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B. J. Chase had worn her black tank top and khaki shorts for too many hours to count in the Venezuelan climate, where the heat and humidity were often measured in terms of ripe, riper, and “for God’s sake, take a shower.”


Restless and on edge, she tapped her thumbs on the steering wheel of a rusted-out red Jeep Cherokee, circa 1990. She felt a trail of perspiration trickle down her back. No time to worry about her deodorant letting her down now. Weeks of surveillance, back alley connections, and righteous fieldwork were finally going to pay off. The deal was going down and it was going down tonight, right here in this dark, garbage-littered back alley in Caracas.


“Provided Eduardo actually shows up,” B.J. reminded herself under her breath.


Oh, yeah … and she had to get out of here alive once he did.


Somewhere in the distance, the feral snarls of a catfight rose above the rough idle of the Jeep’s motor. The driver’s seat creaked and groaned when she shifted behind the wheel. She’d bought the Jeep at a used car lot three weeks ago when she and three other DIA agents had first arrived in Caracas. The seat was sprung; the fenders were rusted out. Some genius had hacked off the top at some point and done a sloppy job of welding a roll bar to the frame. A spiderweb of cracks burst away from a bullet hole on the passenger-side windshield. Beneath the pitted hood, the engine knocked like a Jehovah’s Witness rapping on a front door but the guys in the motor pool at the U.S. embassy had done a little tinkering and pronounced it sound. A luxury ride it was not. B.J. didn’t need luxury. She needed speed and reliability and that’s what the Jeep would give her if this meet went sour and she had to burn rubber out of here.


She checked her watch and frowned. It was nearly three a.m. Eduardo was late.


“Where the hell is he?” she muttered into the commo mike hidden in the center of the Celtic cross that nestled between her breasts.


“Cool your jets,” Maynard’s voice whispered sharply in her earpiece.


Like Hogan and Collins, Maynard wasn’t exactly thrilled that this was her show. They were older, had more seniority, and were openly unimpressed with her military background, her education, and the fact that she’d spearheaded this DIA operation from its inception back in D.C. nearly six months ago.


Nope, the boys didn’t like that she’d drawn team leader assignment. That was fine. They didn’t have to like it, just like they didn’t have to be impressed. They just had to do their job, which was guard her back. And regardless of the crude message implied by the set of brass balls that had mysteriously appeared on her desk the day after her immediate supervisor, Dale Sherwood, had put her in charge, she knew they would do it.


She tamped down her impatience, then made herself draw a settling breath. She wished she had a piece of chocolate. It always calmed her but in this heat, chocolate was off the table. So was breathing easy.


She felt more jumpy by the minute. Eduardo had set up the time and place. He’d told her to come alone. Yeah, right. The three other DIA officers lurked in the shadows with a little insurance in the form of M-4s with night scopes. She had, however, followed Eduardo’s instructions to park, flick the headlights three times, then kill them. Now she waited in the dark, heat pulsing from the potholed alley, sweat trickling between her shoulder blades and her breasts and soaking her shirt while her heart tripped at double time.


She had to believe he would show. Men like him—parasites without conscience or scruples—would sell out their own mothers for a helluva lot less than the twenty thousand dollars she’d already paid him for partial information. No way was Eduardo going to miss out on the other half of his forty grand, which she would trade him tonight for the rest of the info he’d promised to deliver.


Yet when she searched the darkness ahead of her all she saw were shadows. The alley was narrow and winding, flanked on both sides by an endless row of three- and four-story adobe and brick buildings. Some, she assumed, housed businesses, some residences. All but one were dark. A pale light spilled out of a first-story window several yards ahead of her. It was the only light other than the dim, pale green glow of the gauges on the Jeep’s dashboard.


She lifted damp blond hair off her neck and swiped at the perspiration coating her nape. Her hair and humidity were not friends. Even though she’d used a scrunchie to wrestle the unruly mass of it into a tail, some of the thick, springy curls had escaped around her face.


“Heads up.” Hogan’s voice sounded in her earpiece. “There’s movement, your twelve o’clock.”


All of her senses slammed into overdrive. It was showtime. They were finally going to get what they’d come for. Last March a cache of controversial computer files had been recovered in Colombia tying Venezuela’s president Hugo Chavez to FARC—the communist rebel group intent on ousting the U.S.-friendly Colombian government from power. The treasure trove—found on a dead guerrilla leader’s laptop during a military raid—had been just the tip of the iceberg. Since then, B.J. had been setting things in motion, ferreting out contacts, paring down informants, and finally scoring tonight’s meet with Eduardo of no last name. He was supposed to provide enough additional intel to make it possible for the U.S. to ratchet up the pressure on Venezuela to stop aiding FARC without having to impose sanctions on one of America’s most important oil suppliers.


“Come on, come on,” she muttered under her breath, then damn near jumped out of her skin when she heard the sound of footsteps on the gritty pavement.


A man appeared out of the shadows: Eduardo. Short, swarthy, black hair hanging in a long braid down the middle of his back, a gold hoop in his left ear. If he had a conscience, or if a heart beat within his chest, both were buried so deep neither had seen the light of day in a very long while.


Now it would get dicey. This is what she got paid the little bucks to do.


Her Glock 19 pressed against her right kidney where she’d tucked it into the waistband of her khaki shorts. The weight and pressure were both comforting and reassuring. So was the sawed-off 12-gauge shotgun lying lengthwise at her feet on the floor of the Jeep, stock facing the driver’s door.


She pulled up on the door handle, put her shoulder into it, and pushed. The rusted hinges squawked but finally swung open. Her sandaled foot hit the pocked pavement. Mindful of both the position of the shotgun and her distance from it, she left the door open. “I was beginning to think you weren’t going to sho—”


Snick-click.


The distinctive metallic click of a safety on an AK-47 assault rifle had her freezing mid-sentence. Her heart rate ratcheted up to triple time as Eduardo stopped abruptly about three yards in front of her, slowly lifting his hands above his head.


A man dressed in a black wife-beater and dark camo cargo pants and wielding the AK stepped out from behind him. He gestured with the business end of the rifle for her to raise her hands, too. “Up high. Let’s see ’em, cara.”


The look on Eduardo’s face told her that he was as surprised as she was. And that they were both as good as dead if she didn’t do what she was told.


Stall, she thought, as adrenaline zipped through her blood like rocket fuel. She needed to make something happen until her backup took charge of the situation.


Very slowly, she lifted her hands, all the while inching closer to the open door of the Jeep and the shotgun that lay just out of reach on the floor.


Where were they—?


Oh God. Her runaway heart rate plummeted when she saw Maynard, Hogan, and Collins suddenly illuminated by the beams of three powerful Maglites, marching slowly toward her.


Their hands were linked on top of their heads. Three men walking behind them pointed assault rifles at their backs, prodding them forward. The lot of them looked ready to chew nails. They were pissed and embarrassed that they’d been caught with their pants down. Join the club.


What kind of men were they dealing with that they could get the drop on experienced DIA field officers? She quickly decided the men either had known they were coming or had skills the DIA officers lacked.


She cut a cautious glance toward the Jeep. Knew that if she was going to make a move, it had to be now.


She dove toward the 12-gauge.


The man with the AK struck like a viper. He grabbed her arm, yanked her away from the door, then slammed her up against the vehicle.


“Not smart.” He pinned her against the Jeep with the weight of his body. “Now I’ll tell you again. Keep your hands where I can see them. That way no one gets hurt.”


He could hurt her, she had no doubt about that. Hell, he could have killed her by now, she thought as he turned Eduardo over to one of his men. One bullet. Close range. Clean and simple.


For whatever reason, she was still fit and fine. The others were fine, too, which gave her reason to hope that they still had a prayer of getting out of this alive. To do that, she had to play heads-up ball, which meant she had to work through the adrenaline rush that mixed with fear and made her shaky, and quickly assess her adversary.


This close, it wasn’t that difficult. The face that was mere inches away from hers was not a face she would expect to meet in a dark alley on the wrong side of a mission that was rapidly heading south. Wholesome was the word that came to mind. Altar-boy angelic—providing she overlooked the assault rifle.


She’d caught a glimpse of a tattoo on his upper arm that appeared to be a cross of some sort. It did not, however, put her in mind of altars or boys. Neither did the gold crucifix that hung from his neck and lay against a broad chest so smooth it could have been waxed.


The bright beams of the Maglites lit up the alley. She could see that his eyes were dark, almost black, like the hair that he wore cut military close. His skin was caramel toned, his face clean shaven and flawless but for a small, triangular scar that rode at the left corner of a full, sensuous mouth. She was used to assessing and cataloging adversaries on the fly. What she wasn’t used to was thinking of the enemy as disarmingly handsome—or that she would be ultra-sensitive to the fact that he was plastered so tightly against her she could feel the heat radiating from his body like a pulse.


He wasn’t a big man—maybe five nine, five ten—but the body pressed against hers was as lean and hard as the Jeep at her back. The steely grip on her arm was capable of inflicting pain, yet he only used it to restrain her.


Even though his English bore a Spanish accent, something about him made her think he’d spent some time in the States. He was clean, his bearing disciplined and practiced. He knew exactly what he was doing, where his men were, and how to take control. Situational awareness. Like a soldier. Like a merc, she thought, and knew that alive or not, they were still in deep trouble.


Or worse, he could be on Chavez’s payroll—possibly police, maybe even paramilitary. Chavez wouldn’t take kindly to Eduardo’s passing along secret government information and would sure as hell want to stop the transaction. But she knew how Chavez worked. If these were his men, she’d be bleeding out in the gutter by now, no questions asked.


So no, this detail had not been sent by Chavez. CIA maybe? This guy had the look—they all did—the skills, and the “no one can touch me” attitude. And if not CIA, then a close equivalent: badasses with a license to kill, thrill, and wreak havoc wherever they decided havoc needed to be wreaked.


Which brought her back to the immediate problem. If they were CIA then someone somewhere had screwed up royally because no way should one government agency interfere with another’s sting. Regardless, his guns were still just as big and just as bad, and she was still in just as much trouble because, in her experience, spooks didn’t care about rules or diplomacy.


“Let’s back away from the Jeep, okay, querida? Easy, now,” he warned in a voice that was as sultry as the night and lightly laced with that Spanish accent. Even though he spoke softly, there was no mistaking the order or the threat as he pressed the nose of the AK against her rib cage and, with a firm grip on her upper arm, guided her away from the Jeep and, thankfully, several inches away from him.


He peered around the open driver’s-side door, turned off the ignition, then smiled when he spotted the shotgun on the floor. “Cute gun,” he said, like he was complimenting her wardrobe—which felt mighty damn inadequate when his dark gaze raked her body up and down before he shouldered past her and plucked up the shotgun.


With hardly a backward glance, he tossed the gun to one of his men, then leaned in close and started patting her down. She gritted her teeth, readying herself to suffer pain, humiliation, and rough hands. But he surprised her again when he tugged her Glock out of her waistband then made quick and painless work of searching her.


“I do like a woman who knows her weapons.” He glanced from the pistol to her face and smiled again as he pulled the earpiece out of her ear and tossed it away. “You have any other surprises, mi chica bonita?”


Smooth. Smooth and smug. While she was both surprised and grateful that he hadn’t manhandled her, she could have done without the condescending attitude.


“I’m not your pretty girl.”


His smile faded. “But you are my pretty problem. And you’re a complication I don’t have time for. Come on, let’s go.”


“Go where?” She put on the skids when he urged her forward.


He grunted out something that might have passed for a laugh as his men bound Maynard’s, Hogan’s, Collins’s, and Eduardo’s hands behind their backs with flex cuffs. “You don’t get to ask questions. You get to do as you’re told.”


When he started hauling her down the alley toward his men, she dug in her heels and latched on to the Jeep’s roll bar in a death grip. “I’m not going anywhere.”


He expelled a weary breath. “You don’t get to call the shots, either. Now I said, let’s go.” He didn’t mess around this time. He jerked her hard, breaking her hold.


