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			MISSION ACCOMPLISHED:
High praise for New York Times 
and USA Today bestselling author
CINDY GERARD
and her scorching alpha hunks!

			“I’m hooked on Gerard’s tough-talkin’, straight-shootin’ characters.”

			—Sandra Brown

			“A true master!”

			—RT Book Reviews

			“Slam-bang romantic suspense.”

			—Fresh Fiction

			“Kicks romantic adventure into high gear.”

			—Allison Brennan

			“Just keeps getting better and better.”

			—Romance Junkies 

			KILLING TIME

			Book One in the thrilling new One-Eyed Jacks series
Nominated for the RT Book Reviews Best Romantic Suspense Award!

			“Cindy Gerard writes such fun books. Full of tons of action, witty lines and plenty of sexual tension, Killing Time totally lived up to my expectations.”

			—USA Today

			“A Gerard novel is always worth the time and money invested, and this one is no exception.”

			—RT Book Reviews (Top Pick!)

			“From the intensely captivating opening scene to the last tender moment, Gerard takes the reader on an emotionally complex yet action-packed roller-coaster ride of romance and conflict, capitalizing on both sexual and situational tension.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Danger-fueled romantic tension . . . [and] sizzling chemistry.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“The first chapter infuses sexual tension (and frustration) with exotic locales and a little spark of forbidden danger. It works so well in capturing readers’ attention that they are helpless but to dive right in.”

			—Under the Covers Book Blog

			“This book was everything I could have asked for. . . . Gerard really is unmatched for quality of characters and writing in the genre.”

			—Smexy Books

			“This story started off with a bang and continued throughout.”

			—The Book Nympho

			“I’ve been a LONGtime fan of Cindy Gerard’s work and this book more than lives up to her reputation as a master of building suspense and creating believable, three-dimensional characters that leave you both racing to reach the end and sorry to turn the last page. . . . I always have her latest book on pre-order.”

			—Writer Mom’s Blog

			THE WAY HOME

			A captivating stand-alone novel with some sizzling heroes you might recognize

			“A story readers can’t help but fall in love with.”

			—RT Book Reviews 

			“Smart, romantic, exciting, and so emotionally satisfying. I hugged myself for hours after reading it. Cindy Gerard really knows how to bring it home!”

			—Robyn Carr

			“A really sweet read about second chances, finding love, and the path that leads you to your happily ever after. Gerard continues to impress me.”

			—Smexy Books

			“An interesting meditation . . . on the changing foundations of love. In many ways it challenges the first and only soul mate concept that is so prevalent.”

			—Dear Author

			“I anxiously await every new Cindy Gerard release. I’ve always thought there was nobody who wrote romantic suspense better, able to seamlessly blend romance and action while creating strong heroines and macho yet caring heroes.”

			—Fiction Vixen

			“Gerard is an author whose stories I always have an easy time falling into and thoroughly enjoying. . . . You can never go wrong with the Black Ops world.”

			—Happily Ever After-Reads

			“Gerard simply excels when it comes to writing action-packed scenes that are highly detailed and infused with passion and fun. Similarly, her heroes have been some of the hottest in RS that I’ve read.”

			—Under the Covers Book Blog
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			To the loves of my life:
Kyle, Eileen, Kayla, Blake, Lane, and Hailey.
And, to Tom, for all the reasons I’ve told you and for all the reasons I can’t even put into words.

		

	
		
			The price of freedom is eternal vigilance.

			—Thomas Jefferson
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			Monday

			I think we consider too much the good luck of the early bird and not enough the bad luck of the early worm.

			—Franklin D. Roosevelt
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			6:30 a.m., McLean, Virginia

			A trancelike calm kicked in, as it always did once she settled into her sniper’s “nest.” Oblivious to the cold, she peered through the scope of her rifle and smiled. From the sixth floor of the abandoned office building, she had a perfect sight line into Brewed Awakenings. And soon her targets would start to gather for their monthly breakfast.

			She’d been called a well-tuned killing machine, her reputation acquired from fifteen years of kill shots. But this was no ordinary contract kill; this was the mother of all kills. Her reputation in the global “work for hire” community was on the line, for one. Her newfound standing with the Russians, for another; they would pay well when she performed to their satisfaction. Even more important, however, was her personal objective: revenge.

			And she was primed and pumped to kill.

			•    •    •

			This early on a Monday morning was so far from Jamie Cooper’s comfort zone he felt as if he’d landed in a different zip code. All because of a woman who wouldn’t give him the time of day.

			Disgusted with himself, he sat at the large table the hostess led him to. He was the first to arrive; the members of DOD’s two off-the-books black ops teams weren’t due at Brewed Awakenings for a good fifteen minutes. Opening a menu, he sized up the twenty or so other customers. He’d give it a 99 percent probability that none of them represented a threat. Even off the clock, he never dropped full alert status.

