer. Hide. She gunned the car, stomping on the gas.

         A motorcyclist outfitted in black came up behind her. Nope. No way she was stopping. She took one last look at the security man, who seemed to be punching all the buttons on the gate mechanism in fury.

         She accelerated through the gate as it closed, clipping a side mirror off her car. She was free. She took a deep breath. But also, she’d just passed the point of no return. There was no talking her way out of this one.

         She wondered if she should flag down the Animal to warn him, but as she went to flash her high beams at him, about eight other heads popped up from the floor of the minivan. She couldn’t help but nod in approval. She would let him get on with what he was doing—the air force would protect them all against TGO.

         It wouldn’t protect her, though. She’d just disobeyed a direct order from her CEO. Her mind went to the elaborate contract she’d signed when she’d joined TGO. She was pretty sure she’d just broken about five clauses.

         She was in the shit now.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

         

         Cameron had just been about to pull off his motorcycle helmet in the parking lot of the officers’ club, when he’d seen Casey.

         She’d slowed right down as she passed the entrance to the parking lot, then accelerated off. And the expression he’d seen on her face made him change his mind about going in to order drinks.

         She’d looked tense. Lines had furrowed her brow, and her lips had been pressed firmly together as she scanned the front of the club, maybe looking for him?

         Instinctively he put his helmet back on and gunned the engine. Barely even registering the decision, he peeled out of the parking lot and looked for her car.

         By the time he’d caught up—and he was doing the strictly enforced base speed limit of twenty miles per hour—she was running from the security office at the gate back to her car.

         Something prickled his skin as he watched the security gate open to let a government-issue minivan leave the base. That was strange. No one had been allowed to leave the compound since TGO had taken over operational control of the base.

         Casey looked as if she were heading back to the officers’ club and their date, but at the last minute she swung in behind the van and followed it out. He’d been well and truly stood up.

         He took a breath and was about to return to his house when he heard shouting. He looked back at the gate to see it literally closing on Casey’s car. Something metallic grated and a projectile flew off her car and clanged on the pavement—a side mirror maybe?

         If there wasn’t a malfunction with the gate, TGO was deliberately trying to stop her from leaving. Cameron slipped his visor down and accelerated toward the gate, this time paying no mind to the speed limit.

         The gate was closing faster, now that Casey’s car wasn’t in the way. He only had a couple of seconds before he would crash into the completely closed titanium gate. It was unsurvivable at his speed. The engine growled as it surged under his control. Time slowed as he watched the gate slide shut in front of him. He could make it. He got closer. Nope. No, he couldn’t.

         He squeezed his eyes shut as he slid through the tiny space left between the moving gate and the wall. His leg scraped across the brick as he flew through.

         Adrenaline flushed through him as he realized he was still alive. He shouted into the wind. Victory! Except, he didn’t know what he’d scored against. Who the fuck cared, though?

         He gunned it down the road in pursuit of Casey’s car. Fuck the speed limit.

         The minivan turned off into the courtyard of a Hertz rental company storefront. He was insanely curious about what was going on, but he kept his eyes on the prize. Something had chased Casey off Nellis Air Force Base, and he was determined to find out what. Too much crazy shit was going on for him not to run down a lead—and frankly, Casey had been his only lead.

         He slowed down as he approached her car, holding back in case…well, he wasn’t sure what. He was 75 percent sure that she was in some kind of trouble. He just hoped she wasn’t responsible in some way for the TGO shit show they’d made of Red Flag. Because if she was, however hot he’d been for her when they’d been deployed, he was taking her down.

         They were getting fairly close to downtown Vegas when she stopped off at a La Quinta hotel. He waited in a parking space near the entrance of the lot, popping his stand after about five minutes.

         Casey sat in the front seat of her car, staring through the windshield at nothing. He took a breath. Maybe she’d just stood him up. Or forgotten they were supposed to be meeting? If so, that kind of made him a stalker. He took a breath, then another, waiting for some level of calm.

         He didn’t find it.

         He hated this. Since a promotion took him out of the field and into an office, his gut instinct hadn’t been as honed as it was day in, day out, when he was an operator. People say that you never forget, but it was a lie. He didn’t know if this unease he felt was real, or as fake as the flashbacks and nightmares he used to have.

         He fisted his hands and straightened his fingers several times to encourage his adrenaline-spiked blood flow to pump around his extremities. Another car pulled into the parking lot and came to a stop behind Casey’s car. A man in a bright red baseball hat jumped out after engaging his emergency lights, and ran into the hotel lobby, as if he were picking someone up.

         This was crazy. Duke was seeing nefarious plots and conspiracies and danger where there were none.

         A small truck belonging to a local electrician pulled in and stopped at the back of the hotel, engine still running.

         Duke started the engine again and was about to kick up the stand, when the man with the red baseball hat ran out of the rear emergency exit of the hotel and jumped in the electrician’s truck. Its tires squealed and spun, as if it were going to a five-bell fire.

         A panel van pulled into the parking lot and headed straight for Casey’s car. Nut uh. This wasn’t looking good. She’d been deliberately blocked in. It was a textbook CIA maneuver.