“Look,” she reasoned, fighting him at every step. “You need to let us go. You’ve got to know we’re all American citizens.”


He stopped, leaned in close, and growled in her ear, “That’s not something you want to broadcast in this part of the city. But since you’re so proud of the fact, why don’t you tell me what four Americans are doing here this time of night?”


When their eyes met this time, a shocking heat arced between them that transcended the hottest South American night.


Holy God, she thought. Where had that come from? Shaken, she forced herself to hold his gaze, told herself it was only anger and adrenaline that had her heartbeat revving and every self-preservation instinct she possessed warning her to look away.


“We’re with the USDA. On an agricultural exchange program.” She lied like the good DIA officer she was, launching into the cover story they’d developed in the event something like this happened. She knew the cover was lame but it was all she had. Three veteran DIA officers with assault rifles and high-tech commo equipment were supposed to have ensured she wouldn’t need to use it.


He looked at her like she’d grown two heads, then barked out a laugh. “USDA officials with American military-issue M-4s? I don’t think so. Wanna try again?”


“Check my pocket.” Anything to buy time, stall, minimize their profile until they could figure out how to either get away or stay alive until the intelligence officer at the embassy realized they were in trouble and sent a team to find them. “My credentials are in there.”


“I’m sure they are. But fake IDs are a dime a dozen.” His warm breath fanned her nape as he tugged her hands behind her back and secured her wrists with the flex cuffs one of his men had tossed him. “I’ve got a hundred of ’em. Who would you like me to be? The Welcome Wagon? Scooby-Doo? Or maybe you’d like me to be Batman. You choose. It’ll be fun.”


Oh, yeah. He’d definitely spent time in the States. The way he carried himself might be all sexy Latino swagger, and sure, he spoke with a Spanish accent, but this guy’s attitude and jargon were definitely a product of American culture.


His grip tightened on her arm and he forced her down the alley and away from the Jeep.


“Where are you taking us?”


“Someplace where I can minimize the problem you’re making for me.”


His fingers still in a vise-like grip around her upper arm, he guided her a couple of blocks, then around a corner where two black vans sat under the pale beam of an ancient streetlight. One of the men pulled a hood over Eduardo’s head then shoved him into the rear vehicle. Then they roughly tugged black hoods over Maynard, Hogan, and Collins and guided them none too gently into the other van.


Oh, God. She was next. Her captor pushed her in the same direction; the gaping darkness inside the open door had her heart slamming. She put on the brakes again. She wasn’t going to give up that easily. She was losing her mole and the information she’d worked for months to uncover. She had no idea what they planned to do with them—beatings, rape, torture—


She blocked the images from her mind. This was not going to end here. She wasn’t going to let it. She’d worked too hard; Eduardo mattered too much.


“You really need to let us go,” she tried one last time.


“Be a good girl and that might happen.”


Then he pulled a hood down over her head.
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“You’re making me very tired, cara,” Raphael Mendoza grumbled as the wriggling blonde American pulled against his hold. He so did not have the patience for this.


“So much for a quick in and out,” Luke Colter—aka Doc Holliday—said as he headed for the driver’s-side door.


Yeah, Rafe thought. That wasn’t happening. This whole Eduardo sting was making him weary. Wait until Nate Black, his boss at Black Ops, Inc., found out that Uncle Sam had a tag-team match going on with the Venezuelan gangster. And wait until little Miss Sunshine here went home empty-handed. The fur was gonna fly on Capitol Hill because he had no doubt that she and her boys had been sent by some lower-level spy master bent on making a name for himself through his agency staff.


“You’re making a big mistake,” she advised him again, her words muffled beneath the hood as she shoved against his chest.


“Won’t be the first one,” he grumbled, and without another word, hauled her up against him and lifted her off her feet.


She was stronger than she looked. Softer, too, not that he had the time to appreciate either discovery.


“In you go.” He shoved her inside with her three amigos. Christ. With those three guarding her back, it was a wonder she wasn’t dead already. “Now behave.”


“Not likely,” she sputtered, which made him smile. Lord knew why. He was hot. He was tired. He was pissed. But she was a fighter and he just had to like that.


Doc was already settled behind the wheel when Rafe slid into the van’s shotgun seat. “We good to go yet?”


“Tell me one thing about this that’s good,” Rafe muttered as Doc stepped on the gas. What a goatfuck.


He glanced in the rearview mirror to see the four of them packed into the back of the van like sardines, their heads down, the black hoods covering their faces and blocking their vision. Goldilocks had scooted around until she sat with her back against a sidewall. USDA. That was their cover? He let out a deep breath, shook his head, and wondered what mastermind had dreamed that up.


“So,” he said, because he couldn’t contain his curiosity, “since we’re all friends now, why don’t you tell me what you’re really doing here?”


“Already did,” she insisted, sticking with the ridiculous cover story.


Doc grinned at him as they barreled down a series of back streets. “Whaddaya think, Choirboy? Thumbscrews or straight to beheading?”


“Both tempting,” Rafe said with a weary grunt. “I really don’t care—as long as we start with the woman.”


Doc chuckled. “You always want to start with a woman.”


Rafe caught her quick intake of breath. Aw, hell. He’d gone and scared her again.


“Relax, querida. Your pretty neck isn’t in any danger. Neither are your thumbs. We’ll drop you off safe and sound at the U.S. embassy. You can lick your wounds, report to whatever alphabet agency sent you down here that you were ambushed by big, bad bandito types, and everyone goes home happy.”


Happy. Right. He was so damn happy he could spit nails.


“If you’re not going to kill us,” her voice came out of the back of the van, “then why the guns?”


“Guns don’t kill people. People kill people,” Doc, with his usual droll sense of humor, pointed out with mock gravity. “And your guys were a little too trigger-happy for comfort. We like it better when we’re the ones saying stick ’em up. Works out better for us that way.”


“Okay, who the hell are you?” she demanded. “And what do you want with Eduardo?”


Spitfire. Under other circumstances Rafe might have appreciated her grit, and the sweet little body and all that wild, curly blond hair. The other circumstances being she wasn’t mucking up an op that had taken him and the BOIs nine months to set up.


He twisted around, scowled, and decided what the hell. He’d succeeded in scaring her. That’s what he’d wanted to do. No point overplaying his hand. He reached over the seat back and tugged off her hood.


She blinked like a little bird, trying to get her pupils to adjust to the dim interior of the van.


“So it’s Eduardo, is it? You’re on a first-name basis with that lowlife? Makes a man wonder where your interest in the local agriculture really lies. Not a lot of pig farms in Caracas last I looked. Lotta coca farms nearby, though. That what your agricultural exchange program’s about? You swapping cash for cocaine, cara?”


At least baiting her was marginally entertaining. So was watching her tug on the flex cuffs as if she actually thought she could wriggle free.


“Are you going to tell me who you’re working for?” she shot back. Snapping blue eyes, full of challenge, met his.


“I believe I asked you first.”


She glared at him.


He smiled as he turned face forward in the seat again. Yeah, she was definitely entertaining. “Just be glad it was us who found you and not Chavez’s hit squad,” he said finally. “Best to leave it at that.”


“What do you want with Eduardo?”


He glanced in the rearview mirror, met her eyes. “Do you know the meaning of the term ‘broken record’?”


“There’s a simple fix for that. Answer my questions.”


That wasn’t going to happen. “Eduardo is a very bad man. A lot of people want him—dead or alive. So I’ll repeat: You should be very glad it was us who intervened tonight.”


“We’re taking him in,” she announced with a conviction generally reserved for someone holding the upper hand.


Doc chuckled. “Woman’s got spunk. Distorted sense of reality, but spunk just the same.”


“Sorry, cara.” Like hell he was. “Eduardo is ours.”


“You have no idea what your interference disrupted,” she informed him, getting steamed all over again.


“I have no idea? I have no idea?” Fun and games were over. He twisted in the seat again so he could look her in the eye. “You and your three stooges here have managed to throw a wrench the size of a tank into an operation that took us months to set up. So don’t tell me what my interference disrupted. You stumbled into a hornet’s nest, querida. Now sit back and button it or you could still get stung.”


The fierce look in her eyes relayed more than anger. “A sanctioned U.S. government operation trumps whatever black op you’ve got going on. We are taking Eduardo in.”


He made a sound of disbelief. “Jesus, woman. What part of you’re tied up and we’ve got the guns don’t you understand?”


The U.S. embassy complex came into view just then. Thank God. He’d finally be rid of her and the rest of her motley crew, and he and the BOIs would be on their way with Eduardo in tow. Or they would have been, if she hadn’t fired a rocket that shot straight to the heart of the matter.


“What part of DIA officer under direct orders from the Department of Defense don’t you understand?”


He went utterly still. Tension ticked like a bomb, then blew sky-high.


Beside him Holliday muttered a low, weary “I don’t fricking believe this.”


Defense Intelligence Agency? Department of Defense? Sonofabitch.


He was fucked … and without so much as a kiss from a blonde bombshell with Goldilocks curls.
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Three months later, B.J. stood in the middle of her mother’s small apartment in Hagerstown, her thoughts drifting back to Caracas. She still got angry when she thought about that night—the shock, the humiliation, and the bigger issue, the failure. It was past time to shake it off. In fact, she’d been ordered to shake it off.


Someday, maybe she would. Not today. Today was not a good day. She let out a weary breath and tried to ignore the fact that her mother’s small living room smelled of stale cigarette smoke and cheap wine. Newspapers lay in a sprawling pile on the floor; empty wineglasses left rings on the dusty end tables; a soap opera diva threw a drink in her lover’s face as the TV droned on in a corner of the room.


Her mother’s habits hadn’t changed. Neither had the scenery or her routine. B.J. hadn’t expected them to. And yet, foolishly, she still hoped. As always, those hopes were shattered when she heard her mother rummaging around in the refrigerator in the kitchen, looking for a bottle, no doubt.


Shutting it all out, wondering why she had bothered to come, B.J. lifted a tarnished picture frame from a bookcase overflowing with worn paperbacks. She touched a fingertip to her father’s image. Frank Chase had been a handsome man, a real hunk in uniform. His chest was heavy with medals. He had a strong jaw, a prominent nose, and piercing blue eyes. B.J. sometimes thought she caught a glimpse of herself in those eyes. Every other physical characteristic she’d inherited from her mother.


That was where the similarities between her and her mother ended. B.J. had made certain of it.


“I hated him, you know.”


B.J. tensed at the rancor in her mother’s statement, which was made all the more cutting by the deep smoker’s voice delivering it. She carefully set the photograph of her father back on the shelf, then turned as Janine Chase walked into the room, a full glass of wine in her hand. Dull brown eyes blinked drowsily as she sank down in a faded floral chair.


“So why do you keep his picture?” B.J. had always wondered about that.


A long silence passed before her mother blinked, then lifted her glass to her lips. “Because I loved him first.”


Yeah, she had loved him. That love had destroyed her. B.J. looked across the room at her mom, wondered why she’d let life break her. She’d been pretty once; B.J. had seen photographs. Curly, platinum-blonde hair; stunning brown eyes; strong, slim limbs; and pinup curves.


Her looks were gone now. It was like she had died, too, ten years ago when Frank Chase had been killed in action. In truth, her mother’s spirit had died long before she’d lost her husband.


“I still miss him,” B.J. admitted quietly, and because she couldn’t make herself stand still any longer, she started prowling around the room. The apartment was small, the rent was cheap. It was the best she could afford—she would never get rich as a DIA officer—and yet the guilt she felt because she couldn’t provide better for her mother hung over her head like the smoke drifting on the stuffy air.


“He was never here.” Her mother’s voice was filled with bitterness. “How can you miss a man who was never here?”


Weary. These visits made her so damn weary. She didn’t want to climb this hill today. “Look, Mom, I just drove down to see how you were doing, okay? See if you needed anything.”


Her mother made a sarcastic sound that sent her into a coughing fit. “I need a new life,” she choked out.


B.J. fought the tug on her heart that always tried to convince her that her mother should be pitied. Things didn’t have to be this way. Her mom didn’t have to be this way.