			And right this moment, he was alert for one team member in particular: Rhonda “Bombshell” Burns.

			The new head computer analyst and security expert had thrown him way off his game. In the six months she’d been on board, the woman had single-handedly elevated the stereotype of “computer nerd” to “computer sexpot.” Taggart’s term, not his, but he damn sure agreed. The woman was a walking, talking wet dream.

			But God help the man who called her that to her face; her smackdown would be brutal. And hot.

			Get your head out of your ass and recalibrate, Coop.

			The Bombshell was strictly “look but don’t touch.” Not only was she his teammate, but she’d also made her total lack of interest in him crystal-clear.

			Yet here he sat, waiting to set eyes on her. And the woman barely spoke to him.

			How screwed up was that?

			If Taggart and Mike knew he’d turned stupid over a woman, they’d laugh their asses off. Needle him about being a stalker. Want to check his temperature.

			Maybe they’d be right. Maybe he was sick—in the head. He’d actually set his alarm so he could watch her make her grand entrance. It was so high school. But her entrances were always grand—so he cut himself a little slack.

			Then he spotted her walking past the plate-glass windows. When she sashayed through the door, he nearly stopped breathing. It felt as if a combat boot had kicked him in the chest. Her cheeks were flushed pink with cold, her baby-blues sparkled, and her thick, glossy blond mane framed her face like the angel hair his mom used to drape on their Christmas tree.

			Except Rhonda Burns was no angel. As she slipped off her coat and hung it on the rack by the door, her skintight pink sweater, ass-hugging skirt, and nosebleed-­high heels conjured up thoughts that could send him straight to hell. He shifted in his chair because suddenly, his pants were a little too tight for comfort.

			He didn’t know where she got those soft, fuzzy sweaters, but he hoped she never ran out of them. And he hoped she never changed the way she dressed, the way she smelled, the way she walked, and the way she radiated confidence and sass and sensuality.

			With her luscious curves and “look all you want, enjoy, but don’t touch” attitude, she made his day every time she walked into a room. And now she was walking right toward his table.

			He could handle her; he had no doubt about that. But beside the fact that the Department of Defense would frown on any type of slap-and-tickle between teammates, the oh-so-tempting Rhonda would undoubtedly prove to be a massive complication. And he liked his personal life just the way it was: pie simple.

			But because he couldn’t help himself, he did his best to get a rise out of her now and then, just to feel the afterburn of her explosion.

			“Good morning,” she said crisply.

			To show that her frosty greeting hadn’t fazed him, he flashed her a smile, which she didn’t return.

			She smoothed a hand over her hair and gave a toss of her head that sent her long golden tresses flowing over one shoulder. Sitting regally on the chair he’d pulled out for her, she crossed one long leg over the other, then made the monumental effort of glancing at him. “A little early for you, isn’t it, Hondo?”

			Bada-bing.

			There was the needling he’d come to enjoy.

			“Good morning to you, too, Buttercup.” She hated cutesy nicknames as much as he hated being called Hondo.

			She dismissed him like a used napkin. “Make yourself useful. When they bring coffee, pour me a cup. I’ve got to go powder my nose.”

			Pretty darn sure that she just wanted to get away from him until more members of the team arrived, he deliberately cleared his throat. “Somebody forgot the magic word.”

			A disingenuous smile flashed, then disappeared. “Please.”

			“Your coffee will be my number one priority.”

			She turned away and, like every other man in the restaurant, he watched the sweet, deliberate sway of her hips as she walked toward the ladies’ room.
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			A rush of icy February air blew in as Bobby Taggart arrived. He glanced around, spotted Coop, and did a comical double take. Coop grinned and prepared for the flack the square-jawed, tough-as-nails Bronx native was bound to give him. His brown hair was military-­cut, his eyes were always watchful, and if the ink on his right forearm paying tribute to his fallen brothers hadn’t pegged him as a warrior, his Ironman build left no question. One look from those hard green eyes sent grown men scattering and women wondering if they should be fascinated or fearful.

			Yet Taggart could always make Coop laugh. Despite the fact that Coop was retired Marine and Taggart was retired Army Special Forces, they were best friends.

			Taggart reached the table and pulled out a chair. “So who lit a fire under your ass?”

			Coop gave his buddy the one-finger salute, grabbed one of the coffeepots the busboy had just brought, and poured them each a cup. “What? I can’t be the first one here for a change?

			“You? Early? It goes against all the laws of nature.” Taggart shrugged out of his worn leather jacket, hung it on the back of the chair, and sat down across from him. “And it hurts my heart to think that a pretty boy like you might not’ve gotten all your beauty sleep.”

