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This novel is dedicated to all Marines and members of the Armed Forces who served in Iraq, who sacrificed for us and often paid the highest price of all in the service of our country. No matter how the landscape changes, your service will not be forgotten. Semper Fi.


o·ver·watch 1. The process of watching from a high position another group of soldiers who are involved in a military activity and giving them support if necessary.

—Macmillan Dictionary


PART I

FIRST CONTACT


CHAPTER 1

ANNAPOLIS, MD

29 OCTOBER 2008

Logan West opened his bloodshot green eyes as he emerged from unconsciousness. Light pierced his vision, and pain lanced through his head like a sharp knife. His forehead throbbed relentlessly as the brightness slowly dimmed.

He was facedown on the carpeted floor of his basement, his left arm stretched out above his head. He turned his wrist to look at his watch. It was almost one thirty in the afternoon.

I remember the first whiskey sometime around six o’clock, but there’s no way this is from only last night. Oh God . . .

With a dawning sense of horror, he realized he’d lost at least forty hours. A whole day? I’ve never blacked out that long before. It’s getting worse.

He struggled to his knees, his right arm fully extended, bracing himself for a fall that didn’t come. A wave of nausea washed over him. This is going to be a bad one, he thought. He felt the acrid bile rising in his throat when he heard a disembodied voice from across the room. “I was wondering when you were going to wake up. I’ve been waiting all night.”

The voice had the effect of ice-cold water thrown in Logan’s face, instantly suppressing the nausea and clearing his cloudy mind. He turned his head to look at the intruder, his mind feverishly working to regain its bearings.

The man was smiling as he leaned against the long marble-top bar fifteen feet from Logan. He appeared to be Hispanic, in his late twenties or early thirties. His hair was black and cropped closely, almost in a military manner but without the sides shaved to the skin. He wore a white long-sleeved thermal tee shirt under a black polo, as if trying to hide his muscular frame. His dark-brown eyes curiously assessed Logan, and although the man appeared relaxed, his overall demeanor presented a different picture. A neon sign flashed in the darkened street of Logan’s mind. This man’s a professional. And then . . . More importantly, he’s a threat.

A multitude of questions ricocheted in Logan’s head. None of them mattered. Logan knew the intruder wasn’t here to nurse him back to health. “Who the hell are you?” He wobbled on his hands and knees.

“That’s not important,” the man responded. The smile faded to reveal the hard interior beneath the cool facade. “But what is important—extremely important—is that you have something we want. Let me rephrase: need.” Logan’s unease grew at the man’s tone. “And as soon as you get your sorry ass off that floor, you’re going to tell me where it is.” The certainty in the man’s voice triggered the final alarms in Logan’s head.

Logan West, relapsing alcoholic, was still a man who, once committed to anything—a plan, a promise, an ideal—was relentless in its pursuit. He evaluated a situation so rapidly that his former platoon sergeant had repeatedly accused him of acting recklessly; however, in each of those former situations, Logan’s judgment had always proven correct and above reproach. He just understood and saw things before others did.

Unfortunately, that was before alcohol had forced its insidious way into every aspect of his life, including his decision-making abilities. Had he been completely sober, the rational part of his mind might have stopped him, but Logan West hadn’t been himself for months, and this afternoon was no different. This time, his platoon sergeant would’ve been correct. He acted before thinking.

He launched himself across the basement floor like a sprinter out of the starting block. His speed caught the intruder off guard—but only slightly. As Logan covered the distance in four long strides, a long blade appeared in the man’s right hand.

Logan was almost upon the man, his left shoulder raised and his right arm at his waist, both hands in fists. As he gained momentum, he moved his head to the left in a quick feint, hoping the man would draw back and provide an opening Logan could exploit. Otherwise, plan B was to plow into the man as hard and fast as he could.

Instead, the man violently flicked his right arm upward in an arcing uppercut motion. Logan, surprised by his miscalculation—not the first one of the day—saw the blade rush past his face. Even as he moved his head away, he felt a searing pain race across his left cheek. His mind registered the soft pat . . . pat . . . pat . . . of blood droplets cascading to the carpeted floor.

Then the sound was gone as his 210-pound frame crashed squarely into the assailant’s chest and forcefully slammed his back against the marble countertop. Logan heard the man grunt, his breath expelled in a sudden gasp, and Logan seized the momentary opening.

He delivered a vicious short punch to the inside of the man’s right wrist, causing his hand to open reflexively. The knife fell to the carpet and softly bounced away, landing near the bench press machine of Logan’s multistation gym.

Now disarmed, the man lowered his arms to protect himself as Logan assaulted his ribs with a furious onslaught of violent punches.

Logan sensed the tide of battle distinctly turn in his favor. He reached upward and grabbed the back of the man’s head, intent on delivering a knee to the man’s face to swiftly end the confrontation.

The attacker sensed his intent and countered. Rather than try to ply Logan’s arms from his head, he quickly snaked his right arm over Logan’s left arm and under the right one. The man’s left palm struck his own right hand with an upward blow with enough force to break Logan’s grip, flinging Logan’s arms up and away from him. The smart, defensive move of a trained professional, Logan thought.

The wounded intruder stepped forward and quickly delivered a side kick that squarely connected with Logan’s stomach. Logan stumbled backward, and his legs struck the seat of the pull-down station of the gym. He felt himself falling, and he grabbed the pull-down bar still attached to the pulley’s cable suspended over his head. His fall abruptly stopped, and Logan teetered precariously, twisting in the air from side to side.

Logan glanced at his enemy—how he now thought of the intruder—as he dangled from the pull-down bar. He recognized the change in his thinking, but he didn’t have time to contemplate the psychological implications of it. To his dismay, his enemy had moved closer to the dropped knife as Logan had fallen backward. In another moment, he’d have it—as well as the tactical advantage.

Logan did the only thing he could. As the man dove for the knife, Logan regained his balance, reached up, and unhooked the carabiner that secured the pull-down bar to the cable. He grabbed the bar with both hands and wielded it above his head like an awkwardly shaped sword, a heavy weapon forged from the top of a wide parallelogram. He stepped forward and swung the bar downward with all his might.

The attacker was prone on his stomach, crawling toward the knife with his hand outstretched, when one end of the metal bar violently collided with the back of his neck. He didn’t have time to register the fact that the end of his life had arrived.