“Why didn’t you divorce him?” she blurted out, unable to hide her own irritation. “If you hated your life with him so much, why didn’t you just leave when you were …” She stopped herself from saying, “when you were young enough, alive enough to become something more than a tired drunk.”


Her mother drew deeply on her cigarette, squinted through the curling smoke. “And go where? Do what? I had a high school education. And I had you. You think I could have raised you on minimum wage and tips from a waitress job? You think he would have let me go?”


Anger transitioned to compassion. It always did where her mother was concerned. “He … must have loved you, too … once.”


Janine snorted. “What he loved was his almighty army. His team,” she added bitterly. “I was just a convenience. A body warming his bed. Someone waiting at home while he went off and played war. And you,” she continued, her eyes turning mean, “don’t kid yourself. To him you were just an inconvenient liability.”


B.J. forced herself to breathe deep, then exhale on a long, bracing breath. “That’s not how I remember it. That’s not how I remember him.”


“Because you were a child. You remember what you want to remember. You remember how he’d come home after a deployment, pat you on the head like a good little pet, and play with you like you were some pretty doll or a wind-up toy or something.”


It still hurt B.J. to know that her mother had been jealous of the time her father had spent with her. She’d never comprehend how a mother could feel jealous of her own child.


“You don’t remember that he was always more than happy to leave you over and over again,” her mother said.


It wasn’t me he was leaving, B.J. wanted to point out. He was leaving a wife grown sour with self-pity. Or maybe Janine Chase had always been angry. Maybe that’s why in between moving from base to base, B.J.’s father had volunteered for the long-term missions. The dangerous missions. Missions like the one that had gotten him killed the spring she had turned eighteen.


“Look. I’ve … I’ve got to get back to D.C.” She couldn’t do this anymore. She reached for her purse, pulled out her wallet, and counted out five twenties. “I’ll call, okay?” She tucked the bills under an empty wineglass.


Flat, dull eyes pinned her by the door. “Go,” her mother said with a dismissive lift of her hand. “Get outta here. Go do what you have to do. Run away. Just like he did. Damn if you’re not just like him. Always running away.”


B.J. paused with her hand on the door, wishing she could feel something other than relief at the prospect of leaving. Wishing her mother wasn’t right. She was running away. She’d been running her entire life. “Take care of yourself, Mom.” Without looking back, she walked out the door. She felt like she was walking out of a prison.


Her BlackBerry rang just as she hit the keyless remote and unlocked her new Jeep. She dug it out of her bag, recognized the office number, and frowned.


“I’m still on leave,” she snapped, expecting to hear Cathy Watson’s voice on the other end of the line. Cathy was the girl Friday, agent wannabe, chronic source of annoyance for her division of the DIA at the Department of Defense, where B.J. worked as a covert intelligence officer in the Defense Human Intelligence Service (DHS). Cathy was also a perpetual pain in B.J.’s side. Paperwork. The woman was a real stickler for it and although she was grades below B.J. on the pay scale, Cathy loved to lord it over B.J. that she wouldn’t get paid if Cathy didn’t sign off on the paperwork.


“How soon can you report?”


Whoa. It wasn’t Cathy’s smug little voice that greeted her on the other end of the line. It was her division head, Dale Sherwood.


She scowled down the street as she opened the driver’s-side door and tossed her purse across to the passenger seat. “Excuse me? You’re the one who insisted I take this leave,” she reminded him, although her heart clattered with excitement at the prospect of reporting for duty as she settled in behind the wheel.


She was on her first vacation since she’d signed on with DIA three years ago—though it was more of an enforced time-out. Of course, the fact that she’d made the trip to her mother’s pretty much told the tale. She was going stark raving mad without her work to keep her busy and her mind occupied. Not that she’d been idle. She’d used the time off to sharpen her tennis game, toning up her muscles and her evasion skills while dodging the advances of the tennis pro at the athletic club. There were only so many movies to see, she’d exhausted her interest in experimenting with new pasta recipes, and she still had three days of her two-week vacation left before she was due to report in.


“Consider it canceled. I need you back here, Chase. Give me an ETA.”


Big. This had to be big for the boss man himself to call, not to mention interrupt the leave he had mandated that she take because, in his words, “You’re turning into a damn drone. Go. Take some time off. Mingle with the masses. Discover what it’s like to have a life. See if you can find a sense of humor.”


She’d resented that last remark. She had a sense of humor. He just didn’t appreciate it, just like she hadn’t appreciated his parting jab. “While you’re at it, get over Caracas. It’s time to move on.”


Caracas. There it was again. She’d replayed that debacle in her mind a hundred times in the past three months. It always played back the same: She’d failed. And she had a hot Latino Choirboy and his band of merry men to thank for it. Sure, she’d gotten Eduardo, but he’d been pissed. And suddenly, her paid informant didn’t have one piece of information that could help them.


So get over Caracas? Yeah. That was going to happen.


“Chase?” Sherwood’s voice jolted her back to the moment. “I need an ETA.”


She checked her watch, then squinted against the sun as she buckled up. “I can be there in two hours if I don’t run into traffic.” And she wouldn’t if she left right now.


She was already cranking the key when Sherwood disconnected.


•   •   •

Lean, mean marines in sweat-drenched PT gear were running around a quarter-mile track when B.J. arrived at the Defense Intelligence Analysis Center on the Bolling Air Force Base in Washington, D.C. Not far away, planes landed like synchronized wasps. She could see their reflections in the steel-and-glass structure as she let herself inside.


Bypassing a pair of Saddam Hussein’s gold-plated automatic weapons displayed in the lobby, she headed straight for the Scud missile erected beside the elevator bank and punched the up button.


Exactly one hour and fifty-two minutes after Dale Sherwood had summoned her, she arrived at the briefing room. He did a double take when he got a look at her. She understood why. Professional white blouses and dark suits were her norm but she hadn’t wanted to take the time to stop at her apartment and change out of her tank top and shorts. She suspected, however, that it was her hair that threw him the most.


As a rule, she worked hard to control the unmanageable blond curls by clipping them at her nape or twisting them into a knot. Today she’d made do with a headband that simply held her hair away from her face, letting the thick, unruly mass of it fall in wild curls around her shoulders. She’d tried cutting it once. She’d looked like a blonde Little Orphan Annie. No. Thank. You.


“Thanks for coming in,” Dale said when she closed the door behind her.


“No problem.”


He grunted.


Okay. Her bad. There was a problem. Not a big enough problem to meet at HQ at the Pentagon, apparently, but big enough for Dale’s “end of the world” expression, which he generally reserved for budget cuts, or when the Homeland Security Alert Level elevated from orange to red, or, as had been the case in Caracas, when four of his best covert officers compromised themselves and blew a mission.


“You ever had someone piss all over your birthday party?” he asked abruptly as he pulled out a chair at the conference table and dropped heavily into it.


Hokay, she thought, narrowing her eyes and wondering where this was going. “Can’t recall that happening, no, sir.”


The fact was she’d never had a birthday cake, let alone a party, but she didn’t think he’d give a rat’s tail end about her “boo hoo” childhood. Just like she didn’t figure this was about a party.


On second thought, maybe it was. It was common knowledge that the grease that made the wheels run in D.C. was generally spread at cocktail parties, dinner parties, and yeah, the occasional birthday bash. D.C. parties were places to make contacts, share inside gossip, and drop bombs of unexpected info—like the one she suspected was about to be dropped on her.


“Turned sixty yesterday. The wife insisted on a ‘thing.’”


“You don’t look sixty, sir.”


Tired brown eyes cut straight to hers as she joined him at the table. “The world hates a smart-ass.”


She was being a smart-ass. The division head position had taken a toll on Dale Sherwood during his tenure. He didn’t look sixty—he looked closer to eighty. Fatigue and stress had dug deep hollows under his eyes and rounded the shoulders on his six-foot frame; his jowls had gone saggy and soft from too many hours spent behind a desk. His hair was as gray as concrete.


She waited, knowing he would get to the point in his own good time. She also wondered why she was the only intelligence officer present. Dale wasn’t prone to secrecy in the ranks. The system didn’t much allow it. As division head of DHS, he reported to the DIA director, a three-star general who would in turn report to Secretary of Defense Blaylock through the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


“So anyway,” he continued, “the wife throws this party, right? More military brass than a band shows up. I spot this friend of mine—enough for you to know he’s a two-star, army. Was surprised to see him because last I heard he was in Afghanistan. Turns out he’s just back and he didn’t come to my party for the cake.”


B.J. could tell by the way Sherwood tapped his index finger on the glossy mahogany conference table that he was working his way up to agitated.


“Anyway, he corners me. Tells me he flew into Andrews three hours ago and that we need to talk. Alone. Fine. We go to my home office and he drops a MOAB at my feet.”


MOAB. The mother of all bombs. B.J. crossed her legs, kept her mouth shut, and waited.


“He tells me that he got this after-action report across his desk, right? Took a couple of weeks to get there but the gist of the report is the boys on the ground intercepted a supply truck—supposedly a Russian aid truck.”


“Russian aid,” B.J. repeated, mulling it over. “Major oxymoron there. And let me take a wild guess. I’m betting the truck wasn’t filled with Spam or bandages or contraband birth control devices.”


He swiped a hand over his jaw. “No, there was no aid on board. No Russians, either. Just your stock-in-trade Taliban sympathizer who blew himself up before they could question him. In the meantime, they found a helluva lot of munitions on the truck.”


This was not exactly an unheard-of event in Afghanistan. Terrorists hijacked aid trucks all the time. “And this is out of the ordinary because …?”


“It was out of the ordinary because munitions weren’t all they found.”
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Sherwood paused, gave B.J. a long, hard look. “This stays between us, Chase.”


“Absolutely.” The affirmation came out with a calm she was actually no longer feeling.


“Does EPFCG mean anything to you?”


She’d had some classes in high-energy physics in college, and she’d retained some basic information. The info on EPFCG had stuck because it had scared her to death.


“Electromagnetic pulse weapon—EMP—explosively pumped flux compression generator.” She pulled the words slowly out of her memory banks. “More commonly known as an E-bomb. If I remember right, an E-bomb the size of a small suitcase could shut down a major city by essentially frying anything electronic. Cell phones, cars, computer networks, power grids.”


Sherwood nodded. “An almost-perfect weapon—fly one over, say, New York City or D.C. in a cruise missile, set it off, and that city will be reduced to the Stone Age with no real damage to the infrastructure.”


No. No damage to the infrastructure, but the chaos created by an electronic meltdown would be catastrophic, not just from a communications perspective but for commerce, health, and safety. Any cities within range could become one huge looting gallery.


She also remembered why she still slept—most nights, anyway. “But the technology to miniaturize an E-bomb small enough to deliver it … it’s still a long way from perfected. Right?” she added, not realizing until she’d asked how hopeful she sounded.


“Right. But we’re working on it. Us and half the rogue nations in the world. Supposedly we’re the only ones who have it developed to the point of testing.”


“Supposedly?” She felt her face drain of blood as the implication of that one word sank in. “Are you saying they also found E-bomb technology on that truck in Afghanistan?”


Dale looked worried. “Looking that way.”


“Holy God. In a truck?”


“The techno age hasn’t reached all of Afghanistan, you know that. The Taliban communication system is often rudimentary and almost uncrackable by satellites because they hand-carry messages. Battle plans, tables of organization, intel, and more are all stuffed in satchels and carried all over the country, sometimes by donkey, sometimes, as in this case, by a truck,” Sherwood pointed out.


“So who on the ground over there would even recognize E-bomb specs?”


“Most special forces non-coms have some EOD training—explosive ordnance disposal training,” he clarified unnecessarily then quickly apologized. “Sorry. Forgot who I was talking to. Anyway, they knew that what they were looking at was not status quo. Long story short, every piece of intel they recovered from that truck filtered up to the two-star, including the hard copies of the specs. Here’s the kicker. The plans look an awful lot like ours.”