			Taggart’s flack over Coop’s past as a model got seriously old. “I know something else that’ll make your head hurt,” Coop warned.

			“Your fist in my face if I don’t mind my own business?”

			Coop lifted his coffee cup in salute. “There ya go.”

			Brewed Awakenings was one of several places the two teams gathered once a month on an irregular rotation. Original brick walls, stained pine floors, and a shabby-chic décor made the place comfortable—not to mention that the coffee was the best he’d found outside of his own kitchen. The general public had no idea who they were or that their two units were the first line of human defense for homeland and international terrorist threats. Even so, they still varied venues and arrival and departure times as precautionary measures. It was all about security, mixed in with a healthy dose of Spec Ops paranoia, but come hell or hurricane, they kept their monthly breakfast date.

			Because even though they worked together day in and day out and all had lives outside of Uncle Sam’s domain, the deal was, they liked one another. To a man and a woman, all of them had ties to one another that only they could understand. And they needed these out-from-under-the-umbrella gatherings to stay connected.

			“Man, she’s something, huh?” Taggart said.

			Coop followed his gaze and saw Rhonda walking back toward the table.

			Combat boot. Direct hit. Solar plexus.

			Rhonda gave Taggart a big grin and an even bigger hug. “Aren’t you a fine sight on a cold Monday morning?” she drawled in a Georgia peach voice she reserved for people she liked—which explained why Coop heard it only in mixed company.

			“New shirt.” Taggart shot Coop a needling wink over Rhonda’s shoulder.

			“I noticed, and I like it.”

			Taggart beat Coop to the carafe. “Let me pour you some coffee, darlin’.”

			“Good to know I can count on someone.” The glance she shot Coop could have leveled a small building.

			He gave her a mock salute.

			Which she ignored, walking toward the door to greet more team members as they entered.

			“God, I love how she busts your balls,” Taggart said as they both watched Rhonda walk toward the new arrivals. “How does it feel to finally meet a woman who doesn’t automatically worship at the altar of your bed?”

			Coop cracked up. “Worship at the altar of my bed?”

			“Can’t decide if it’s that ugly face of yours,” Taggart speculated, slinging an arm over the back of his chair, “the smooth talk, or the sock you stuff in the front of your pants that attracts the ladies like sharks to chum.”

			So, okay. He didn’t exactly have a face that broke plates. He got a lot of long, lustful looks from the opposite sex. And yeah, sometimes he took them up on their offers.

			But he wasn’t a dick about it. He didn’t make promises he didn’t intend to keep, and he sure as hell didn’t invite most of the attention he got. But as he opened his mouth to tell Taggart to shove it, Rhonda and the others joined them.

			When she had settled back in and picked up her coffee, Taggart poured on the charm, making it clear how much it amused him that she was unaffected by Coop’s . . . sock.

			“Careful, the coffee’s really hot,” Taggart warned her.

			What was really hot was the woman who took pains to ignore him. And damn it, if she’d just flirt with him like she did with Taggart and the rest of the guys, he wouldn’t be in this fix now. But no. She had to give him all kinds of crap all the time.

			Well, she could pretend indifference until there were solar flares on the moon, but he’d caught her looking at him more than once. Looking a little perplexed, a little peeved, and maybe even a little turned on. He’d love to mine those cracks in her personal firewall to see what was going on inside her head—or maybe not.

			The truth was, she wound him up as tight as a recoil spring in a shotgun, which was a huge problem, because Mike had partnered them up next week to do security checks at a couple of Air Force bases.

			A week with the Bombshell. Alone.

			He glanced at her, all silken blond hair, big blue eyes, and tight sweater. He hadn’t told her yet about the field assignment; he’d do that back at the office. But he’d told himself plenty: she was hands off, and not merely because DOD wouldn’t approve. No, he’d keep his distance from the Bombshell because bombs exploded, and he didn’t want to get blown to hell.
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			She shivered with anticipation as she sighted down the rifle’s scope for perhaps the hundredth time since she’d set up the nest. The air was bitter cold, but adrenaline kept her blood pumping, sending heat to her extremities, keeping her fingers nimble as she made minute adjustments to the legs of the tripod mount.

			The Ruger M77 bolt-action was her new personal favorite. She loved the irony that it shot ammo similar to the M16 rifle that the U.S. military loved so much. And regardless of the range of almost three hundred yards, the cartridges she’d hand-loaded would ensure maximum destruction.

			She’d have made this hit free of charge, so it was icing on the cake that the Russians were paying her a king’s ransom. And it was no accident that they’d contacted her to take out one of the Department of Defense’s top covert tactical teams. She’d laid bread crumbs from Munich to Moscow, making certain they’d follow the trail straight to her and understand that she had the goods they needed and a product to sell.

			Her intricate planning had paid off. Yet another thing she owed to her mentor. He’d left her the means to this end, and the thought of finally exacting revenge for his death had her shaking with excitement.