Logan heard a sickening crunch! like popcorn being stepped on with a hard-soled shoe, and then the intruder sprawled forward, his spine severed. Logan watched as the man’s legs kicked spasmodically, his lungs shut down, and he began to suffocate.

Logan stared impassively at the dying man. You brought this on yourself. After a brief period, the man’s body stopped moving. Silence engulfed the basement in the aftermath of the battle.

The adrenaline rush that had swept away his hangover suddenly subsided, and Logan felt the all-too-familiar effects of his self-destructive behavior return. He realized he was breathing hard, and he forced himself to take slow, deep breaths. He was still thinking only one step at a time. Now that the fight was over, he needed to clear his head and figure out who the dead man was.

He bent over slowly to prevent the accompanying dizziness he often felt after a hard night’s drinking. He grabbed the man’s left arm and rolled him over onto his back. The dead man’s eyes looked at him accusingly. Logan didn’t care. Something else had grabbed his attention.

The left sleeve of the thermal tee had been pushed up his forearm during the fight, revealing a tattoo of a pair of .50-caliber bullets crossed in front of a skull. You’ve got to be kidding me. Who the hell was this guy?

He’d seen a tattoo like this on one of his Marines in Fallujah. The young sniper’s favorite weapon had been his Barrett .50-caliber sniper rifle, and the sergeant had been eager to broadcast it to the rest of his team.

They’d initially ribbed him with copious sarcasm when he’d received the tattoo. Fortunately for all of them, the sergeant had proved to be a deadly, accurate shot. After three days of heavy fighting in Fallujah, he’d earned the right to wear the ink proudly. No one said a word about it afterward.

Logan turned his thoughts to the present. The dead man lying in his basement wore tactical boots, had possessed a military demeanor, and was illustrated with a killer’s tattoo. It was the knife near the dead man’s hand that told Logan that his attacker was a skilled professional. Of the pay-for-hire kind, he thought. It was matte black with a ribbed handle for an improved grip during hand-to-hand combat.

His world tottered again. Logan felt another wave of nausea overtake him. He sat down on the basement floor as the withdrawal symptoms set in, and he knew they weren’t going to go away this time. He needed a drink to alleviate their severity. But first, there was one thing even more important.

I have to call Mike.



WASHINGTON, DC

At six foot two inches and close to 220 pounds, Special Agent Mike Benson hunched over his desk. He scrolled through the latest National Counterterrorism Center intelligence report on a laptop that felt tiny in his massive hands. His phone suddenly rang, the only noise in his private office.

The ringing was a welcome relief. He could only process so many threats to his country at one time. Most of them were the result of erroneous or faulty intelligence, thankfully. Unfortunately, it seemed like every extremist group associated with Al Qaeda was in the planning stages of a major operation against either the US homeland, US embassies worldwide, or US allies. It wasn’t a good time to be a Westerner overseas.

He removed his hand from the mouse and picked up the phone. “FBI, Washington, DC, Field Office, Special Agent Benson.”

“Mike, it’s Logan. I don’t know what you’re doing, but I need your help, and I need it now.”

At the word now and the tone with which Logan used it, alarm bells sounded in Mike’s head. He immediately knew it was serious. So much for the NCTC.

It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that Mike owed Logan his life from their time in Iraq before the surge. “Just reading some bullshit report. Where are you?”

“At home . . . the Annapolis one. How soon can you get here?” The urgency in his voice heightened Mike’s level of tension.

Mike looked at the time on his computer. It was 1:35 p.m. Traffic out of DC wouldn’t be too bad, especially moving outbound toward the capital city on the west side of the Chesapeake Bay.

“Give me forty-five minutes or so. Anything I need to know beforehand?”

“Yeah. Come alone and don’t tell anyone . . . at least not yet.” Logan paused. “It seems I’m in a bit of a bind, but at least I’m better off than the dead guy in my basement.” He said it as matter-of-factly as if he were reciting a dinner menu.

Logan didn’t give Mike a chance to respond. “See you soon,” he said and hung up.

Mike stared at the receiver in his right hand, thankful Logan had abruptly ended the conversation. He hadn’t had time to formulate a response—let alone a thought—before the phone went silent.

He’d once vowed to Logan that no matter what the cost, he’d be there for him. As he looked at the phone, he realized he was about to test that commitment. Dismissing from his mind the number of laws he was likely about to break, he got up from his desk and moved toward the door.

What the hell now, Logan? I thought we left all the dead guys in the desert.


CHAPTER 2

Logan hung up his cell and put it away. Just then, another phone began to ring. It was coming from the dead man. Other than rolling the man over, he hadn’t disturbed the body. He knew better.

He’d decided to wait until Mike arrived to search the man for two reasons. First, he wanted a witness before he moved anything in his basement, which was now a crime scene. Second—and more importantly—Mike would likely see a piece of evidence Logan’s untrained eye would overlook. And right now, Logan, you need all the help you can get.

Just as quickly, another inner voice questioned his resolution. How much harm can you do? You already killed him. Maybe you can find out why if you answer it.

He really didn’t want to touch the phone, but he only had a few seconds to make a decision. Answer the phone and see who it was, or ignore it and pray the FBI’s forensic team could exploit it for evidence?

How much worse can it get? He wasn’t a sit-on-the-sidelines kind of man. He bent down, reached under the body, and pulled the phone from his back left pocket. Mike was going to be even more pissed than he probably already was.

“Hola,” he said in a muffled voice, hoping the dead man spoke Spanish. He was somewhat surprised when a male voice with a Hispanic accent asked, “Roberto, do you have him?”

That answered one question. Whoever this was, he wanted me alive. But why? The dead man—formerly known as Roberto—had been dispatched to kidnap him. He must’ve assumed Logan would be easy prey, especially if he’d been conducting surveillance on him and had seen him in a drunken stupor.

Logan smiled malevolently. Even though he knew he was in a serious situation and likely facing hard questioning from local law enforcement, he was still somewhat pleased with himself. Someone sent this asshole to get me, and even after emerging from a blackout, I took him out first. Not bad for a relapsing alcoholic.

Logan knew the man on the phone wasn’t going to be easily fooled for long. He took the direct course of action—the path he worshipped, often to his own detriment.

“Sorry, this isn’t Roberto. I’m not sure where he is right now—spiritually speaking, I mean—but I know he won’t be taking any more calls.” He waited for the response.

The man paused before he spoke, but when he did, he was eerily calm. “Mr. West, I assume it’s you. Roberto would never have given his cell phone to anyone, which means I can also assume that Roberto is no longer among the living. That’s quite a shame since Roberto was one of my better men. Not the best, mind you, but good enough.”