“And ours are supposed to be top secret.” No wonder Sherwood looked like he’d eaten cactus for lunch. “So, we’re talking—”


“No,” he said, cutting her off. “We’re not talking. Not about any of this.”


Of course they weren’t. Welcome to life in the intelligence community.


“All the intel the military gathered on this is being run up the ranks but even with a top priority, it’s going to take a while to sort things out. In the meantime, copies of the E-bomb specs are being checked out at the Pentagon for authenticity.”


“So where do we fit in?”


“My friend, the two-star, trusts me to do a little behind-the-scenes work. He wants me to see if I can ferret out how plans with this type of top secret clearance got out and more important, how the breach got past NSA, before he takes it up the chain of command to the sec def.


“What I need from you,” Sherwood went on after a pause B.J. used to fully digest the magnitude of the situation, “are answers. I need an inside line to support or dispute whether it even is our technology. And if it’s ours, then I need to know if the reason NSA isn’t on top of the leak is due to negligence or because someone sold us out. And make no mistake—if NSA was aware of this, heads would have rolled by now.”


Silence rang hollow in the wake of his final statement and struck both terror and outrage inside her. He was talking about the possibility of there being a traitor. At the National Security Agency.


Jesus.


“What do you want me to do?”


“I want you to give me a happy birthday, Chase. I want you to infiltrate the NSA, hook up with an agent inside, and find out what the hell is going on. Then I want you to report back to me yesterday.”


B.J.’s heart kicked her a couple of good ones. The NSA was the top dog in the intelligence community. He wanted her to spy on the super spies. “Okay. Wait. Let’s say there’s actually a leak and NSA should have plugged it. Who can we—”


“Trust inside?” he interrupted, anticipating her question.


“That’d be a start,” she said, unable to hide her incredulity.


“We start with a cryptanalyst by the name of Stephanie Tompkins.”


The name rattled around until it finally clicked like tumblers in a lock. “Tompkins? As in …?” She let her question trail off and met Dale’s eyes.


“Yeah. As in her father, Robert Tompkins, was counsel to President Billings. And her mother, Ann Tompkins, is deputy attorney general. The family bleeds red, white, and blue. We can trust her. We have to trust her.”


B.J. sat back in her chair, processing everything Sherwood had just told her. Still, she didn’t want to believe what he was suggesting, yet she was afraid not to.


Traitor.


That one word stood out amid an ocean of information. They could have a traitor in their midst.


“I need to know if you’re up for this, Chase.”


She met his eyes and saw not only the challenge, but the quiet desperation and demand there.


“Yeah,” she said with a hard nod. “I’m up for it.”


•   •   •

The thing that always amazed B.J. about the intelligence community was how easy it was to gain access to the various divisions. Take the NSA. Following Sherwood’s instructions, she’d driven to Maryland two weeks ago, gone straight through security at Fort George G. Meade, and waltzed into the NSA building with a cooked-up order directing her to job shadow Stephanie Tompkins in the Signals Intelligence division.


That had been it. A scrawled signature on an official-looking document, her badge and ID, and she’d gotten in, undercover as herself—a DIA officer temporarily and reluctantly reassigned to the geek squad of the spy world.


It helped that since 9/11, there had been a constant push, although not exactly a full-court press, for all agencies under the DOD—the NSA fitting loosely into that category—to dovetail their intelligence-gathering and operational efforts. The standing directive was to share intel, coordinate operations, and generally play well with each other.


The problem was these NSA types didn’t even play well among themselves, B.J. thought with interest as she sat in on her tenth daily staff meeting and listened to the Signal Intelligence division head, Alan Hendricks, shut down Stephanie Tompkins’s oral report on a possible protocol breach as a waste of time. Hendricks’s reaction had B.J.’s antennae twitching like divining rods.


During the last two weeks, B.J. had grown used to Stephanie Tompkins’s calm demeanor, but Stephanie wasn’t her usual cool-as-a-cucumber self after the staffing either. She was fuming—if you believed pinched lips and a face that had grown red all the way up to the roots of her dark brown hair indicated fuming. In B.J.’s world, the way Alan Hendricks had discounted Stephanie’s report as a waste of time was grounds for some heated name calling, pedigree bashing, and intellect questioning. But in B.J.’s world, there wasn’t a lot of subtlety. She called it like she saw it and the first day she’d met him, she’d seen Alan Hendricks as a prick. Capital P. Capital R.I.C.K. More to the point, Hendricks’s reaction just now was the first breakthrough B.J. had encountered in the two weeks since she’d promised Sherwood that she’d get a lead on “the matter of which we will not speak.”


“That drilled straight into a raw nerve,” B.J. said as she and Stephanie walked back to their respective cubicles after Hendricks had uncharacteristically ordered everyone to hand over their copies of Stephanie’s report before he’d dismissed the troops from the staff meeting.


Stephanie shook her head and kept on walking.


Probably in shock, B.J. thought. Since she wasn’t here to win friends, it was the first friendly overture B.J. had made since she’d arrived, flashed her credentials at Stephanie, and informed her of the top-secret nature of her mission.


Up until this staffing, when they’d dangled Stephanie’s report as bait, then waited for someone to nibble, B.J. had been leaning toward believing Stephanie Tompkins’s darn good company line about there being no incompetence, negligence, or duplicity in the NSA’s SI division.


Well, that had just changed, big time. By the time Stephanie had finished her presentation, Alan Hendricks looked like he’d swallowed a nuclear reactor. Now Stephanie looked like someone had keyed her car.


It surprised B.J. to realize that she felt bad about that. She didn’t know Stephanie well enough to decide if she liked her and wouldn’t cultivate a friendship if she could. Years of moving from base to base had pretty much taught her that it didn’t pay to get invested in any kind of a relationship. You got close, then you moved, then you got hurt. So she didn’t get close.


And, no. She and Stephanie Tompkins would never be BFFs. Honest truth, B.J. hadn’t known what to think about her the first time they’d met. She hadn’t thought fluff, exactly, but even though Stephanie also dressed for success in dark pantsuits and crisp white blouses, soft had definitely come to mind. Soft brown eyes, soft curves, soft smile. The kind of soft that B.J. had seen men stand in line to play white knight for.


B.J. had never experienced that particular reaction from the opposite sex.


“Cold,” Dave Adams had informed her over chow one day when they’d both been raw recruits at Bragg. “You’ve got a cold, hard heart, Chase.”


“Because I won’t let you get in my pants?” she’d speculated, blocking his attempt to buddy up by giving him grief.


“Because you won’t let anyone get in your head,” he’d said, surprising her with his serious tone. “You’ve got to trust someone eventually, you know.”


No, she’d told him. She didn’t.


“You trust someone, they’re just going to let you down,” she’d added, because in her experience that’s the way it was. “But if I were going to trust someone”—she’d relented when his face had gotten all long and sad—“it would be you. Probably. Maybe.”


He’d finally grinned and for whatever reason she’d been glad. That had been their last heart-to-heart. She’d made sure of it. She’d done so because there were times, vastly lonely moments when she was tempted to talk to someone, anyone. To just have someone listen, to bear witness to the pain, to tell her that time would heal.


But that was weakness. That would be self-indulgence and she didn’t have time for either.


B.J. wasn’t sure what it was about Stephanie that made her think of Adams. Maybe it was because, as with Adams, B.J. had grown to respect the attractive brunette’s loyalty, intelligence, and work ethic. For the past two weeks as they’d worked together, Stephanie had played the loyalty card until the corners were bent.


Earlier this morning when B.J. had found Stephanie at her desk, ghost white and staring into space, she’d asked Stephanie what was wrong.


“You were right,” Stephanie admitted softly. “Something … or someone … has gone terribly wrong.”


Her big, soulful brown eyes were filled with so much pain that B.J. almost felt sorry for her. But Stephanie Tompkins’s feelings weren’t the priority. National security was.


“Tell me,” B.J. had ordered, then amended, “in English, please,” when Stephanie had started spouting technical jargon understood only by R2-D2 types.


“I’ve discovered some huge gaps in protocol,” Stephanie said, regrouping. “Cryptologists look for certain patterns, phrases, repeats … anything out of the norm or even seemingly normal but maybe out of place. Everything is fed into a software program that filters, sorts, matches, and compiles the bits and pieces we send it. I discovered multiple deletions over at least a twelve-month period. So I searched for those deleted files.”


“And?” B.J. had prompted.


“And I found them,” she said, looking grim. “Hundreds of them. All encrypted communications with threads in common. If they hadn’t been deleted, the program would have done its thing, red-flagged the similarities and brought them to our attention.”


“Tell me about the red flags.”


“Recurrent sign-offs with a code name URA! Communiqués between the same two IP addresses. I tracked one to Russia. Haven’t managed to decipher the other address but there are multiple references to EMPs.”


B.J.’s heart had practically jumped out of her chest by the time Stephanie had finished. EMPs. E-bombs. Sherwood’s two-star just might be right.


“Any way to determine who deleted the data?”


“Not if they knew their business, and everyone here does.”


“And yet you found the deleted files.”


“Only because I’m team leader and all incoming transmissions loop through my dedicated server.”


“So why wasn’t the deleted info wiped clean by whoever did this?”


Stephanie had lifted a shoulder. “It’s a complex, time-intensive task. Frankly, in the three years I’ve been here I’ve never back-traced deleted data, so they probably figured it was safe to leave it there. If you hadn’t alerted me to a possible breach I never would have checked. Besides, asking for a clean sweep would have tipped their hand. They would have had to come to me to perform the delete process—it’s a fail-safe measure. That would have been a big red flag for me and the first thing I would have done is what I just did, which led me to the inconsistencies.”


Inconsistencies. What a nice way to say traitor, B.J. had thought at the time.


“What do you want me to do now?” Stephanie had asked.


“Now you write this all up in a report and present it at staffing, but suggest a possible systems failure as opposed to human intervention.”


“But that’s not the case.”


“No. The case is, someone sold out their country. But the fact is, if the report lays that out, point blank, whoever did it will walk out that door tonight and disappear along with whatever secrets they’ve been sharing with the bad guys. I want this guy. I want him bad, so we’re going to give him some rope … hopefully to hang himself.”


Alan Hendricks appeared to have slipped the noose over his head in staffing just now, B.J. thought as she continued following Stephanie through the rabbit warren of walkways to her cubicle. B.J. needed to report to Sherwood ASAP, but that meant she’d have to leave the building because all outgoing calls were monitored and no one was allowed to bring their cell phone inside. She wasn’t going anywhere just this instant, however, because something told her the action was about to heat up.


“I don’t think you’ve seen the last of Hendricks today,” she told Stephanie. “When he shows up play it cool.


“Stephanie?” she prodded when the other woman didn’t respond. “You okay?”


“Perfect,” Stephanie said in a tone that revealed just how perfect she wasn’t.


“Pull it together,” B.J. warned her, refusing to let herself be affected by Stephanie’s misery. It was a misery she could relate to. No one wanted to believe someone they trusted would betray them.
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Stephanie sank down on her desk chair, confused, angry, and suspicious of the way Alan Hendricks had shut her down. She tossed the report onto the top of her workstation that was wedged into the small, sterile cubicle, exactly the same as every other workspace occupying the vacuous, open floor in the cryptanalysis section of the Signal Intelligence Division.


Overhead, rows of fluorescent lights were interspersed with dingy white ceiling tile. Security cameras kept constant vigil. Shoulder-high, gray upholstered walls divided one cubicle from another. By design, the walls provided minimal privacy and buffered little noise. All desk phones were set to speaker only. No cell phones were permitted inside the complex. Sort of like a fortress, Steph had thought more than once.


And now that fortress appeared to have been breached.


Traitor.


She had fought it tooth and nail, but B. J. Chase was right. Someone right here at the NSA had sold out their country and right now the lead suspect was none other than her boss, Alan Hendricks.


Expelling a frustrated breath, she reached absently for the magic decoder ring that sat in a box on the corner of her desk, turned it over in her palm. The ring had been a Christmas gift—the kind of gift that a big brother gives a kid sister on an allowance of a buck a week. The perfect gift for that nine-year-old girl who had big dreams of being a spy.