         He turned off the engine once again, dismounted, and pulled off his helmet as he walked casually over to where she was parked. He held his iPhone to his ear, as if he were having a conversation. He laughed to his imaginary caller as the side door to the panel van opened, and two men wearing balaclava masks jumped out.

         Duke started to run. He rearranged his hold on his helmet, and wrapped the strap around his hand. He watched dumbfounded as one of the men took a crowbar and smashed the driver-side window of Casey’s car as she was sitting there.

         Heat pulsed from his lower back, and his heart raced for a second, and then calmed as he approached the two men.

         By the time Duke got close, one had cut through her seat belt and had yanked her out of the car through the window. She fought against the man, wriggling and trying to headbutt him, but he held her head against him as he tried to wrestle her into the open door of the van.

         Casey wedged her feet against the van so that he couldn’t put her in. Good girl.

         Duke swung his helmet around in a circle as he reached them, and whacked the man holding Casey in the head with it. He heard a crack, and the man crumpled. Casey dropped to the ground on top of him. She scrambled up. “What the…?” she panted, panic in her eyes.

         The second man was at the other side of the car, leaning in, trying to get at something in there. When he saw his buddy go down, he leapt out and jumped across the hood to get to Duke.

         “Run!” Duke said to Casey as the second man raised his fist. His peripheral vision told him that she hadn’t listened.

         He easily ducked the man’s swing and with one punch, decked him. He frowned and shook his hand out to ease the pain.

         He turned to Casey, who was backing away from him. “What are you doing? We have to get away from here.”

         “What are you doing here? Did you follow me? Who let you out of the base?” she asked, keeping the car between them. Suspicion etched her face.

         His brain didn’t compute such a drastic turn of events. “I just saved you, dude,” he said in disbelief. “Who are they?”

         She remained silent, her gaze flitting between him and her handbag, which was still on the backseat of her car. “You can get your bag, I don’t care,” he said, trying to keep the annoyance out of his voice. Something had spooked her. He just couldn’t imagine that it was him.

         He took out his iPhone again, and selected the camera function. He snapped a photo of her. “Just so I can show it to you later and remind you how ungrateful you are,” he said, before bending down to pull the mask off the guy he’d clocked with his helmet. He took a photo of his face. He checked the image was in focus, but before he could stand upright, someone jumped on his back. His phone fell from his hand and skittered across the tarmacked parking lot, and under the black panel van.

         Fuck.

         The guy stuck like fucking glue to his back, strangling Duke with his arms wrapped around his neck, and his legs wrapped around his waist.

         Duke took a step back and slammed the guy into the corner of the open door. He grunted, but didn’t let go. Jesus. He reckoned he had about twenty seconds before he passed out, and left Casey alone with them.

         Then something glanced off his head and he staggered, fighting the blackness that was threatening to overcome him. But the weight fell from his back and he propped himself up against Casey’s car, trying to keep everyone in his sight.

         Both men were down, and Casey was panting with excursion, or panic, with his bike helmet clutched to her chest. He straightened, knowing they didn’t have a lot of time. The damn panel van had blocked the fight from the hotel’s closed-circuit camera, so help wasn’t coming.

         He took a breath, and searched for something “I told you so”-ish that he could use to break the obvious panic Casey was in, when a second panel van came squealing into the parking lot. Shit. “Get in!” He grabbed the driver-side door of her car and squeezed into the seat, taking a valuable second to move the seat back.

         “We’re blocked in,” Casey breathed.

         “Not in a second we won’t be,” he replied, slamming the car into reverse and stepping hard on the gas. He spun the wheel as Casey’s car made contact with the one blocking them in, moving it enough for them to get out.

         He put the car into drive and sped around the side of the hotel away from the van that had stopped obviously to check that the masked men weren’t dead. “Dammit. I didn’t get my cell phone.”

         Casey looked at him as if he were crazy, but he’d opened the secure network when he’d activated the camera. Now if someone picked it up, they’d have access to his email, and all his contacts and some classified files. He punched the steering wheel. There was no telling what they’d be able to do with that.

         “You want to tell me who that was, and why they tried to kidnap you?” he asked.

         “It’s a long story,” she replied, looking out of the side window.

         Anger flushed his face. “Okay. Fair enough. We’ll just go back to base and see if anyone there can sort it out,” he said between gritted teeth.

         She grabbed his arm. “No! No, we can’t go back.” She took a deep breath. “I’m pretty sure those people were from TGO.”

         Duke was silent. And surprised at how unsurprised he was to hear it. He knew her company was sketchy. Maybe Casey could help him prove it. Get them the fuck off his base so he could order the air force pararescuers to rescue the two missing pilots. “We need to talk.”

         
              

         

         Casey was making herself crazy with unanswered questions, suspicions, and a deeply held feeling that she couldn’t trust anyone except herself to get her out of this fucking mess. And she wasn’t sure she could get out of this mess by herself.

         She still couldn’t believe that Duke Cameron had appeared out of freaking nowhere and saved her from a very definite attempt to kidnap her, or worse.