“Well, apparently he wasn’t that good, asshole.” He wanted to provoke a response, but the man wasn’t taking the bait. The man continued in the same calm voice, as if they were having a friendly discussion like two old buddies.

“Too true, Mr. West. Too true. You know, I warned him not to underestimate you. Unfortunately for him, he did. I think he thought that since he was former Special Forces, he could handle you. I guess pride really does come before a fall.”

This guy wasn’t easily provoked. Okay, so I can’t ruffle his feathers. Logan let out a slow breath. “So let’s cut to the chase, shall we? What do you want from me? Obviously, it’s something you thought I wouldn’t give you, or you wouldn’t have sent your former employee here. So what is it?”

The other man started to speak, but Logan cut him off, “Sorry. One more thing before you tell me your sob story, asshole: Can I have something else to call you? My wife tells me I swear too much, that it’s become worse in the last few years. So if you don’t give me something else, I’m just going to continue with my own pet names for you—such as ‘fuckhead’ or something cuter—against my wife’s wishes.”

The other man laughed softly. “Very colorful, Mr. West. I wouldn’t want you to betray your wife’s wishes now. So please, call me Juan.”

“Fine, Juan. What do you want?”

There was a pause. Logan didn’t break the silence. He waited. “I want an artifact that your team acquired during your tour in Fallujah. It’s a flag, to be precise. One of Saddam Hussein’s flags of Iraq that you or a member of your team now possesses. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

Logan didn’t have it but he knew who did, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to let this man know it, at least not without trying to glean some information from him first. He had to be smart or Juan would easily see through his ploy. He looked at his watch. I’ve got plenty of time before Mike gets here.

“What’s so important about a flag? You know you can order one online? Seems it would be a lot cheaper and easier than coming after me for it. My prices are rather steep, as Roberto here can attest.” Logan waited for a response. He sensed Juan growing agitated. He was right.

“Enough jokes and small talk, Mr. West. Do you have the flag or not? If not, don’t waste my time . . . or your wife’s for that matter.” A chill ran up Logan’s spine.

“What the hell does that mean, motherfucker? You definitely don’t want to go where you’re going. And now that I think about it, I think I’ll stick with calling you ‘asshole,’ asshole.”

“Let me be perfectly clear, Mr. West. Either you give me what I want, or you find it for me. Otherwise, you’ll never see Sarah again. I don’t want to, but I’ll have one of my men hurt and then kill her. Please don’t test my resolve.” Juan paused, the words hammering Logan like shots to his chest. He said it matter-of-factly, and Logan didn’t doubt he’d do it.

Logan closed his eyes as the dark rage tried to overwhelm him. The fury, combined with his physical state, created such a blinding pain in his head, he thought his skull might fracture into a thousand tiny pieces.

Get ahold of yourself, Logan. If you can’t think straight, you’ll make mistakes, mistakes that might get Sarah hurt or killed.

He’d seen mistakes kill careful men before. In Iraq, a Marine had spray-painted “Complacency Kills” on a concrete barrier near Al Qaim, a city on the Syrian border. All too true, it was a constant reminder to be ever vigilant.

When he finally spoke, his voice was barely audible. An observer might have suddenly mistaken the good-looking man with an athlete’s physique and chiseled facial features for the devil himself, green eyes sparkling furiously within a dancing mask of pure, violent hatred.

“Listen very carefully, Juan. I’m going to find you, I’m going to stop you, and then I’m going to kill you after I’ve spoiled your little game. You’ll be seeing me soon.”

Logan was already leaping up the basement stairs as he hung up the phone. He stuck it in his cargo pocket as he dialed Mike with his personal cell phone in his other hand.

Mike answered immediately. He’s expecting me. “Mike, meet me at Sarah’s house now, specifically, at the entrance to the community. I think—scratch that—I know she’s in trouble . . . serious trouble. These people just upped the ante. I’ll call you from my car. You better grab our tactical gear. We’re going to need it. Talk to you in three minutes,” he said and hung up.

He prayed Juan’s threat was just a bluff, another way to get him to give up the flag. He had to know that if he harmed Sarah, Logan would never do what he wanted. Unfortunately, the logic didn’t calm the dread he felt.

The day had rapidly spiraled out of control. If he had any chance to get out of this mess, he had to take it now before Juan could make the next move. It’s my turn, asshole. He had to get ahead of whatever storm was coming before it consumed the only woman he loved. I’m coming, baby. Hold on.


CHAPTER 3

RURAL MARYLAND

Sarah West fumed over her soon-to-be ex-husband. Logan had dropped Daly off with no notice. He’d told her he was going out of town, but when she asked him if everything was okay, he’d lied to her. She knew it, but he’d insisted he was fine.

He told her he was going to ski Whiteface Mountain in Upstate New York. He said he needed to “clear his head” and that “cold air and fresh snow might help.”

She was certain something was wrong. She’d tried calling him several times since he’d left, but with no luck. He hadn’t answered. That in itself wasn’t uncommon, but she’d sensed something different about him after he’d left. He seemed more distant than when they’d been married, if that was possible.

Sarah had thrown herself into her work for the last three days, working feverishly on her housing crisis article for The Economist. Unfortunately, the article, her daily runs, and quality time with Daly, their three-year-old golden retriever, still hadn’t diminished the frustration she felt toward Logan.

She’d immersed herself in some serious house cleaning, hoping it might distract her from her concerns. It failed . . . miserably. She was furious that even now, when she was about to file divorce papers, he continued to weigh heavily on her mind. It was ludicrous.

Cooking had been her next diversion. As she placed a chicken parmigiana in the lower oven, she felt Daly paw her right foot imploringly, as if to ask, Where’s mine? She looked down and smiled, scratching behind his ears. He grinned and tilted his head to one side.

“What’s that, big guy? You already had your lunch. Sorry. This is for me for later.”

Daly whimpered and placed both his paws on her thighs, his sleek face open in a goofy and loving smile.

“Okay. Okay. How about this? Let me go check the laundry upstairs, and then we’ll head out back until this chicken’s done. Sound like a plan?”

Daly barked once, removed his paws from Sarah’s legs, and scampered over to the patio door that opened onto the back deck. His paws click-clacked on the hardwood floor as he moved. He stopped at the door and sat on his haunches, looking back and forth between the gigantic backyard and Sarah, waiting expectantly.