			•    •    •

			“Are you all ready to order?” a preppy young waiter asked Rhonda.

			She didn’t find it unusual that she’d been singled out as the spokesman for the group; it had always been that way. She’d been told that she had a look—social organizer, office administrator, corporate deity, boss lady, whatever—that drew others to assume she was in charge. She’d stopped fighting it long ago.

			She glanced around the table. Her boss, Mike Brown, sat beside his wife, Eva. Then came Jamie Cooper. If he’d meant to annoy her by moving to a chair directly across from her, he’d done a good job of it. After him were two other team members, Enrique Santos and Josh Waldrop. Only Joe and Steph Green had made it from the other Black Ops team, rounding out the group.

			“Anyone else coming?” she asked Brown. When he shook his head, she turned back to the waiter. “Why don’t you start with the big guy here”—she patted Taggart’s shoulder—“and work your way back to me?”

			While the waiter took orders, Rhonda sat back, feeling the disbelief that sometimes hit her when she thought about her new job. These men were elite operatives. They made up the core group of the International Threat Analysis and Prevention Agency (ITAP), along with Brett Carlyle, who hadn’t made it to breakfast today.

			Now she was one of them. A member of a covert antiterrorist team.

			Never in her wildest dreams.

			She’d thought long and hard before she accepted the position. She’d known from the get-go that it wasn’t as innocuous as the name of the unit implied.

			And after she’d signed so many confidentiality and security clearance documents that it made the NSA’s requirements seem like hooking pinkie fingers and crossing hearts, Mike had briefed her on the unit’s real mission.

			“ITAP is a cover agency created to ensure we can operate with anonymity and complete autonomy,” he’d said.

			Yikes. Who in any government agency was granted autonomy?

			“For instance,” he’d added, “if someone starts snooping around DOD records, they won’t discover anything, because we’re listed as a private consulting firm, hired on a contractual basis for security and threat assessments.”

			“But that’s not what you—I mean, we—do?” she’d asked him.

			“Security assessment is one of our functions, yes. In fact, our first field assignment will most likely be a cyber-threat analysis of a high-value military facility. But our primary purpose is rapid response and deployment when a specific threat to national security is confirmed.”

			At that point, it had started to sound a lot like covert operations. And she’d been right.

			The team could deploy to any U.S. military facility for the official reason of assessing potential security breaches, when, in fact, they might be there to take out an Al-Qaeda kingpin.

			“So, we are and we aren’t who everyone thinks we are,” she’d concluded.

			Mike had grinned. “Exactly.”

			It was really quite ingenious. With the security consultant cover, the team could get into facilities stateside and internationally that no one else could.

			Rhonda looked around the table. In private, the team called itself the One-Eyed Jacks; she didn’t know much about the story behind the name. She knew they all carried old, tattered jacks of hearts and spades like they were treasured club membership cards, cards that only came out of their pockets when they were drawing for who bought breakfast. She imagined there was a much bigger story there—just like ITAP had a bigger story.

			“Big responsibilities,” she’d said, after absorbing all the information Mike had fed her. “Why so few operators?”

			“Because we run fast and lean. Only the best make the cut. I keep the unit scaled down for that reason, and it’s going to stay that way.”

			She couldn’t help feeling a twinge of pride that Mike considered her among the best at what she did. Turned out she was pretty good with weaponry, too. Passing her probation had involved time on the rifle range and in close-quarters combat drills. But even though her instructor said she was a natural, she had no interest in being part of any shoot-’em-up operations. She wanted to be on the front lines fighting cyber-terrorism with a unit that could make that happen.

			Cooper was the only wrinkle in her game plan. She glared at him when she was sure he wasn’t looking. If she had an Achilles’ heel, unfortunately, he was it—which ticked her off. Not that anyone would ever know. She was not only good at finding secrets, she was also good at keeping them. Nope. No one would ever know that she’d spent far too much time wondering what was behind the pretty boy’s face . . . and what it would be like to sleep with him.

			“So, how’s it going?” Stephanie Green asked, reminding her that this morning was about socializing.

			“Good,” Rhonda said with a firm nod, taking advantage of the ordering and male-to-male ribbing that gave them a moment of privacy. “It’s going well.”

			Three years ago, Rhonda and Steph had worked together as cryptologists at the National Security Agency. Then Steph had left the stifling bureaucracy of the NSA for greener pastures. She’d turned in her secret decoder ring for a wedding ring, married Black Ops agent Joe Green, and adopted a street orphan from Sierra Leone who had been instrumental in saving their lives. Steph had also joined Nate Black’s unit and, judging by how happy the pretty brunette looked, was loving every minute of it.

			“So you’re not sorry I talked you into applying for the ITAP position?” Steph asked.