Well, she wasn’t the James Bond type of spy of her childhood fantasies. She was the kind of spy who worked nine to five in this cramped little cubbyhole, kept the true nature of her work a secret from family and friends, and, day in, day out, did her damnedest to do her job.


A job she performed well.


And now Alan was telling her she was way off base?


“Something is off, all right,” she muttered, listening to the low drone of chatter from the neighboring cubicles, feeling the heat of her CPU and a hundred others as the AC worked overtime to keep the machines cool.


She hadn’t wanted to believe B. J. Chase when she’d shown up two weeks ago. The woman was a cold fish with her facts-and-only-the-facts attitude, her one-on-one confidential briefing about a possible traitor in the NSA ranks, and her DIA orders that Stephanie was to be her inside source.


She didn’t like being recruited to spy on her fellow employees. People she’d worked with for the past several years. People she trusted. People she relied on.


She just couldn’t believe that Alan would sell out his country. There had to be some other explanation.


“Speak of the devil.” She slid the ring back into its box when she saw Alan’s bald head making its way toward her through the maze of trails that wound around the workstations on the floor.


Alan was tall and lean—and not a physically fit, runner’s-body sort of lean. He drank too much coffee, smoked too many cigarettes judging by the way his clothes always smelled, micromanaged too diligently, and in general spent much of his energy making the drones’ lives a living hell.


“Hand it over,” he ordered, reaching over the top of her cubicle and nodding toward her report.


Stephanie suddenly felt very protective of that report. She was a disciplined cryptanalyst. She obeyed orders. She followed rules. But when he gave her that look she rammed headlong into that wall where better judgment met up with stubborn pride.


“You said to deep-six it,” she reminded him, aware that B.J. was listening to every word on the other side of the cubicle wall.


He looked around to see if they were being overheard, then walked into her cubicle. “Just hand it over.”


She slid the report a little left of center on her desk and a lot farther away from his outstretched hand. “What’s going on, Alan?” She wanted him to tell her something, anything that would make this nightmare go away. “According to you, it’s a wash. So what do you care what I do with the report?”


“I care what you do with it because you have better things to occupy your time and knowing your bulldog tenacity, you won’t let this one go.” He shot her a forced smile. The good boss, only concerned for his staff. “Now be a good civil servant, hand over the report, and transfer any associated computer files to me. Then what I really need you to do is get back to work on the CVX summary. Sorry, Steph, but I need it before you leave today.”


Before she could react, he snatched up the report and walked off.


B. J. Chase appeared at the opening to her cubicle.


“I don’t want to hear it,” Stephanie warned her.


“I was just going to tell you to watch your back.”


Stephanie was surprised to see real concern on Chase’s face.


“The fat is about to hit the fire.”


•   •   •

An hour later, Alan Hendricks shifted his modest compact into park, left the car running near the curb, and got out. Traffic was quiet at midday on this side street. He waited for a lone minivan to pass, then crossed the street and approached the black Lincoln Town Car.


The tinted rear window lowered silently as he approached. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he passed the report to the outstretched hand.


The silence was disrupted only by the sound of pages being turned. Finally all movement in the backseat stopped.


“Explain to me how an agency operating on the fundamental principle of need to know allowed this to happen. I want to know how in the hell an office drone by the name of Stephanie Tompkins ended up ferreting out this information. You said there was a fail-safe. That no one would find it.”


The sun beat like fire on the top of Alan’s head. “No one should have found it. But it’s a moot point now. I dead-ended any action. It’ll be forgotten by Monday. In the meantime, it won’t happen again.”


“You’re damn right it won’t.”


Alan wiped a hand over his jaw, composed himself, and deflected what he knew would be the next question. “We retrieved the report and Stephanie has been told to let it drop so it’s no longer an issue. As a precaution, IT will wipe her hard drive clean as soon as she leaves tonight.”


“Like that’s not going to make her suspicious.”


He shrugged, a failed attempt at confidence that he was far from feeling. “We’ll explain it as a unit failure. Happens all the time. When we exchange her ‘fried’ hard drive for a new one, data on this report will also have been conveniently lost on the backup server. Like I said. Happens all the time.”


“I don’t like this.”


Alan didn’t like it either. There was way too much at stake. Christ. How had he gotten in so deep?


“Even if you destroy all the evidence, I don’t trust that this Tompkins woman will let it drop. And what about that DIA drone? Hasn’t she been working closely with Tompkins?”


Alan shook his head. “Chase isn’t a problem. She’s just one in a long line of indifferent temporary transplants putting in their time on that damn job shadow program. Her assignment’s over next week and that’ll be the end of that. Trust me—she doesn’t understand squat about what we do.”


“You’d better be right. In the meantime, I expect you to take care of the Tompkins situation.”


He swallowed. Hoped to hell he wasn’t hearing what he thought he was hearing. “I told you. I am taking care of it.”


Hard eyes stared out of the dark interior, met his with deadly malice. “You’re not listening. I said, take care of it. Take care of her.”


His heart stumbled. Jesus. Kill Stephanie Tompkins? He was supposed to kill Stephanie?


“You’re talking about Ann Tompkins’s daughter. The daughter of a deputy attorney general in the Department of Justice, for Chrissake.” He swiped a shaking hand over his jaw. “And Stephanie’s father—Robert Tompkins was counsel to President Billings.”


Silence. Then a cold glare. “Then you’ll have to be particularly careful, won’t you?”


•   •   •

It was after six and the floor was deserted by the time Stephanie finally finished the CVX summary. Instead of taking a chance on the interoffice delivery system, she decided to walk the report up to Alan’s office personally.


It wasn’t just about making certain he got the report before the weekend. She wanted to talk to him, give him an opportunity to … damn. She didn’t know. Make her believe he wasn’t hiding something horrible, she guessed.


She still couldn’t believe it.


“Extract your head from the sand,” B.J. had told her before she’d clocked out half an hour ago. “Loyalty is one thing. It’s time to face the facts.”


And the facts, Stephanie knew, were going to either clear or vilify her boss.


The elevator hit his floor; she walked down the hall, then rapped a knuckle on his office door. It swung open.


“Alan?”


When she didn’t get a reply, she walked inside. His computer was powered down, the screen was black.


“Bastard,” she swore when she realized he’d already left. “Needed this summary tonight,” she sputtered, and resisted storming out of the office.


Angry with just about everything about this wretched day, she marched back down the hall with the report, punched the elevator button, and did a little solitary fuming as the elevator descended to her floor.


She made herself take a deep, steadying breath to settle herself down. The breath left her body in a rush, however, when she stepped out of the elevator and spotted a man at her desk.


Alarm bells rang inside her head like storm sirens. “What are you doing?”


The guy jumped, then flattened a hand on his chest. “Holy crap! You scared the hell out of me.”


Join the club, she thought, her concern mounting. He was little more than a kid—probably fresh out of college. His name tag identified him as Tracy Davis, IT—which meant exactly nothing to her. She’d never seen him before.


“I asked you what you’re doing at my workstation,” she demanded when she realized he’d torn her CPU apart and was in the process of putting it back together.


“Just replaced your hard drive.” He went back to work with his little screwdriver and fastened a metal plate to the base of the tower.


“My hard drive? Why?”


Pale blue eyes glanced up at her above the thin wire frames of his glasses. “Because I got a work order. Cripes. What is your problem?”


Her problem was, there hadn’t been anything wrong with her hard drive. “Let me see the order.”


He gave her a huffy look, grunted, then dug around on his clipboard and produced a sheet of paper. “Satisfied?”


Alan’s signature was scrawled on the order. She swore under her breath, then glanced back at the tech. “There’s nothing wrong with my computer.”


“You’re right about that. At least there’s nothing wrong now. I just installed the new drive.” He stacked the old drive on top of his clipboard and rose to leave.


“But there was nothing wrong with that one,” she pointed out again.


“Look,” he said, sounding like he’d used up his store of patience. “The work order said it was fried. To me that means it’s fried, so I replaced it. End of story.”


End of story? God, she wished that was the case.


Every word that had come out of B. J. Chase’s mouth during the past two weeks started replaying in her head like news footage. There was a traitor in the ranks. This hijacking of her hard drive proved it.


“When will the backup server restore the data on my machine?” she asked carefully.


“Happening as we speak. Your unit should be operational in a couple of minutes.” The tech gathered his things and walked away mumbling. “Hell of a fuss over nothing, you ask me.”


Oh, how she wanted it to be nothing. Her pounding heart told her otherwise. Yes, she’d been resistant to Chase’s insistence that there was a traitor in their midst. Resistant, but not stupid. There hadn’t been a damn thing wrong with her hard drive.


She needed to get out of here. She was already getting a late start for her trip home to her parents’ in Richmond. But she needed to check for herself and see if he was telling the truth, that her data would all be restored. She sat back down at her desk, powered up her computer, then sat waiting for it to boot up.


Finally, it was all systems go. Her heart pounded like crazy as she accessed the file containing the information on her report. Gone. Her fingers trembled on the keyboard as she typed in the path to the backup location. Also gone.


She felt the rest of the blood drain from her face. They’d wiped out anything and everything that had to do with the report. Alan had wanted to make doubly sure that any record was wiped clean, which, as far as she was concerned, was the last nail in his coffin.


It was a desperate action, suggesting that Alan was a desperate man. She needed to get out of here and report to Chase.


But first, she had to break a few laws.


She stood up, checked the floor, listened. She was alone.


God, she couldn’t believe she was doing this.


Angling her shoulders so the security cameras couldn’t see her hands, she lifted her decoder ring out of its box, along with the cardboard insert the ring rested on. Inside the bottom of the little box was the flash drive she used as temporary backup for her work—the work Alan had just had destroyed. With her back still blocking the camera, she lifted her purse out of her drawer, then rummaged around for the little cylindrical penlight she always carried. Quickly unscrewing the seal from the bottom of the plastic flashlight, she dumped the batteries in her waste can and hid the flash drive inside the barrel of the flashlight.


The ploy wouldn’t disguise the drive from the security scanner when the guard checked her out at the main door, but she’d think of something between now and then to deflect his attention.


Five minutes later, she approached the security checkpoint, absently fumbling inside her purse. “‘Night, Ben,” she said. The scanner everyone passed through was similar to airport security scanners, only a little more sensitive and high tech.


“Oh, damn,” she muttered when she “accidentally” dropped her purse and half the contents spilled onto the floor. By design, the flashlight concealing the flash drive went rolling across the polished floor, past the X-ray scanner but still in view of the watchful camera.


Ben—mid-forties, family man, working for the weekend—hauled himself out from behind the scanner with a chuckle. “Must have a hot date,” he said, bending over to help her pick up her things. “Go on through, Miss Tompkins. I’ll help you with that.”


“Never pays to hurry,” she said, sounding put out with herself.


Then she tossed her purse on the belt and together, she and Ben chucked everything back inside her bag. Everything but the flashlight, which had rolled across the room.


She stooped over, picked it up, and with Ben watching, tossed it in her purse as if, in her haste, it hadn’t even occurred to her to pass it back to him to scan.


Then, counting on Ben’s good nature, his long workweek, and her years of passing through security without so much as a set of nail clippers to set off the scanner, she held her breath, shouldered her bag, and headed for the door.


“Thanks, Ben.” She smiled, big and wide, over her shoulder to hide how nervous she was.


“You have a good weekend,” he said as he settled back into his spot and she sailed on out the door.


Stephanie’s heart was still slamming when she reached her car, buckled herself in, and zipped out of the parking lot. Her palms were sweating as she hit the road and maneuvered onto the 295 on-ramp.


That’s when the gravity of her situation hit her. What had she done? What in the hell had she just done?


And the bigger question: Why did she have the horrible feeling that “borrowing” the flash drive was the least, the very least, of her problems?
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B.J. let herself into her D.C. apartment, tossed the keys to her brand-new forest green Jeep Cherokee—she was doing her bit to help the economy—on the kitchen counter, and headed straight for the freezer and the bag of Hershey’s chocolate Kisses she kept there. One kiss wasn’t going to do it today so she grabbed a handful and started ripping into the silver foil before she even hit the sofa.