“I’ll be right back. Just give me a minute.”

Daly barked one more time in acknowledgment. Okay. I’ll be here.

As Sarah walked through the kitchen, she admired the rolling hills and woods that extended in all directions. It was a view of which she never tired. She fought the urge to stop and stare, as she often did at this time of day.

The setting was serene, unlike the chaos and emotional maelstrom that had been their lives until she’d finally given Logan an ultimatum in March of 2006. “Deal with your drinking, or I’m out. I can’t stand it anymore.”

Unfortunately, Logan had chosen to ignore the problem until she’d finally kicked him out of their house. Sarah was eternally relieved that Logan had finally gotten sober—for his sake—but by then, too much damage had been done for their relationship to right itself.

The five-thousand-square-foot home on twenty acres of what she called “suburban countryside” had initially served as their own private refuge from the outside world. It sometimes felt like it was a million miles away, when in reality, it was only miles from Route 40, north of West Friendship, MD. She was within an hour by car of Baltimore, Annapolis, and DC.

Still, when they’d first moved here after Logan separated from the Marine Corps, it had been a nice fantasy for both of them to imagine they were completely secluded, protected from the horrors of the outside world that Logan knew too well. Unfortunately, the horrors had been in his head, and he couldn’t run from them, no matter where they lived.

She couldn’t believe it had already been four years, but a lot had happened since Logan’s honorable discharge. Logan still refused to talk about what had so fundamentally changed him in Fallujah. He’d walked away from a stellar career in Force Recon, the elite of the elite as far as the Marine Corps was concerned.

She’d been to the funerals with him, and what little he did tell her was enough to prevent her from asking more questions.

For some reason, Logan blamed himself and his headquarters for his men’s deaths. The ironic part was that whatever had happened had made her husband a hero. He’d been awarded a Navy Cross, but he hadn’t wanted it. He told her he didn’t deserve it, that he’d failed to keep his Marines alive, that he’d been deceived into doing something that was a disaster he should’ve seen coming.

Sarah didn’t think he could’ve done anything in reality, at least not from what John Quick had told her. But it didn’t matter. Logan carried the guilt like a physical weight threatening to break his back. Psychologically, it had.

He’d promised to tell her the full story someday, but that had been four years ago. His drinking had escalated and resulted in his breaking that promise—one of many, now that she thought about it.

To shroud the situation with even more mystery, Logan had actually been provided with full retirement benefits even though he’d only served ten years. No one received that type of compensation, especially from the Marine Corps or any service in the Department of Defense.

Logan had tried to reject the benefits, but the Marine Corps had insisted. Lieutenant General Jack Longstreet—now the commandant of the Marine Corps—had visited their home one evening several months after Logan had returned from his deployment. She knew General Longstreet had been with Logan in Fallujah. Their conversation had lasted less than thirty minutes. When the general left, Logan refused to discuss the visit, but he did acquiesce to the benefits package.

It was only several months after that visit that Sarah discovered Logan was donating each pension check directly to a fund established for children of fallen Marines who’d served in Iraq. She hadn’t been surprised.

Logan was independently wealthy, the heir to a small fortune that he never flaunted. His humility was always evident, even though he had more than one reason to be proud. It was one of the attributes she’d loved about him . . . before the drinking began to destroy the man.

She crossed through the hallway to the foyer and turned to the stairs, failing to look out the sidelight windows that framed the heavy oak double front doors. As a result, she didn’t see the four men moving up the wooded driveway.


CHAPTER 4

Logan fought to contain his panic. He’d been trying to call Sarah every few minutes from the car. He was still twenty minutes away.

Logan called Mike again. “She’s not answering. What’s your ETA? I’m about twenty minutes out. If I don’t get killed by one of Juan’s hired thugs, this fucking hangover will do the job for him.”

“Christ, Logan. You sure you’re okay to do this? I can have HRT there and staged within an hour. Just say the word.” Mike paused before continuing. “Hell, brother, I probably should. You know that. But it’s Sarah, and it’s your call.”

Logan knew the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team members were the most elite unit in the country for this type of situation. Most were former operators and trigger pullers from the Special Ops community, including Delta, the Navy SEALs, and Green Berets. Still, this problem was his, and he refused to allow the FBI to jeopardize his wife—soon to be ex-wife—until he knew what was going on. She’s probably fine. Could be any number of reasons she’s not answering.

“No way, Mike. Let’s hope everything is okay at Sarah’s, but if it’s not, we do this ourselves.”

Mike knew Logan wouldn’t yield, and no matter what laws he had to bend, he’d back whatever play Logan had in mind.

“You got it, brother. I just hope we’re in time. See you in twenty.”



RURAL MARYLAND

Sarah was upstairs in the hallway laundry room. She loved the convenience of it on the second floor instead of in the basement. She’d just pulled her load of workout clothes from the washer when she heard the beep-beep-beep of the alarm system. A door or window had just been opened.

Had Logan decided to pick up Daly without calling? What the hell was he thinking? She now had one more offense to add to his growing list.

She was about to call out when she heard Daly scrambling across the kitchen toward the direction of their garage, growling and barking as he ran.

It wasn’t Logan.

She started to move to the railing overlooking the foyer when she heard two loud gunshots reverberate throughout the house. Noooooo! She stifled a scream as her mind registered that the intruder had just shot their beloved dog.

She froze in her tracks as a toxic mixture of fear and grief smashed into the pit of her stomach. The panic gripped her, and her heart accelerated wildly. She was cemented to the carpet, transfixed by her horror.

She heard Daly yelp in pain and surprise, followed by a thump as his sixty pounds fell to the kitchen floor. She sank to the floor, temporarily overwhelmed by a paralyzing sadness.

Sarah had a chilling realization. Whoever was in the house was dangerous. If he shot our dog, he’ll likely shoot me as well. She had to move. Fast.

Now wasn’t the time to grieve for Daly. That would come later. She wasn’t going down without a fight.

After marrying a Marine, a Force Recon one for that matter, there was no way in hell she was going to allow herself to be a victim. Her grief was replaced by an ember of fury that grew brighter with each moment.

Sarah took two breaths to stop the shaking from her initial shock. She moved quickly and quietly to their master bedroom.

The entrance to the large bedroom had two doors. She carefully closed the right one behind her, leaving it open half an inch to prevent the latches from making even the slightest sound. She propped the left open halfway, allowing only a partial view of the bedroom from the hallway.