         She’d brought this on herself. She’d asked the CEO of her company, Danvers, to step in and sponsor that year’s Red Flag. The U.S. military had planned to cancel the event because of budget cuts. Casey remembered the euphoria she’d felt when Danvers had agreed. She’d only been with the company a matter of months, and he’d made her feel like a valuable member of the leadership team. He’d okayed her spending tens of millions of dollars. She’d never imagined she would feel that kind of a rush working in the corporate world.

         Behind the throttle of an aircraft—yes, every time. But she’d long since accepted the fact that the sort of adrenaline she was used to was over. Until TGO. Until the CEO listened to her every word and included her in top-level meetings, and spent millions of dollars on her say-so. It had been an incredible rush. A different kind of rush, okay—but a rush nonetheless.

         But now, at the end of the day, she was responsible for the loss of the two planes and presumably their pilots too. She’d give anything and everything to be able to dial the clock back just forty-eight hours.

         “Tell me what this is all about. I know there’s something off about your company. Practically everyone on base can sense it. We just can’t”—Cameron sounded frustrated—“touch it. Tell me what you know.” Cameron’s voice was fairly calm, all things considered. As if he hadn’t just beaten up two men and rescued her. Well, she’d rescued herself at the end, and that knowledge gave her a string of confidence to hold on to.

         “Thank you for…helping me.” She turned in her seat so she could watch his face. “Why were you following me? Or did you already know I’d be there?”

         She suddenly remembered her first thought when she’d seen him in the parking lot. That terrible thought that this was one big setup. Cameron was being paid by TGO to see if she could be trusted to keep her mouth shut. Or if she should be killed. A chill rushed through her, but she tried to keep calm and fixed her gaze on his face. Adrenaline was making it difficult to think rationally. She closed her eyes and tried to stop the panic, and fight-or-flight impulse, taking over. It had been a while since she’d had to do that. A long while. Not since she’d had to figure out takeoff vectors while under automatic weapon fire.

         “I was at the officers’ club. Remember? We had a date. When you cruised past at ten of, I followed you. I’d just pulled in on my bike. Damn! My bike.” He turned around briefly, as if he could see it behind them. “They’re going to know it was me. The only motorbike in the lot, and I”—he glanced at her—“we used my helmet used as a weapon. I’d be surprised if they haven’t put that together already.”

         She breathed a little easier. Of course. Of course he wouldn’t be working with TGO. What the fuck was wrong with her? But when the company she loved and trusted had suddenly tried to physically harm her, she would forgive herself for being short on trust.

         “You think that’s bad? I only took out third-party insurance on the rental car. Hertz is going to have me on the hook for a new freaking car.”

         “I’m not sure you’re totally processing what just happened to you back there,” Cameron said. “If you’re sure it was TGO, your own company wants you for something. Or at least wants you gone somewhere. I don’t really know what just happened, but I know enough to survive, evade, resist, and escape. And so do you. We did just fine.”

         She found herself nodding. S.E.R.E. As a military pilot, she’d been through the training. She sat straighter in her seat. With Cameron’s help, she’d fulfilled her duty. To the military at least.

         It was time to pick a side.

         Cameron seemed to read her mind. “What are you going to do, cupcake?” he asked.

         She had no answer. There was a world of things to figure out, but with the adrenaline and fear coursing through her, her brain wasn’t able to work out the details she needed from it. “I just don’t know. But I can’t go back to base.” She looked at the road stretching ahead of them into dusk. She had to hide somewhere until she figured shit out. “Maybe a hotel?”

         “Are you asking me to take you to a hotel?” His voice had a swagger in it that seemed uncharacteristic for a colonel. “We were supposed to have a date first. I mean, that’s the way you wuss MJ pilots like it right?”

         Her mouth hung open. Then she rallied. “Fuck off, flyboy. And keep your eyes on the road. You’ve done enough damage already.”

         He grinned, and she relaxed just a tiny bit. She wondered if he’d insist on returning to Nellis, or if he’d consider sticking around. But she couldn’t ask him to. She couldn’t put him in the crosshairs of TGO as well. This was all on her, and if there was a fall to take, she was going to have to take it alone.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

         

         Chris Grove could feel the end was near. He was the chief of security at TGO, and there were far too many loose ends for his comfort. Having to wait for Mr. Danvers to give him a kill order was just creating more loose ends, rather than fewer. He never thought the day would come, but Danvers might be losing his edge.

         He’d pulled into the parking lot as his men were getting up off the ground. Casey Jacobs was not subdued in the black panel van, and they had stolen no decent intel. So basically his team had failed on all the important fronts. He was furious, even more so that he couldn’t just fucking kill them here and dump their bodies somewhere.

         He’d kicked one of his men who was groaning on the ground, before helping him up and growling, “What the hell happened here? I sent two of you to pick up a hundred-and-ten-pound woman, and you’re both here, and she isn’t. Anyone care to explain?”

         David Gunn’s eyes were bloodshot and glazed. Gunn was one of his longest-serving security personnel. Ex-army, and usually reliable. Except today, of course. One of his pupils was dilated, and seeing Gunn’s weakness just infuriated Grove more. He flexed his hands, trying not give into the urge to beat him senseless.
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