The first piece hit her tongue and flavor burst through her mouth. She felt the tension start to ease from her shoulders as she sank into the lush red leather.


Yeah. Red. She still wasn’t sure what had come over her. She wasn’t an impulse buyer. She was a basic-black kind of girl—until she’d walked into that upscale furniture store two months ago. All she’d needed was a new floor lamp.


She ran her hand across the buttery smooth leather. No, she hadn’t needed a red leather sofa, but damn, she had needed the pick-me-up.


She needed another one now. The traffic from Fort Meade to D.C. had been brutal. And despite Sherwood’s assurances, B.J. had second-guessed herself all the way home. The trap she and Stephanie had laid today that caught Alan Hendricks might have also painted a big red X on Stephanie Tompkins’s back.


“Stephanie’s not in danger,” Sherwood had assured her when she’d called him from her Jeep on the pricey new encrypted cell phone he’d issued her that ensured their conversations were secure. “Hendricks isn’t going to do anything stupid. Based on what you’ve told me, he thinks he has his bases and his ass covered. And he knows that after his performance today, if something happened to Stephanie, the first place anyone would start looking would be his backyard. No, he’ll play this safe. I’ll order surveillance on him right away so we’ll be there if and when he screws up.


“Listen. Good job, Chase,” he’d added. “Just keep your eyes open.”


She planned to, she thought as the last of the chocolate melted in her mouth. That plan included digging up background information on Alan Hendricks, which meant she had to go into the D.C. office to get it. The software that she’d need to hack through the many firewalls she’d encounter wasn’t in place on her laptop. No, she needed the DIA’s system to dig as deep she needed to go.


She shoved herself up from the couch. A quick shower revived her. In deference to the July heat, she threw on a pair of khaki shorts and a black tank top—two colors that dominated her wardrobe—and headed out for the office.


No rest for the wicked or the terminally diligent. She’d been labeled both.


•   •   •

Earlier that day a cell phone rang in a hotel room a mile from the NSA complex.


Zach Loeffler, who was registered with the front desk as Robert Smith, recognized the number. He turned down the volume on the TV and flipped open the phone. “Smith.”


“Time to earn your retainer.”


He’d been expecting this call. He always expected a call. “Specifics.”


He listened, then asked the inevitable question. “Accident or execution?”


“Use your imagination. If it must be newsworthy, just make certain it appears random. Avoid any undue attention. I’ll arrange payment the usual way when you confirm that it’s done.”


The line went dead.


Zach pocketed his phone, flicked off the TV with the remote, and turned on the GPS locator he’d planted in the target’s car several weeks ago.


The vehicle was traveling south, less than two miles from his current location. He pulled the Fort Meade area map out of the top dresser drawer, double-checked his bearing. He’d spent a fair amount of time studying the area both via the map and in his car.


“Location, location, location,” he muttered. “It’s all about location.”


But prime real estate wasn’t the object of his search.


Advantage was.


He had three spots picked out. The challenge would be finding the perfect vantage point.


Hell, who was he kidding? There was no challenge. He was too damn good at what he did.


He scooped his keys from the dresser and pocketed them. A golf bag leaned against the wall in the corner by the bed. He unzipped the side pouch, made sure the two magazines were both filled with 5.56 NATO rounds. Then he shouldered the bag that contained a couple of woods, a few of his favorite irons, his putter, and his custom Steyr AUG. The Austrian bull pup rifle was very compact. With the quick-change barrel detached it was so small that it looked like a child’s toy, only without the cork.


“Enjoy your game, sir.” A cheerful bellman stood aside as Zach stepped out of the elevator onto the gleaming marble floor of the hotel lobby.


Zach smiled and slipped on his Ray-Bans. “I intend to, thanks.” Then he walked out into the Maryland summer sun.


•   •   •

By the time Stephanie realized she’d been gripping the steering wheel like a lifeline, her fingers were aching. She made herself relax as she drove on, wondering what to do.


Chase. She needed to talk to B. J. Chase. Before she could dial her number and tell her what happened, her cell phone rang.


“Dead?” she repeated, disbelieving, after Rhonda Burns, another cryptologist in her section, delivered the stunning news. “Alan Hendricks is dead? Oh my God. How?”


“I just heard it on my police scanner! Couldn’t believe it. It got called in as a suspected random shooting.”


Alan Hendricks … dead …


The words echoed in Steph’s head long after she’d hung up the phone. She drove on in stunned silence, her fingers tightening on the steering wheel again.


Alan Hendricks …


dead …


random shooting.


Or was it an execution? But that was … crazy.


Wasn’t it?


God. Chase was making her paranoid.


“No. Alan Hendricks getting shot to death is making you paranoid,” she muttered aloud as she sped along the highway.


Her hard drive being replaced was making her paranoid.


There are no coincidences.


It was a code she lived by, a mantra she used to problem-solve every day. It was no coincidence that Alan had been shot to death on the same day he’d wigged out over her report. It was no coincidence that her computer had been sabotaged in an effort to hide certain truths … truths she hadn’t yet fully pieced together.


Still, it didn’t make any sense. If Alan was really the mole, then why was he killed? Did that mean there were others involved? And if they killed him because of her report, did that mean … oh, God. What did it mean? Was she next?


She had to talk to Chase. Her fingers trembled as she fumbled with her phone and tried to steer at the same time. She started to dial. Stopped abruptly. Cell phones could be traced. Whoever had killed Alan could be monitoring her phone and locate her.


She quickly shut off the phone, then, holding the cell phone in the same hand she used to steer, she pried open the case and pulled out the battery.


“Try and find me now,” she muttered aloud, and tossed the disabled phone onto the front seat beside her, then shook her head at the desperation in that line of thinking—and the momentary, false sense of confidence. So she’d disabled her cell phone. That wasn’t going to stop anyone who wanted to find her. Her car could already be bugged or fixed with a tracking device. On top of that, her Saturn had come factory equipped with both OnStar and a GPS navigation system. If she was a target a professional would already have a lock on her position. Short of smashing all the electronics embedded in her dashboard, which would also disable the car, she was a sitting duck.


Her knuckles were white again as she shot off the parkway onto the New Carrolton exit and stopped at the first convenience store she spotted. Once inside, she bought a throwaway phone and had it quickly activated. Then she hurried into the public restroom, locked the door, and dialed B. J. Chase’s number.


•   •   •

B.J. had just pulled into the DIA complex parking lot when her cell rang. “Chase,” she answered, not recognizing the number on the screen.


“B.J. It’s Stephanie.”


“What’s wrong?” she demanded, reacting to the panic in Stephanie’s voice.


“Alan Hendricks is dead.”


B. J. slammed the Jeep into park. “What?”


Stephanie filled her in on what she knew. “Jesus,” she muttered. “This was no random shooting.” B.J. was certain of that.


“I know. It’s horrible. And there’s more. I caught someone from IT swapping out my computer’s hard drive. Alan had ordered it done. All the data I had stored about the report was destroyed.”


“It’s all gone?” B.J.’s heart sank.


“No. I managed to smuggle out a flash drive that I use for backup. I’ve got it with me.”


B.J.’s opinion of Stephanie shot up several more notches.


“What do I do?”


Despite the lingering heat of the hot summer day, goose bumps raced down B.J.’s spine. “Have you talked to anyone else about this?”


“No. Just you. I didn’t say anything to Rhonda. But shouldn’t we … shouldn’t we call someone? Tell them what we think is going on?”


“You let me worry about that. In the meantime, don’t talk to anyone, okay? Not until we put our heads together and sort this out. Where are you now?”


“I’m at a gas station near New Carrolton.”


“Okay, look. You can’t go back to your apartment. I’m in D.C. now. I’ll meet you halfway. Just keep in touch. We’ll figure on a spot as we get closer. Now go. And, Stephanie, watch your back, okay? If you think you’re being followed, call me immediately, got it?”


“Yeah. I’ve got it.”


Stephanie sounded shaky and scared. Smart woman. B.J. disconnected and immediately dialed Dale Sherwood and filled him in.


“Get her under wraps somewhere until we can get this sorted out,” Dale said, sounding worried. “Let me know when she’s off the grid.”


“Yes, sir.”


“And, Chase. I’m sorry. You were right. I should have had you stick with her. I made a bad call.”


Yeah. He had. But so had she when she hadn’t listened to her gut.


“I’ll dig up everything I can about Alan Hendricks and get back to you. In the meantime, watch your six,” Sherwood added, then hung up.


B.J. hit the gas. She flew out of the parking lot and told herself not to borrow trouble, that she’d meet up with Stephanie without incident and get her tucked out of harm’s way until they figured out how to proceed from here.


But her sixth sense told her otherwise. Time was critical. She needed to get to Stephanie and she needed to do it fast.


•   •   •

No matter how hard she tried, Stephanie couldn’t shake the image of a tiny red laser light from a rifle scope centered on the back of her head. Someone was following her. She knew it long before she spotted the black four-door sedan about four vehicles back.


Oh God.


She grabbed the throwaway phone off the seat beside her and dialed B.J. “I think someone is following me.”
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Raphael Mendoza was a stupid, swaggering sixteen-year-old the day he jacked his first car. It was a Caddy and he was a punk on a dare. The car was hot and fast, but the cops were faster. The only reason he was free to tell the tale was because he’d known the back-streets of Little Havana in Miami as well as he’d known his way around juvenile hall. He was as good as caught, so after a merry chase he’d finally slammed on the brakes, jammed the Caddy into park, and bailed.


Then he’d run like hell and bought himself another reprieve from detention.


He’d grown up a little in the fifteen or so years since then. But he still loved a hot, fast car. As he put pedal to metal and screamed up 295 toward Fort Meade and NSA HQ, he was damn glad for his training days behind the wheel.


He needed to get to Stephanie Tompkins and he needed to get to her now.


“What the hell is holding up that court order?” he grumbled as the speedometer on Gabe’s midnight blue SUV hovered near the 90 mph mark.


Gabe Jones, his Black Ops, Inc. team member, had tossed the keys to Rafe, opting to ride shotgun. “Keep it cool, man,” Jones said as he systematically filled an extra magazine with .45 ACP cartridges for his 1911-A1 pistol. “Ann will call as soon as she has it.”


Cool was a little beyond Rafe at the moment. He would have liked to think they were dealing with a simple case of a mother overreacting with worry about her daughter. But Ann Tompkins didn’t overreact about anything and ever since Ann had called fifteen minutes ago, desperately concerned about Stephanie, all he’d been able to think about was getting a judge to sign the court order authorizing them to tap into the onboard GPS locator in Steph’s car so they could get a fix on her position.


It might not require an act of Congress to accomplish it, but it might just take an act of God to get it done in time to help Steph if she really was in trouble. He kept telling himself this was all precautionary.


Problem was, he had a bad feeling. Judging by the tense look on his face, so did Gabe.


Which brought them back to the court order. It was all about greasing the wheels. But when you had a deputy attorney general wielding the grease gun, those wheels spun fast. Usually.


He swerved around a semi, cut behind a Mini Cooper, and never altered his speed. Beside him, Gabe had started filling the extra magazine for Rafe’s Sig.


Thank God for Gabe. And thank fate that he’d been at Gabe and Jenna’s D.C. apartment instead of working a case out of BOI HQ in Argentina when Ann had called.


“Tell me again exactly what Ann said,” he prodded Gabe, who had taken Ann’s call.


“The short of it is that she’s been concerned about Steph. Something was going on at work that has been eating at her.”


“Ann know what it is?”


“What do you think?”


Right. Ann Tompkins worked in the Justice Department but Stephanie’s NSA position dictated the highest level of secrecy. That trumped the mother card every time.


“Anyway, Ann expected to hear from Steph as soon as she left work tonight. Apparently Ann wanted her to stop at their favorite bakery in D.C. and pick up a few things for the shindig tomorrow night.”