As she moved to the closet, she heard voices downstairs. They spoke in Spanish, a language she didn’t speak or understand.

This is unreal. This can’t be happening. Then she thought of Logan. Regardless of the current state of their marriage, she heard his voice in her mind, firm but silently encouraging her. Keep moving or you’re going to die.

She moved into one of the oversized walk-in closets, the one that had belonged to Logan before he moved out. In a back corner of the closet on the middle shelf she found what she was looking for—her husband’s Benelli M2 tactical shotgun.

He’d left it for her when he’d moved out. He’d shown her how to use it and said he didn’t need it since he was taking his pistols. He’d said, “Save it for a rainy day,” giving her a wide grin. She didn’t think he’d still be smiling if he knew she was actually about to use it to fight for her life.

She grabbed the black, menacing shotgun by the pistol grip with her left hand and pulled the cocking lever backward slowly—just as he’d shown her—to confirm it was loaded. She saw a shell in the chamber and exhaled in relief. This was real.

She couldn’t recall what Logan had loaded it with, but he’d told her, “Hon, if anyone ever comes into this house, and you shoot him with this, he’s not getting out.” He’d smiled when he said it, like most gun owners, proud of what their weapons could do but never really expecting to use them. She just hoped she’d live long enough to let Logan know how effective his shotgun was.

She grabbed the spare box of shells from the shelf, although she doubted she’d have time to reload. Each shot had to count.

She moved back into the bedroom and lay down on the floor on the left side of the bed, lining up the shotgun’s sights on the small opening at the entrance to the bedroom. She flicked off the safety and waited.


CHAPTER 5

Juan hadn’t told Cesar that there was a dog in the house. He knew Cesar had been terrified of dogs from childhood, where he’d grown up on the outskirts of Ciudad Juárez. Wild dogs had roamed the streets of his neighborhood in the evenings. Cesar and his friends had been chased by the predatory packs on more than one occasion. It had been just one more dangerous aspect of living near Juárez.

When Cesar entered the house through the side door near the garage and the yellow dog leapt at him in defense of its home, Cesar had panicked and fired two shots with his Glock 9mm pistol. The first one had missed and struck the wall on the other side of the kitchen, but the second round caught the dog in the left shoulder and knocked it to the floor.

As Cesar moved past the dying animal, he looked down and saw the dog following him with its gaze, blood leaking from the gunshot wound down its fur to the floor. The dog was still defying him with its last moments, as if to say, This is my house. You don’t belong here. The dog’s eyes closed, and it shuddered one last time.

Cesar knew the West woman was home, but there was no sign of her in the kitchen. It was a big house—much bigger than he’d expected—and he knew they’d have to search it carefully.

Their instructions had been to capture her, no matter what. Juan had emphasized that point.

“At all costs, Cesar. It’s critical that she be kept alive.” If the boss wanted her alive, then so be it. They had their orders, and they never deviated from them.

Juan Black compensated them greatly for their specialized work, but Mr. Black also had a ruthless way of maintaining order if his instructions weren’t followed precisely.

He thought of Marcos Rivera. The image of his head lying in a box, his face peeled away so that it actually rested on top of his black hair, wasn’t a pleasant one. Cesar was a hard man, but Juan Black still scared him.

Cesar turned to the other three men with him and spoke in Mexican-accented Spanish. “Angel,”—he pronounced it AHN-hell—“you’re with me. We’ll go upstairs. Antonio, you and Tomas check the rest of this floor and the basement. Again, no one kills the woman. Her husband is too important. If she’s dead, he won’t cooperate. Understand?”

Antonio and Tomas nodded and moved into the dining room, adjacent to the kitchen. Cesar knew both men would do precisely as they’d been told. Like Juan Black, Cesar also knew a thing or two about disciplining subordinates.

Cesar moved to the foyer, Angel following and watching the area behind them. Silence. The bitch must be hiding. Her dog was braver than she was. Like all women, a cowardly whore . . .

Cesar’s mother had abandoned him when he was seven, leaving him to care for his alcoholic father. His views of women had been formed at a young age. It was one of many reasons he preferred to be alone, refusing to compromise with a member of the inferior sex.

They moved up the curving staircase, making as little noise as possible. They reached the top, and Cesar turned right, spotting the entrance to the master bedroom. The door was ajar. I’ll bet she’s cowering in the corner like a scared little girl. “Search the other rooms. I’ll take this one.” Angel turned left and crept down the hallway.

Cesar raised his pistol in front of him as he moved toward the open doorway. He smiled at the thought of the pleasure he’d have once he captured the West woman. I’ll find you. You can hide, but I’ll find you. This is going to be fun.



Sarah heard the man moving down the hallway. He was quiet, but the soft rustle of his shoes on the plush carpet revealed his presence. The footsteps stopped outside the bedroom door.

She struggled to control her breathing and heartbeat. Her world felt as if at any moment it would turn on its axis, and she’d pass out into oblivion before she had a chance to defend herself. She blinked hard and squinted her eyes, focusing on the door . . . waiting.

She knew the moment was upon her as she heard steady breathing on the other side of the door. She suppressed an urge to scream at the intruder just to shatter the maddening silence. Instead, she concentrated fiercely on the opening, the sight of the shotgun aimed where she assumed his chest would be. She intended to make sure whoever was on the other side didn’t get a second chance to hurt her. She was playing for keeps.



Cesar hesitated outside the master bedroom. Through the opening, he saw another door leading to a large bathroom. Light from a skylight reflected off the surface of a glass shower. He heard no movement. She has to be here. He could feel it.

He wanted to hurt her, but he knew the mission outweighed his own selfish desires. He could at least terrorize her while he had her captive, if nothing else but to remind her of her place in a world of men. First though, he had to find her. He entered the bedroom, his Glock raised in front of him with both arms, searching for his target.

As he stepped across the doorway, his eyes glanced to the right into what appeared to be a gigantic closet. Americans were so spoiled. He saw shelves of sweaters and racks of hanging blouses, skirts, and dresses. It only made him resent her more.

Cesar took another step as he turned to the left, and he immediately realized he’d made a fatal mistake. He froze midstride. She’s been patient, like a predator waiting for her prey. I misjudged her . . . bitch. His mind reeled at the knowledge that he’d been lured into a trap by a woman. He opened his mouth to shout when the woman pulled the trigger on the ugly shotgun aimed directly at him. He only hoped the pain would be brief.