			Rhonda covered Steph’s hand with hers and squeezed. “Are you kidding? You saved me from a life of endless boredom. I’m in the front lines now, chickie. I’m no longer a drone slogging through a maze of cubicles like a robot and praying for something big to happen.”

			Stephanie laughed. “In the first place, you could never be categorized as a drone. Drones don’t look like you or get stared at the way you do. Speaking of which,” she added quietly after a furtive glance across the table, “what’s with Golden Boy over there?”

			Rhonda glanced at Jamie Cooper, then quickly away. Damn. He was staring. And damn, he was . . . golden. From his skin—he clearly had some Latino blood—to the gold rimming his chocolate-brown irises, to the natural highlights that shimmered in the dark brown hair that was just long enough to make him look like a badass. A very sexy badass.

			“We haven’t quite figured each other out yet,” she hedged.

			“Really?” Steph’s sparkling eyes smiled as she gave Rhonda an all-knowing look. “Seems clear to me. The man’s got the hots for you, my friend.”

			Rhonda snorted. “What man doesn’t?” She knew what she looked like, and she liked to maximize her assets. She had a passion for Manolo Blahniks and vintage angora sweaters, and she was on a first-name basis with the clerks at her favorite makeup counter. So sue her.

			When she’d decided to take the position, she’d also decided that the team was going to have to take her as she was—blond and curvy and not shy about showcasing those curves. She enjoyed being a woman. She also had a smart mouth that she’d have to make a big effort to control; so far, that wasn’t working out too well. She took way too much pleasure needling Cooper, who had the mistaken impression that he was God’s gift to womankind.

			“At least, until they get to know me and they figure out what a bitch I am,” she added.

			“You’re not a bitch. You’re protective of yourself. Nothing wrong with that.”

			Rhonda changed the subject, as she always did when it veered too close to her emotional space. “Better give the man your order,” she said as the waiter reached them.

			Steph was her dearest friend, but even she didn’t know the reason Rhonda evaded, avoided, and even sabotaged budding romantic relationships. One day, maybe she’d tell her. In the meantime, she kept it to herself.

			Feeling a tingle at the base of her spine, she glanced across the table again. And again, there was Cooper, that cocky smile on his face, his gaze lasered in on her, irritating the hell out of her.

			She was going to have to do something about that man. She didn’t like the way he made her feel . . . off her stride, a little bit out of control. And too often unfocused—­not something she could afford if she was going to pull her weight on the team. She still had a lot to prove before she won their complete confidence.

			Cooper might want to play silly games, but she didn’t. Before they headed for work, she’d get him alone and call him on it. By the time she finished with the Golden Boy, he’d be looking for a new hobby—one that didn’t involve messing with her mind.
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			Setting up the nest had required mechanical precision, patience, time, and tolerance for extreme boredom. It had been well over an hour since the targets had started arriving. And still, she waited.

			She peered through the Leopold 3x9 rifle scope and set it to minimum magnification. The scope made the targets appear to be only thirty feet away instead of three hundred yards, making long-distance kills almost as easy as close-ups. Jamie Cooper. Bobby Taggart. Mike Brown and his bitch of a wife. Their tightly knit group would soon be gone.

			Calculating the wind speed with the help of a flag fluttering on a nearby building, she adjusted the scope. The Kestrel weather meter provided temperature and humidity, since both would affect the bullet’s flight. As would the range and the thickness of the restaurant’s plate-glass window. She consulted the range card again, then made another slight alteration so that the bullets would hit straight and true.

			Satisfied that everything was properly set, she made a final check of the defenses she’d put in place. If any of Brown’s team attempted to enter this room, a little surprise awaited them. They thought they were cagey, alternating their meeting days and times and locations, but they weren’t cagey enough. Her contact had told her they’d be at this restaurant this morning.

			Predictability, thy name is victim. 

			Adrenaline shot through her veins, and she quelled the rapid beat of her heart with long, steadying breaths. Then she settled deeper behind the scope and savored the moment.

			After two years of planning, another few minutes were nothing. Now wasn’t the time to get jumpy and rush the shot. There could be no possibility that this job went wrong.

			When they’d killed her mentor, they’d killed part of her, too. He would approve of her ensuring that those who mourned her targets would know exactly who’d pulled the trigger and why. They would know that this was about revenge.

			•    •    •

			“I still don’t know what you see in this chump.” Coop hugged Mike’s wife, not only because it would get Mike all riled up but also because he had a special affection for her.

			Eva, an attorney for the CIA, had hunted Mike down in Peru and forced him to fight the false charges that had ended all of their military careers in disgrace ten years ago. If not for her, Coop, Taggart, and Mike wouldn’t have been reunited, exonerated, and working together today.