The shindig was the reason Rafe was in the States. He and the bulk of the BOI team—Savage, Colter, Green, and Black—had either already arrived or would be flying in soon because Johnny Reed had bitten the big one. The Texas golden boy was getting married in a couple of months and Ann and Bob Tompkins were throwing the happy couple an engagement party at their Richmond home. Sam Lang and Abbie were coming, too, from Vegas. Rafe had decided to fly in a day early and spend it with Gabe and his wife, Jenna, who was now back at the apartment waiting for a call telling them that this was all a false alarm and that Stephanie was just fine.


“When Steph didn’t call and Ann couldn’t reach her on her cell phone,” Gabe continued, “Ann started calling around to see if anyone knew where Stephanie was. She reached a coworker—Rhonda somebody—and found out the woman had talked to Steph just a few minutes before Ann had tried to reach her. Before they hung up, Rhonda dropped the bomb. She’d just heard a local news bulletin. Their boss, a guy by the name of Alan Hendricks, had been killed. Shot to death. Initial report was that it was a random shooting. When Ann tried to reach Steph again, it went right to voicemail.”


No wonder Ann was frantic. Something at work was bothering Steph. Now a fellow NSA employee—a man who supervised her daughter—turns up dead and Steph wasn’t checking in. Given that the NSA was the spy agency to beat all spy agencies, it stood to reason that something big and bad was going down.


Since D.C. was within thirty minutes of Steph’s apartment if traffic cooperated, that meant that Rafe and Gabe were the closest boots on the ground because the local PD sure wasn’t going to act on a mother’s bad feeling—even if that mother was with the Justice Department.


Gabe’s cell went off. He grabbed it on the first ring.


“Yo. Great. Wait. Let me get a pen.”


He wedged the cell phone between his shoulder and ear, fished a pen out of the glove compartment. “Okay, shoot.”


He repeated a series of numbers and letters and wrote them on his palm. “Got it. We’ll be in touch.”


“Got the court order.” Gabe disconnected, then immediately dialed. When someone picked up, he identified himself, then he fed them an access code to his cell phone. “Stream the info to this number.”


He hung up, stared at the phone, then snapped it open when it rang again.


“We’re in business,” he said as information from Stephanie’s GPS system appeared in his phone. “And there she is. Moving south on Baltimore-Washington Parkway. Looks like we’re within ten minutes of her current position.”


Just as critical as tracking her via GPS was the fact that she was moving. At least her car was. Rafe chose to believe it was because Steph was behind the wheel, which meant she was doing fine.


He hoped.


“Do we know where this Hendricks bought it?”


“Actually, yeah. A gas station near the Route 1 and Cherry Lane intersection. Nowhere near Steph’s current location.”


He wished he could consider that good news. The fact was, if whoever killed Steph’s boss wanted her dead, too, he was most likely mobile. Which meant he had as much chance of reaching Steph as they did.


If he hadn’t already reached her.


Rafe’s gut clenched at the thought. For Ann and Bob’s sake. For his own sake. He’d had sort of a little thing for Stephanie Tompkins since the first time he’d seen her almost ten years ago when he and the men who now made up BOI had first met the Tompkinses. The team members of Task Force Mercy, as tight a fighting unit as the U.S. military had ever seen, had come home to bury their brother in arms, Bryan Tompkins, who had been a tragic casualty of corruption and greed in a foreign land. The team had ended up forging a relationship with the Tompkins family that transcended blood and DNA. Since that day, Rafe had found in the Tompkinses the family he’d lost when he was fifteen.


A lifetime ago.


Yeah. The Tompkinses were family. No way was Rafe letting Ann and Bob lose another child. And no way was he letting anything happen to Stephanie.


He tromped down on the gas pedal, then touched his fingers to the gold crucifix lying against his chest beneath his T-shirt, bucking a horrible feeling that they might arrive too late.


•   •   •

B.J. ran a red light. She cut a sharp left, narrowly missed a cargo van, and punched it. Stephanie wasn’t stupid. If she said she thought she was being followed, B.J. accepted it.


“Random shooting, my ass,” she muttered, thinking of Hendricks as she raced toward Stephanie. They had to get her off the road. One shot and whoever was on her tail could take out a tire and roll the car. That would be it.


Her phone rang again. Stephanie.


“Is he still with you?” B.J. asked, not bothering with hello.


“I … I don’t know. Maybe … or maybe I’m just paranoid. I thought, well, doesn’t matter what I thought. I don’t see anyone now.”


Still, B.J. didn’t want to take any chances. “Here’s what you’re going to do. Do you know where Greenbelt Park is?”


“Yes, it’s just ahead.”


“I’m almost there, too,” B.J. said. “I want you to drive on by it, okay? There’s a rest area just a quarter of a mile past it. Take the exit for the rest area but don’t signal, don’t slow down. Just whip onto the exit and drive right through, then hop the median if you have to but circle back to the Greenbelt turnoff. With luck, if you do have a tail, he’ll either miss you turning off and fly on by or he’ll get caught up in traffic. Either way, it’ll buy a little time.”


“Then what?”


“Then we meet up at the park and haul butt out of there. Tail or no tail, by the time he figures out you doubled back and he finds your car we’ll be long gone in my Jeep.”


•   •   •

Zach Loeffler loved technology. From the time he’d learned the alphabet, he’d been tapping out commands on a computer keyboard. They’d started calling him nerd when he was a skinny, pimple-faced kid in junior high. Jocks like Kevin Nowatny and Cole Landis loved to torment and belittle him. He’d never forgotten. And he’d never forgiven. It had taken twelve years but he’d been patient. He’d tracked them down—Kevin to California and Cole to Arizona. He silenced both of them with one shot from his Steyr. Fairly close range. He’d even let them see his face before he’d killed them.


No point in letting Stephanie Tompkins see him, though. He had no vendetta against her. He just had a job to do. His GPS was locked into her OnStar system, helping him make that happen.


Yeah, he loved technology.


He hung back a good quarter mile, biding his time. Like a cat playing with a mouse.


“What the hell?”


Well now. He hadn’t given her enough credit. The bleep on his GPS showed that she’d pulled a little trick on him.


“Doubled back, did you, sweetheart?”


Fine. Let her run. He wasn’t going to lose her. He drove on to the next exit, then headed back the way he’d come.


“Where are you going, Miss Tompkins?” he wondered aloud, then decided he had it figured out. “Nice evening for a late picnic?”


She was heading back to Greenbelt Park. He liked it. Maybe she’d lead him on a little chase. Hunter and prey. He’d read a book once about a guy who captured women, turned them loose in a forest, then tracked them like vermin and killed them. He’d never been into recreational shooting, never understood the sporting mentality. Maybe, after today, he would.


He checked the GPS again. Checked his watch. And stepped on it. This day just kept getting better and better.


•   •   •

B.J. tore down the approach road to the park entrance. She knew the thousand-acre park well, had hiked the lush forest of oak, hickory, and beech many times in the past three years. That’s why she’d thought of it as a meeting site. It was her getaway spot. While she’d never admit to anyone that she had a nature girl side, she loved the idea of catching a white-tailed deer by surprise. She also enjoyed listening to the birds and watching the sun flicker through the poplars.


She wasn’t going to be doing any bird-watching now, she thought as she skidded to a stop in front of a guardrail made of thick wooden posts and reinforced steel bars.


The guardhouse was empty. She should have known it would be this close to dusk. She’d been hoping a ranger would be on duty. He’d have been another gun if they ran into trouble.


As it was, there were only a handful of other cars parked at the far end of the lot and their owners were nowhere to be seen. More important, there was no Stephanie.


Just in case, she reached into the glove box for her Glock and her extra clip. She figured they had about another half hour of daylight. She wanted to be long gone before dark.


She checked the magazine, slipped it home, then chambered a round just as she heard a car approach on the road behind her. She stepped out of the Jeep, using it for cover just in case, as a white Saturn roared into the parking lot and jerked to a stop on the passenger side of her Jeep.


Stephanie jumped out of the car.


“Let’s get out of here,” B.J. said, shielding her eyes against the glare of the low-hanging sun. That’s when she spotted a black four-door sedan cruising down the road.


“Change of plans,” she said when the vehicle turned into the park driveway.


Stephanie followed B.J.’s gaze to where the black car rolled toward them, closing fast. “Oh, God. That’s the car. That’s the car I thought was following me. How did he find me so fast?”


“Too late to worry about that now. Get in my Jeep. And get down on the floor,” B.J. ordered as the sedan slowed to a crawl before finally stopping at the entrance to the parking lot about twenty yards away, effectively blocking them in.


Stephanie wasn’t stupid. She jerked the passenger-side door open and clambered inside.


They were pinned down. Even if B.J. wanted to make a run for it, she’d have to head straight into his line of fire.


“What’s he doing?” Stephanie kneeled in the front seat.


“Waiting. Now get down,” B.J. ordered again.


“What can I do to help?” Stephanie’s eyes were wide and round.


“Unless you’ve got a submachine gun tucked under your shirt, not a damn thing. Just get down.”


Stephanie immediately dropped down on the floor between the dash and the front seat.


B.J. kept her stance beside her Jeep, using it as a shield and the roof to steady her hands as she aimed the Glock at the sedan’s driver’s-side door.


Then she waited.


Heart hammering.


Hands sweating but steady, she sighted down the barrel of the Glock.


She couldn’t see the driver. The windows were tinted black, which would have told her they had trouble even if this joker hadn’t followed Stephanie on the heels of Alan Hendricks’s shooting.


She had no idea what kind of firepower she was up against but she didn’t want to risk driving headlong into a blast from an assault rifle, and she had to figure that was the least of his weaponry. Just like she was betting all of her marbles that he did have weapons. If he was here as a friendly, he’d have shown himself by now. That left only one option. He wanted to hurt them. Her, because she was in his way; Stephanie, because she was the target.


A minute passed. Then two.


He continued to sit there, the sedan idling, the windows up.


At this point B.J. would almost have welcomed some action. Any action. Her chest ached from the hyper adrenaline rush. Her arms started to tremble. Her grip on the Glock lost some of its steadiness.


“What is he waiting for?” Stephanie’s tone relayed all the frustration B.J. felt.


“He’s playing with us. He knows he has superior firepower and he’s banking on me doing something stupid.”


“What are you going to do?”


“Something stupid,” she said, deciding that two could play this game, only she was going to up the ante.


She was accurate on still targets at up to one hundred yards with her Glock. This joker sat less than twenty yards away.


She drew a deep breath.


Held it.


Took careful aim … and on the exhale squeezed off a single round.


B.J.’s ears rang from the blast as the report of her pistol and the crack of shattering glass echoed through the park and the rear driver’s-side window of the sedan exploded.


“Next one goes through the driver’s window!” she shouted, and without hesitation started counting. “In five, four, three, two—”


The sedan rolled slowly backward and away from them.


Holy crap. She’d figured he’d come barreling out of the driver’s seat, blasting a spray of fire from an AK or an AR-15 assault rifle. Her only hope would have been a head shot—provided he hadn’t gotten her first.


She let out a breath that had been stacked up in her lungs since she’d fired off that round.


He was actually leaving … or not.


The sedan stopped abruptly. The motor revved.


Everything seemed to happen in slow motion then, although in reality only seconds passed. The driver’s-side window of the sedan slowly slid down. B.J. dove for the dirt when she saw the muzzle flash from a rifle barrel and a barrage of shots hit the ground all around her. She covered her head with her hands and rolled clear of the Jeep as the shooter slammed the sedan in drive and hit the gas.


“He’s going to ram the Jeep!” she yelled to Stephanie, who had popped up in the seat again to see what was happening. “Brace yourself!”


Above the report of rifle fire, B.J. was peripherally aware of the sound of a second vehicle. Coming fast. She couldn’t deal with it now. She had to stop this guy and stop him now.


She still had eight rounds in the magazine and another full clip in her pocket. She scrambled back to her feet, braced them a shoulder’s width apart, and with a two-handed grip on her Glock, fired straight at the approaching sedan, popping hole after hole in the windshield as time slowed even further—so slow she could see each bullet hit.