Sarah saw the barrel of the Glock before anything else. This monster killed my dog. With that thought echoing in her head, she felt another wave of calm wash over her. As he moved into the room, she recognized a thick black mustache, and slick, jet-black hair parted on the left side.

He looked into her closet with disgust, which further sealed his fate. He moved farther into the room and turned toward her. She waited for the right moment. He finally spotted her lying down next to the bed.

As soon as her blue eyes locked on to his dark-brown ones, his eyebrows rose in surprise, and she felt a small chill of satisfaction knowing she’d outsmarted him. Without hesitation, she pulled the trigger on the Benelli. This is for my dog, you sonofabitch. You’re done.

The thunderous roar of the shotgun blast echoed and was magnified in the enclosed space of the bedroom. Her ears rang, but there was no other sound. Oh my God. I can’t hear.

More important, her aim was true. She watched the gunman take the full brunt of the shotgun triple-aught buck load—what Logan had tactically decided would do the most damage in close quarters—in the chest. Eight .36-inch balls shredded his clothes and turned his chest into a bloody pulp. At a range of less than ten feet, three of the balls tore holes in his heart, immediately stopping it and the blood flow to his brain, killing him instantly.

As the shotgun ejected the empty shell, Sarah watched the gunman’s body bounce off the closed door and crumple to the floor facedown on the carpet. Blood slowly began to soak her carpet, blossoming on the fibers the way a paper towel absorbs a dark liquid.

Fortunately, she didn’t have time to process the fact that she’d just taken a life. Through the ringing in her ears, she faintly heard a second intruder shouting in Spanish, racing down the hallway toward her.

She tried to remain calm and focused. She knew if she moved, she’d reveal her position and the second intruder would have the advantage.

Logan had often talked about how people in movies and TV shows always made the wrong choices when chased or trapped in a house. It was a soapbox she’d tired of but was grateful for at the moment. “If you’re ever trapped in a room, just keep shooting as they come in. Unless they’re coming armed with flash-bang grenades and assault weapons, you have the advantage. If there’s more than one, they’ll know you’re there, but you still have the upper hand. It will suck, but it’s the only play.” She was about to test Logan’s theory.

The second intruder stopped outside the bedroom doors. His partner’s body was visible through the doorway. She was sure that was why he’d stopped shouting.

As he tried to figure out what had happened, Sarah remained still and silent. Her finger was on the trigger. She prepared to squeeze it a second time.

The second gunman suddenly spoke, startling her, causing her to lose her focus momentarily. “Mrs. West, let me be blunt. We are not here to kill you. We need you as leverage to persuade your husband to help us. Cesar—the man you just shot—obviously underestimated you. I won’t do the same. We can wait here all night if necessary. It will serve the same purpose, since you’re trapped. If you move, I’ll see you.” She knew he was right.

“If you come out now, this will go much smoother. It’s going to end the same, no matter what you do. My orders are not to kill you, but I will shoot you if you leave me no choice. If you want to stay there, that suits me fine as well. You have nowhere to go and can’t do any harm from there. Like I said, Mrs. West, we have all night. More men are on the way. There’s nothing you can do. One way or another, you’re coming out of that room. Count on it.”

More men? My husband? She had killed this man’s partner, and it hadn’t even fazed him. Who were these people? She knew it didn’t matter. She only had one move left, and she had to make it quickly. She exhaled again, aimed at the slightly ajar door panel and pulled the trigger a second time as she silently prayed for help.

BOOM!

Luck was on her side—or at least, not on the gunman’s—since the second shotgun blast shattered the door panel into small fragments of splintered wood. The shards mixed with the buckshot and created a lethal cloud of wood and lead that struck the second intruder on the upper left torso. Several large splinters tore into the side of his neck, piercing his carotid artery. Blood splashed onto the carpet in a crimson waterfall.

Sarah heard the gunman fall to the floor. Logan would be proud. She waited for the ringing in her ears to subside. She didn’t hear any sounds in the house, but she couldn’t be sure it was empty. It was a risk she was willing to take. She knew she had to get out of the house now. If reinforcements really were coming, she wanted to be as far away as possible before they arrived.

She quickly rose to her feet, keeping the shotgun in front of her with her finger on the trigger. She moved to the doorway, past the first gunman’s corpse and into the hallway.

She saw the second gunman, lying in his own blood, which continued to pump from the side of his neck, his dark eyes vacant. Why were these men after Logan?

She didn’t have the luxury of time to contemplate. She needed to leave. Now. And fast.

As she sprinted down the hallway and down the spiral staircase into the foyer, it never occurred to her that there might be two more men in the house, professionals waiting patiently for her to come to them.


CHAPTER 6

When Antonio and Tomas heard the first shotgun blast, they were in the basement on the opposite side of the house. They’d been clearing the first of two guest bedrooms connected to a gigantic common area that served as an entertainment area and fitness center.

When the shotgun blast reverberated through the walls and floors, the men exchanged a wary glance. Both immediately knew something unplanned had just occurred: neither Cesar nor Angel carried a shotgun.

Antonio thought he heard a voice shouting upstairs, but it was extremely faint. The floors and insulation separating them dampened the speech to an almost inaudible level. “Let’s go,” Antonio said.

The two men exited the bedroom and moved through the common area with a single purpose. Once up the basement stairs, they’d entered the hallway outside the kitchen.

A second shotgun blast startled them once more. Both men froze. Neither spoke. They were too well trained to reveal their position.

Antonio whispered, “Give it a minute. We wait here until we hear something else.” The men positioned themselves on either side of the hallway entrance to the kitchen, waiting for any sign of movement.

Antonio stared at the dead dog on the floor. He was a mercenary and paid handsomely for his services. As a result, he compartmentalized his personal feelings on a job like this one. He wasn’t supposed to know the details of their mission, but he’d overheard Juan and Roberto talking.

He knew what they were doing would change the political balance in the Middle East. He didn’t care. The money trumped everything—politics, ideals. None of it mattered to him. So it was ironic that he felt a twinge of remorse at the sight.

Antonio had owned a yellow Labrador as a boy. It had been his closest friend until he was twelve years old, when the dog had somehow escaped the confines of his family’s fenced-in backyard. The dog never returned.

He’d desperately wanted to believe the dog had been picked up by another family, free to live out its existence. Unfortunately, Antonio knew the world was a different place. Things like that didn’t happen in Mexico. There were no fairy-tale endings. More than likely, the dog had been killed by a vehicle, or worse.