			“Hey,” Mike groused good-naturedly, as predicted. “Get your hands off my girl. And for your information, I have some very special qualities. Right, chica?”

			Coop laughed when the unflappable Eva blushed, making it clear that Mike might have recently worked on perfecting those “special” qualities with her.

			“Who’s organizing next month’s breakfast?” Eva asked, dodging the question.

			“I think that would be me,” Stephanie said. “I hope more members of Nate’s unit can make the next gathering. In the meantime, I assume you’ll be picking up Coop and Taggart’s tab again?” she asked Mike with a grin.

			“Har-har.” Grumbling, Mike tossed his credit card onto the table with the bill, then scowled at the tattered jack of hearts he’d pulled out of his wallet with the credit card; a bullet hole pierced the playing card clean through the middle. “That used to be my lucky card,” he said, tucking it away again.

			“Better luck next time, boss.” Taggart kissed his own one-eyed jack of spades, which had been sliced half through with a KA-Bar knife.

			“Not a word out of you, Cooper.” Mike gave him the evil eye.

			“Wasn’t going to say a thing,” Coop said. “Certainly wasn’t going to point out that your card has let you down the last nine out of ten times.”

			“Nope. Because you’re not that kind of guy.” Mike grunted.

			“I’d never gloat.” Coop grinned. “Sure did enjoy those pancakes, boss.”

			He glanced down at his own card, a faded jack of hearts that was burned around the edges. Every time he looked at it, or saw Mike pull his out of a pocket, or watched Taggart flip his over and over between his fingers, he was transported back ten years to Afghanistan, where all the men in their unit had carried one-eyed jacks as a symbol of solidarity, of brotherhood.

			Mike, Bobby, and Coop were the only ones left, and they carried their cards in honor of their fallen brothers.

			And because none of the three of them could resist a gamble, they always drew cards to see who paid for breakfast.

			“I hate to be the one to break up this friendly sparring,” Eva said as she shrugged into her coat, “but I’ve got a nine o’clock meeting I need to—”

			A huge, booming crack cut off her words as the front window exploded, and flying shards of plate glass flew through the room like Hellfire missiles.

			“Shooter! Contact front!” Coop yelled. He dived across the table and tackled Rhonda to the floor.

			The rest of the team members scrambled for cover, reaching into concealed shoulder or waist holsters for their handguns.

			“You okay?” he asked Rhonda.

			She squirmed beneath him. “I’m fine. Get off of me!”

			He rolled, scrambled up onto all fours, and, heart slamming, appraised the situation.

			Stunned civilians, frozen in shock, sat with mouths agape. Then the restaurant erupted in terrified screams.

			“Get down! Get the hell down!” Coop yelled. His 9mm in hand, he crab-crawled across the floor, sweeping glass aside with the heels of his hands. Mike was right beside him.

			“Get down!” Mike dragged two screaming women to the floor. “Everyone hug the floor! Get as low as you can, and stay there!”

			When people finally realized that they were the good guys, they scrambled to make themselves as small as possible. Behind Coop, tables slammed to the floor as the team flipped them over to use as shields. He crawled low over broken glass to get a fix on the shooter’s position.

			The eerie silence was broken only by soft, terrified sobs and the sounds of 911 calls flying out from cell phones. A cutting wind scuttled in through the shattered window.

			“Did it stop?” a woman’s voice sobbed.

			“Just stay down,” Coop repeated loudly, so everyone knew to stay cautious. “Is anyone hit? Anyone hurt?”

			Silence among the sharp breaths and muffled sobs.

			“Check your neighbor. Make sure everyone’s okay!” Mike said from under the open window.

			Taggart and Waldrop belly-crawled across the floor toward them, and the four of them made a quick check on the civilians.

			Joe Green made a break to cover the back of the restaurant. Santos, hunched low, ran to support him.

			Another shot rang out.

			Santos spun in a circle and went down. “I’m okay,” he assured everyone quickly as he scooted behind a downed table. “Just nicked my arm. I’m okay.” To prove it, he scrambled toward the back door and got into position with Green, his gun trained outside.

			“Mike,” Rhonda said tremulously.

			Coop looked over his shoulder. Her face was white.

			“Eva’s been hit.”

			“Oh, Jesus, please,” Coop prayed under his breath as Mike tore across the room to get to his wife.

			Another shot sang through the air right behind him, missing its mark.

			Coop left Taggart with the jumpy civilians and rushed after Mike.

			Stephanie knelt beside Eva, who’d been lowered to the floor. She’d tucked her coat under Eva’s head, and Rhonda covered her with her jacket.

			“We need to stop the bleeding.” Rhonda scrambled off in search of something to use.

			Oh, God, Coop thought. Eva was so pale and still.