Quick footsteps from the front staircase shifted Antonio’s attention from his troubled memories to the present.

Neither man moved, their dark eyes fixed on the kitchen entryway. Wait for her . . . a few more seconds.

Antonio heard soft shoes strike the hardwood floor of the foyer. There was a squeak as the West woman turned sharply and moved toward the kitchen. And then for some reason, she suddenly stopped in the hallway.

Antonio wondered what had happened. Did she hear us? Then he realized why she’d stopped, and he felt a moment of sympathy for this woman he didn’t know. She’d seen her lifeless dog lying in a pool of blood on the kitchen floor, and the sight had stopped her cold in her tracks.

He heard a stifled sob of grief, but then she regained her composure. Oblivious of the two men, she walked into the kitchen toward her fallen companion.

Antonio waited for her to reach him before he acted. As soon as she entered the kitchen in front of him, shotgun held in front of her in both arms, Antonio lashed out and covered the distance between them in one stride.

She’d heard the rustle of his clothes, but it was too late to react.

Antonio snaked his right arm around her throat and locked his right hand into the inside of his left elbow. He placed his left hand on the back of her head and squeezed.

The suddenness of the attack forced her to drop the shotgun, which fell loudly to the hardwood floor. Unlike them, she was not a trained soldier.

As Antonio secured his grip behind her head, he heard a clatter as something else hit the kitchen floor. He looked down and saw that she’d dropped her cell phone. It was in the process of making a call.

“Turn that off, Tomas,” he hissed to his partner as he applied more leverage to the back of her head. “She’s trying to call someone.”

Tomas quickly bent down and picked up the phone. He saw a small picture of her husband, Logan West, smiling back up at him. Even on a small screen, this was a fearsome-looking man. It was in his eyes. Before Logan could answer, Tomas pressed the “end” button and disconnected the call.

“It didn’t go through. I think we’re okay.”

Antonio grunted acknowledgment and squeezed harder. She never had a chance. A gasp escaped her throat. Before she could scream, Antonio’s iron forearms and biceps cut off the circulation of blood to her head. Even with no oxygen, she continued to fight, surprising him. She’s stronger than I thought.

Instead of underestimating her, which had obviously been fatal for the other team, Antonio applied more pressure. He was as calculating with his use of force as a doctor prescribing an especially dangerous medication. Just a little more . . . and after an additional ten seconds of struggling, the West woman finally went limp in his arms.


CHAPTER 7

Logan was parked and waiting. His was the only vehicle in sight. He’d pulled off at the end of a service road just inside the community entrance. There was a guardhouse, but it wasn’t staffed during the day. All residents owned electronic key cards that provided twenty-four-hour access.

He exited the vehicle and forced himself to stand still as he waited for Mike. Now that the initial hangover was finally subsiding, withdrawal symptoms had begun. He’d started trembling approximately twenty minutes ago.

Out of desperation and necessity, he’d grabbed a bottle of Maker’s Mark as he ran out of his house. As he waited, he swallowed a few gulps of the smooth brown liquid.

He felt the immediate warm rush as the alcohol hit his stomach. After a painful moment of nausea, the familiar sensation he was physically addicted to became the dominant feeling. His thirst temporarily satisfied, he concentrated on his breathing as the alcohol coursed through his system.

Within a few minutes, the shakes diminished in intensity. He was ashamed that it had come to this, that he’d used whiskey to avoid severe withdrawal. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the luxury or time to suffer through the various stages of sobering up. He had to be as clear-minded as possible for what was coming, his aim true and without hesitation.

If someone did have Sarah, Logan knew she’d be counting on him. No matter what he’d done to her in the past, he wasn’t about to let her down again. If that meant using the same thing to save her life that had wrecked their marriage, so be it. Sometimes you do have to make a deal with the devil.

The isolation of the gated community was an advantage for Logan and Mike. There was no traffic at this time of day. It was still a few hours before the evening rush.

The fact that there were only twelve homes in the entire community also played in their favor. With approximately a half mile between each home, the chances of a neighbor’s seeing anything was remote.

A dog barked from across a field behind him. Must be from one of the other homes. No strays out here. He didn’t know which neighbors owned dogs, since neither Sarah nor Logan had made an effort to meet any of them. Seclusion had been a main attraction of the location for both of them.

He thought of Daly. He hoped his loyal retriever was okay. Other than his wife, the dog had been the only other thing he’d truly loved in his life in recent years. Daly had helped preserve his sanity, even when he’d been trying to self-destruct in an alcoholic rage. No matter what he said or did when drunk, he’d never hurt his dog. On more than one occasion, Daly had brought him back from the brink of some very dark places.

He looked up to see Mike’s dark-green Toyota Land Cruiser pass through the gate. Logan had given Mike a key card for emergencies. Now was definitely one of those times.

Logan moved to the back of Mike’s Toyota as it stopped behind his own Land Cruiser. Mike cut the engine and stepped out to join him at the rear of the vehicle, where Logan had already opened the hatch to pull out the assault gear Mike had brought with him.

Mike looked hard at Logan without speaking, anger and concern mixed on his face. He noticed the fresh wound on Logan’s left cheek.

“Jesus, Logan, you okay? That looks like hell. You need anything for it? I have my med kit.”

Logan shook his head, gestured to the trunk of Mike’s SUV, and said, “Mike, I’m fine. The only thing that’s going to make me feel better is what’s in here and what I’m going to do with it.”

Mike nodded. He knew it was pointless to argue or ask questions, at least right now.

“Fair enough. As for Sarah, first we need to get eyes-on. Then we can figure out how to handle it. Until we get an idea as to who’s inside—if there is anyone—we can’t just go in guns blazing. We have to figure out who the fuck they are and what they really want.” He touched Logan’s shoulder to get his attention. Logan snapped his head around and glared at him, an impatient intensity on his face, green eyes blazing.

“Logan, depending on how many men there are, we have to take at least one of them alive. We’ll need him for information, especially on this Juan character or whatever the hell his name is. The more information we get, the better this whole thing goes. I can contact my uncle to find a secure location where we can sort this out with the appropriate security and methods.” His words hung in the cool air. He prayed that Logan saw the logic in his reasoning. He was relieved when his friend finally spoke.

“We do it right, Mike. If we can, take at least one—if not more—alive, but if I think for one second that Sarah might be in danger, I’m shooting to kill, and you know I don’t miss—even if I am hungover as all hell.” The whiskey was working its magic. He was starting to feel somewhat normal. Normal for a bingeing alcoholic who just woke up from a two-day blackout, he thought.

“One last thing,” Logan went on. “We approach the house from the back and conduct a solid recon from a distance. And then we wait until just after the end of dusk before we make our move. It’ll provide us with the most cover and the best chance of success.”

“Good plan.” Mike grabbed his own bag from the back of the SUV. “You know, Logan, you’re going to have to figure out how to stay sober once and for all. You had what? Seven? Eight months? I don’t know what happened.” He paused, redirecting his thoughts. “You can tell me later. First, let’s make sure your wife is safe.”

Having established the ground rules, Logan relaxed a little bit as he looked across the surrounding environment. Even though there was no one in sight and the only sound he’d heard was the call of one lonely dog, he still felt exposed in the middle of his rural neighborhood.

“Deal . . . when this is over.” His voice hardened. “But now, down to business. What toys did you bring?”

Mike smiled. Jokes were good. It meant Logan was in that focused state of mind all trained killers possessed for this kind of work.

“Weapons first,” he said, as he opened the first of two black bags. “I brought you a suppressed HK MP7—we upgraded from the MP5—with a reflex sight I mounted myself. It’s zeroed out to three hundred meters, but for close quarters, someone as trained as you could probably put a grouping on a quarter at anything out to fifty yards. You also have your Kimber Tactical II forty-five, also with a suppressor.” He handed the weapons to Logan.

“No suppressor. Won’t need it. Neighbors might hear shots, but they’ll assume it’s someone hunting.” Logan detached the narrow tube from the end of the weapon. “If I have to shoot, I want it loud. The noise might give me a slight tactical advantage in such a confined space, although I doubt it. If these guys are trained like the asshole at my house, it won’t make a difference, but you never know.”

Mike continued with the inventory. “You also have two flash-bangs. I didn’t know what your plan was, so I brought them just in case you didn’t want to kill everyone.” Logan smiled at the remark.

“Where’s the fun in that?”

Mike ignored him. “And for the final touch, your Force Recon Mark II fighting knife. I remembered the one you had in Ramadi.” He paused at the graphic memory of an insurgent with his throat cut and bleeding to death inside a stairwell. He blinked his eyes as if to remove it from his mind.

“But first, put this on so you can carry all this shit.” Mike handed Logan a black tactical vest with several pockets and loops for the various weapons. Logan slid his arms into the vest and zipped it up. Underneath, he wore the neoprene short-sleeved fitted black undershirt he’d put on at home.

“It’s perfect. Matches my tee shirt. And Sarah tells me I have no fashion sense. Can you believe that?” he said, deadpan, while he secured the grenades and knife to his vest.

There was a nylon holster for the pistol on the left side of the vest, positioned low and at an angle for fast access. Logan holstered the Kimber.

“You’re killing me, Logan.”

“Not you, Mike. Whoever’s inside my house,” he said seriously. Then, to emphasize the point, he looked at Mike and added like a chided child, “Only if I have no choice. I know.”

Mike glanced at Logan as he handed him the last item in his bag—a tactical communications secure personal radio. “Here’s the throat mic and earpiece. The radio is one-hundred-twenty-eight-bit encrypted. No one will hear us, even if they’re trying to.”

Logan secured the throat microphone around his neck. “Feels similar to the ones we used in Force.”

“I know. That’s why we’re using it now.”

“You know the way to a man’s heart, Mike. What did you bring for yourself?”

Mike smiled and grabbed a large, black canvas rifle bag. “My personal weapon for accuracy—the Israeli Tavor STAR-21, complete with a bipod and Trijicon four-times magnification ACOG scope. Bottom line—if you need me to make a precision shot, this is the baby to do it with. I may be a fed, but I’m still one of the best shots in the FBI. Satisfied?”

Logan looked from the weapon back to Mike and saw the quiet confidence exuding from him. “Absolutely. Let’s go. Like I said, we’ll approach from the back where the woods can provide some cover. Once we’re in position, we’ll wait. Unless they’re using night-vision goggles, they’ll never see us coming. We should be there in approximately fifteen minutes, and we’ll have about another two hours before sunset.”

Mike closed the hatch on the Land Cruiser and locked the vehicle. Logan turned back to him. “One more thing. I don’t have the time to express my full gratitude to you right now. I know what you’re risking. I appreciate it more than I can say.” He smiled wickedly. “Let’s just make sure it’s worth it.”

Both men checked their weapons and gear and then quickly jogged across the road into the woods beyond.


CHAPTER 8

Antonio and Tomas were nervous. It was nearing five o’clock, and Roberto should’ve called by now to confirm he’d captured Logan West. Antonio was accustomed to operational uncertainty after his time in Iraq and Somalia, but if he didn’t hear from Roberto in another fifteen minutes, he’d have no choice but to try and reach him.

If that fails, I may have to call Mr. Black. He shuddered at the thought.

Tomas had searched the entire house for the flag. After the first search turned up nothing, Antonio ordered him to do it a second time, with the same result. It wasn’t in the house.

Antonio knew that was why they needed the woman alive—to apply leverage on her husband. He’d either give them what they wanted or watch his beautiful brown-haired wife die. It was his choice.

Tomas hadn’t disturbed Cesar’s and Angel’s corpses. He left them where they fell, after confirming that neither one had any type of identification. Antonio planned to take the bodies when they left, but if something else went wrong, he was prepared to leave them behind. It was the team’s standard operating procedure, but these kinds of missions often went sideways.

No shit. Cesar and Angel are dead. This job’s definitely gone sideways.

Sarah West had posed no problem since she’d regained consciousness and found herself duct-taped to a kitchen chair, her hands zip-tied behind her.

Her initial reaction had been as he expected. She’d cried briefly when she saw the pool of blood on the kitchen floor where her dog had died. She knew he was dead, but they’d removed his body to try and lessen the trauma.

Tomas had carried the dog’s corpse out the sliding glass door into the backyard, where he’d placed the dog in a shadow near the side of the house.

Antonio hadn’t expected her second reaction. Instead of screaming or begging for them to release her, she’d only said in a low, defiant voice, “I don’t know who you are or what you want, but if this has anything to do with my husband and he finds you, God help you both. He’s going to kill you.”

Antonio was amused by her display of bravery but only shook his head as he said, “Mrs. West, your husband is likely already in our custody. And as for God, I’ve been doing this long enough to know that there is no God.”
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