			Mike carefully peeled back the jacket to see where his wife had been hit, and a horrible, gut-wrenching sound welled from deep in his chest. Coop made himself look and bit back a gasp. Eva’s pale, delicate hand lay low across her ribs. A steady trickle of blood spilled between her fingers. Her eyes fluttered open, unfocused, then drifted shut again.

			Mike folded her into his arms. “Call 911!” he yelled, knowing full well that several calls had already gone out. “Call 911!” he roared again desperately as Stephanie placed another call requesting an ambulance.

			“How bad?” Coop whispered, glancing up at Stephanie, but he already knew the answer.

			Grim-faced, Stephanie shook her head.

			Eva was bleeding out. No one had their gear with them. No medic’s kit, no QuikClot. No IVs. Nothing.

			Rhonda crawled back to Eva’s side with a thick stack of linen napkins that Mike pressed against the wound and applied pressure on the bleed.

			“Get her flat, Mike,” Steph said when he tried to hold Eva tighter in his arms. “She needs to be flat.”

			She needs a doctor, Coop thought, sick with helplessness and fear. Eva was semiconscious and fading fast. Her skin was so pale. He reached for one of her hands. Cold and clammy. Then he checked her radial pulse. Weak and thready.

			He knew just enough medicine to treat field wounds and understood that her body was trying to shunt blood to her central organs. Not good. Not good at all. It meant things were shutting down.

			“We need to locate the shooter,” Taggart said, meeting Coop’s eyes from across the room.

			He was right. They were pinned down like ducks on a pond, with no flight options in sight. Too many lives were on the line to sit here. Someone was going to have to play cowboy.

			He glanced at his friends. There was nothing he could do for Eva. Mike, Stephanie, and Rhonda were doing what they could. Taggart and Waldrop guarded the shattered window. Green and Santos covered the back.

			He crawled up to join Taggart on the floor at the window and searched outside. The shots could have come from anywhere. The bank of office buildings to the east of the restaurant. An apartment building to the west. An abandoned building in the middle of it all. They had to find out.

			“Toss me a coat. Any coat!” Coop yelled at Rhonda. “Taggart, Waldrop—keep your eyes peeled outside for a rifle flash.”

			Rhonda grabbed Taggart’s jacket and, at Coop’s nod, let it fly.

			The shot was almost instantaneous.

			“Muzzle flash. Vacant building, six floors up. One, two . . . wait, I’ve gotta count . . . thirteen windows in!” Taggart shouted after a brief, intense moment.

			They had him—and he wasn’t as smart as he thought, if he allowed anyone on the ground to see his muzzle flash.

			“Taggart. You’re with me.” Coop headed toward the rear of the restaurant and shot out the back door.
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			Waldrop laid cover fire as Coop and Taggart sprinted the length of three football fields. Pumping blood and adrenaline kept them warm in the fifteen-degree weather; their breath escaped in frosty white puffs as it left their burning lungs. When they reached the target building, they drew their guns and took a few seconds to suck in some breath and assess the building. Ten stories of brick, it took up an entire block. Graffiti was scrawled across the walls and the few ground-floor windows that weren’t broken out.

			“I’ll go left,” Coop said, and Taggart immediately took off to the right.

			When Coop reached the first corner of the building, he pressed his back against it, checked around the brick, then raced for the opposite end, stopping at every doorway to check for a possible entry point.

			“Locked tight,” Taggart said, breathing hard, when they met at their original point of contact.

			“I didn’t see any vehicles. You?”

			Taggart shook his head. “Nope.”

			So either the shooter had already left, had a driver waiting for him somewhere nearby, or had arrived on foot. That gave them two chances out of three that he was still up there. And still shooting to kill.

			“Ideas?” Coop asked as they bolted toward the closest door.

			“A good, hard kick ought to do it.”

			Holding his pistol in a two-handed grip close to his body, Coop mule-kicked the door open and burst inside. He cleared the left side of the stairwell and felt Taggart at his back, clearing his sector.

			They’d breached enough enemy strongholds together that their actions were a well-choreographed, deadly dance.

			A hand clasped his shoulder, confirming that Taggart was ready to go up.

			Stairways were a bitch to clear. The “fatal funnel.” The bad guys could toss a grenade or fire a burst of shots and be guaranteed to hit something.

			Quickly, but taking care, they cleared each stairway and landing.

			Coop’s pulse pounded in his head by the time they got to the sixth floor, where they figured the shooter had been hiding.

			Office doors flanked either side of the hallway. They eliminated the side to the north and center of the building.

			“Which window?” Coop glanced down the hall.

			Taggart looked at the first door. “The thirteenth.”

			“How many windows in each room?”

			“Guess there’s only one way to find out.”

			“Cover me.”

			Two-handing his 9mm in front of him, Coop drew a deep breath. Then he hauled back again, kicked open the first door, and burst through the threshold, staying low and out of the kill zone.

			Taggart rushed in low behind him.

			The room was empty.

			“Captain America couldn’t have done it better,” Taggart said, a weak attempt to cut the tension.

			“Just count, smart-ass.”

			“Five.”

			Five windows in the room.

			They hustled back to the door, checked out the hall, and, finding it empty, rolled out of the empty room together.

			Taggart stopped by the next door. “What do you think?”

			Though they both knew the room after this one held the thirteenth window, it never paid to assume.

			“Clear it just in case.”

			Taggart went in first this time. And again, they found the room empty.

			As they stepped back out into the hall, Coop heard the soft click of a latch on the next door down the hall.

			Beside him, Taggart nodded. He’d heard it, too.

			•    •    •

			Rhonda hoped that everyone in the restaurant was asking whatever power any of them believed in to save Eva. With more pleas sent in Taggart and Cooper’s direction. They were out there now, easy targets for whoever was doing the shooting.

			“They’ll be fine,” Steph said, reading her mind. “They know what they’re doing.”

			She might not like Cooper much, but her heart beat more for his and Taggart’s safety than for her own.

			And it beat more for Eva’s.

			She fought back tears. Her teammates weren’t just battle buddies. They were good friends, including their wives and kids. To many of them, this extended family was the closest to normal that it got. And now she was one of them. Now she understood that when one of their own was in danger, they’d move mountains to remove the threat.

			She felt so helpless. It seemed like an eternity since the first shot had been fired, though it had barely been four minutes since Eva was hit. Less than two minutes since Taggart and Cooper had raced out the back door after the shooter.

			“Where are the police?” Mike demanded. “Where’s the ambulance?”

			She wanted to help him, to reassure him that Eva was going to be okay. But she’d seen the wound. She knew . . .

			The sound of sirens cut into her dark thoughts and provided much-needed hope.

			“Thank God, they’re here!” She felt a rush of relief as the first wave of squad cars rolled to screeching stops in front of the restaurant, lights flashing. Uniformed cops piled out of the cars, guns drawn, and carefully approached the building.

			“DOD!” Joe Green shouted, flashing his government credentials high in the air so the cops could see them clearly. The rest of them did the same.

			“Take cover,” Green warned them. “The shooter’s still out there.”

			Half a dozen cops scrambled inside and tucked in low beside them.

			“We’ve got two men out there looking for the shooter,” Green said.

			Normally, Mike would coordinate the action, but his head and his heart were wholly focused on Eva. It broke Rhonda’s heart to watch him.

			“And we’ve got a victim down,” Green told the lieutenant in charge. “GSW to the abdomen. Big bleed.” He glanced over his shoulder at Mike, who looked lost and desperate.

			“There’s an ambulance on the way,” the lieutenant said after double-checking with dispatch.

			“Tell them to step on it,” Green pleaded. “Tell ’em we’ve got a critical.”

			Rhonda felt as if another lifetime passed during the next several seconds, before the wail of another siren announced the rapid approach of the ambulance.

			The restaurant, the terrified customers, and the rest of her team all faded away amid the eerie flash of red, white, and blue strobes that rolled against the walls and glinted off the broken glass.

			Her gaze fell to Eva, who was now unconscious and who she feared was dying on the floor.

			Fear for Eva, for Mike, for Taggart and Cooper pressed down on her shoulders as she watched the ambulance crew tend to Eva, load her up while the police provided cover, and finally race away to the hospital with Mike at her side.

			Don’t let her die. Please, don’t let her die.

			Several more police cars arrived in the meantime. As soon as the restaurant was secured, Green, Waldrop, and Santos took off to provide backup for Taggart and Cooper.

			Rhonda and Stephanie stayed to supply information to the police. Sitting in the kitchen on a stack of boxes, Rhonda answered question after question . . . all the while thinking, pleading, and bargaining with the powers that be that no one else got shot.
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			Wrong! Everything had gone wrong!

			Her hands shook with rage, making her fingers clumsy as she disassembled her rifle and rushed to pack it away.

			She’d hit the woman, but it hadn’t been a head shot like she’d planned. She must have estimated the thickness and the density of the plate-glass window incorrectly. The miscalculation had altered the trajectory of the bullet, deflecting her shot slightly off course.

			Quickly setting the stage for her exit, she placed her props where they couldn’t be missed and told herself it didn’t matter that the shot hadn’t been clean. The view through the rifle’s scope had been clear. Judging from the blood and location of the wound, the bullet had riddled Eva Salinas Brown’s gut. Chances of surviving an abdominal hit like that were minuscule. She’d have a massive bleed, most likely be dead before the paramedics even had a chance to take her vitals. One of the advantages of designing and packing her own bullets was knowing exactly what kind of damage they could do.
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