The sedan kept coming as all around her the air exploded with the sound of gunfire. The concussion of noise, of time, of space became completely distorted as she fired and fired and fired until the clip ran dry.


As she’d practiced hundreds of times, she rapid-released the empty magazine, shoved the second clip home, and started firing again, placing round after round into the driver’s-side windshield.


And the bastard kept coming!


“Hang on!” she yelled to Stephanie as the sedan slammed into her Jeep, smashing it hard into the steel guardrail. Steam hissed out from under the sedan’s crumpled hood as she raced headlong toward the driver’s door, firing as she ran.


The sedan was still running. When she reached it and jammed her Glock inside the open window, she understood why.


The driver was dead. He lay slumped over the steering wheel; blood oozed from a hit to his jugular and from a hole beneath his left eye. The engine screamed. The shooter’s foot was jammed down on the gas pedal.


She leaned inside, struggled with the key, then turned off the ignition. Finally there was silence, except for the pinging of the cooling motor and her labored breathing. Before she could check on Stephanie, she realized she had another problem.


She jerked her head around to see a big, blue SUV skid into the lot. Dust billowed and gravel flew as it screeched to a stop not five yards away. B.J. took aim as both front doors of the SUV flew open. Two men stepped out, used the open doors as shields, and trained assault rifles dead center on her head.
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“Drop the gun!”


B.J. dropped to a crouch, using the wrecked sedan as cover. Then she racked the slide on her Glock and chambered another round.


“Drop it now! Then let us see your hands.”


B.J. held her ground, then damn near swallowed her tongue when Stephanie popped up in the front seat of the Jeep again.


“For God’s sake, stay down!” B.J. shouted.


“But I know that voice!” Stephanie insisted. “Raphael? Raphael, is that you?” she yelled.


“Stay down, Steph!” the guy on the passenger side of the SUV shouted. “Just keep your cool and we’ll get you out of this.”


“Gabe! Oh, my God. B.J., it’s okay. Don’t shoot them.”


B.J. glanced at Stephanie, then at the SUV. “You know these guys?”


“For the last time, drop your weapon!” the driver ordered right about the time Stephanie shoved open the passenger door, flew out of the Jeep, and ran toward the SUV.


A big guy—a very big guy—grabbed her as she reached the passenger side and shoved her into the SUV.


“Last chance,” the driver warned her.


“B.J., please, lower your gun!” Stephanie yelled from inside the vehicle. “I won’t let them shoot you.”


And still the rifles stayed trained on her.


“Them first.” She wanted to trust what she was hearing but wasn’t quite ready to give up her weapon.


“Oh, for God’s sake. We’ll go together on the count of three, okay?” the driver grumbled, and B.J. finally nodded.


“One, two, three,” he said slowly.


The sun rode the lip of the horizon now and glinted off the chrome of the SUV as the black barrels of the rifles went nose toward the ground.


B.J. cautiously lowered her pistol, stood up straight, then squinted into that blasted setting sun as the driver moved out from behind the open door. He walked slowly toward her, his rifle clutched loosely in one hand, clearly not a threat. He wore faded jeans and a white short-sleeved T-shirt that hugged a broad chest and a lot of lean muscle.


The sun had dropped so low and created such a glare that she couldn’t clearly make out his features. She could see that he wasn’t a big man. That his hair was dark, his face clean shaven. And as he grew closer she could see that his skin was … oh God … a soft caramel tone.


Her rapidly beating heart hitched once, then again when she made out a small scar hugging the corner of his mouth. A mouth she’d seen before. A face she would never forget.


Holy God. It was him, she realized when she finally came to terms with the truth. The Latino—Choirboy. The thorn in her side from Caracas.


“Sonofabitch.” He stopped several feet in front of her, making the connection at the same time she did. A smile that wasn’t really a smile tipped up one corner of his mouth. “Well, if it isn’t Miss USDA. What in the hell are you doing here?”


Relief wrapped around anger and came out as sarcasm. “Right now? Wondering why I didn’t shoot you when I had the chance.”


“Buen Dios, cara, you wound a man without firing a shot,” he said with a laugh that lacked any real amusement.


“She was protecting me.” Stephanie joined them with the big guy at her side. She nodded toward the steaming sedan. “From him.”


B.J. watched, still stunned, as the Choirboy stuck his head inside the sedan and checked the driver for a pulse. His gold cross fell out of the neck of his white T-shirt when he leaned over, catching her eye when he stood back up straight.


“You did that?” he asked with a look that hovered somewhere between surprise, awe, and disbelief.


“He wrecked my new ride,” she said, not feeling nearly as tough as she wanted him to think she was now that her adrenaline rush was letting down. “Seemed like the thing to do.”


“Jesus,” he said.


“What are you doing here?” She shot his question back at him.


“You two know each other?” Stephanie cut a look between them.


“Yeah, you could say we’ve met.” Choirboy glanced at the other man, then back at B.J. “Remember that fiasco in Caracas three months ago?” he asked without taking his eyes off her. “Meet the pain in the ass.”


The big guy blinked, looked her over with renewed interest and maybe a little respect. “Caracas? Really? You did that?”


B.J. looked from one man to the other. “What, you guys reading from the same script?”


“Look, not that I wouldn’t just love to stand here and chat about old times, but there’s a good chance this joker has friends.” The Choirboy nodded toward the wrecked sedan. “Sorry to have to ask you to do this, Steph, but I need you to take a look at him before we go.” He gave her an apologetic look. “Tell us if you’ve ever seen him before.”


“No. Never.” Stephanie’s face was ashen after looking inside the bloody vehicle.


“Then let’s boogie on out of here,” the big guy said.


“Fine by me,” B.J. agreed.


“Me, too,” Stephanie said. “I think maybe … maybe my wrist might be broken.”


That’s when B.J. noticed how pale she was. “She’s going down!” she yelled just as Stephanie’s knees buckled.


•   •   •

Bad luck and trouble, Rafe thought as he sat in the ER waiting room while the doc, a friend of Gabe’s at Bethesda, tended to Stephanie’s wrist, no questions asked. Yup. B. J. Chase—they’d finally gotten around to trading names—was definitely bad luck and trouble.


Although he had to give her credit. If it hadn’t been for her, Stephanie would probably have been dead by now instead of suffering from a broken wrist.


What he couldn’t figure was why the DIA agent was with Stephanie in the first place. And what really bugged him was why, in spite of worrying about Stephanie for the past two hours, Rafe hadn’t been able to keep his attention off the restless Miss Chase as she’d practically emptied the vending machines of chocolate, then paced the white tile floor.


At the moment, she had a cell phone pressed to her ear as she walked and talked, her voice so low no one could hear, her expression never changing. Intense. Exact. Professional. Those were three words that absolutely described her.


But then, so did acerbic, sarcastic, and cold.


He shivered as he watched her. Now there was a major incongruity for you. Yeah, she was one cold chick, but he remembered his first impression of her that sultry Caracas night: hot babe. Pain-in-the-ass hot babe, but hot just the same. Cute curvy figure, soft in all the right places, lean and muscular where it counted. Wild Goldilocks curls, a wide sensual mouth, an energetic vitality that made a man wonder if it translated to bedroom action. There was an innate sexuality about her, all the more intriguing because she didn’t do a damn thing to flaunt it.


In fact, nothing in her rigid posture, her prickly silence—except when she was stinging him with barbs—and those dark, don’t-mess-with-me scowls translated to sexpot. Hell, she didn’t even wear any makeup.


She was nothing like Stephanie, who was even-tempered, thoughtful, and sweet.


And yet Rafe couldn’t take his eyes off her.


It was the incredulity, he supposed. He was skeptical of what she was, who she was, and why she still hadn’t volunteered any info about why she was with Stephanie in the first place. And Stephanie hadn’t been up for twenty questions as they’d sped to the hospital, where Gabe’s doctor friend had met them at a rear entrance. So Rafe didn’t have any more of a bead on the situation than he’d had when they’d set out after Stephanie—except that the prickly B. J. Chase had not hesitated to empty two full magazines from a sweet little Glock 19 into a man who’d had the poor judgment to challenge her.


He’d sized up the scene and visualized exactly what had happened there. Chase had saved Stephanie’s life at great risk to her own. Woman had guts. He respected her for that, even if he didn’t like her.


Beside him, Gabe talked softly to Ann and then Robert Tompkins on his cell phone, offering assurances that except for the broken wrist, Stephanie was safe.


“They okay?” Rafe asked when Gabe finally hung up.


“Shook up but yeah, I think they’re breathing easier. Or they would be if they knew what was going on.”


“Well, we’re not going to find anything out from that one,” he said with a nod in B.J.’s direction.


“What? You’ve given up on trying to stare the information out of her?”


“I’m not staring.”


Gabe snorted. “Right.”


“Just trying to figure her out,” he said, wishing it hadn’t come out sounding so defensive.


“It’s your story. Tell it any way you want to.”


He was saved from incriminating himself further when the door to the examining room opened and the doctor walked out with Stephanie. Her right hand was in a cast from the base of her fingers to mid forearm.


Rafe jumped up and rushed to her side. “How you doing?” He touched the back of his hand to her cheek. She looked pale and in pain and not entirely with the program. It broke his heart.


“She’s a little groggy, but all set to go.” The doc handed Gabe a prescription bottle. “For the pain,” he said. “See to it she has one every six hours at least for the next couple of days.”


“She’s right here,” Stephanie said as Rafe steadied her, “and she doesn’t want any pain medication.”


“Which is why you need to see to it that she gets it,” the doc said with a smile.


He was young, clean shaven, and dressed in civilian clothes but his bearing was all military.


“Thanks, Lee,” Gabe said. “Appreciate the discretion.”


“It’s gonna cost you, Jones. Double handicap next time we tee up.”


“Yeah, and I’ll still whip your ass.” Gabe grinned and shook his hand. “We’ll get out of your hair now.”


“You think you can walk?” Rafe frowned with concern as Stephanie wove a little on her feet.


“I’m fine,” Stephanie insisted.


He wasn’t convinced. “Just the same, let’s not take any chances.” He scooped her up in his arms and carried her out to the SUV.


•   •   •

“White knights,” B.J. muttered under her breath as Raphael Mendoza and Gabe Jones fussed over getting Stephanie to Gabe’s D.C. apartment. Just like she’d figured, men turned into white knights around Stephanie Tompkins.


She’d never understood it but she’d seen it happen with Stephanie’s type too many times to count.


“You’d think she broke her leg,” she grumbled to herself as she and Jones stood guard and Mendoza helped Stephanie out of the car, picked her up again, and carried her into Jones’s apartment building.


“You say something?” Mendoza asked over his shoulder as they all walked into an elevator.


She shot him a glare that went right over his head because he was so busy fussing over Stephanie. It wasn’t that she cared how big a fool he made of himself. And it wasn’t as if she wondered what would happen if the situation were reversed and it was her sporting the broken arm. Would he want to play white knight with her, too?


Let him try, she thought. See what he got for his efforts.


She could do without the alpha type, thank you very much. Men like Mendoza, and his buddy, Gabe Jones, for that matter, would expect to dominate, take charge, call the shots. Not happening with her. Not in this lifetime.


“Oh, my gosh!” A tall, gorgeous redhead met them when the elevator door opened. Jones had called ahead to let his wife know they were coming. “Steph. Oh, sweetie, look at you. For God’s sake, hurry up, Rafe. Get her into the apartment and onto the sofa.”


Whoa, B.J. thought as the redhead took charge, barking out commands to the alpha dogs, who both hopped-to like she was nipping at their heels.


My kind of woman, B.J. thought as she followed the parade into a spacious and open loft. The large living area opened directly to a generous dining area and hooked left to a large galley kitchen with contemporary cherry cabinets, gleaming stainless steel appliances, and black granite countertops.


“My wife, Jenna.” Gabe smiled back at B.J. “Jenna—this is B. J. Chase.”


“We’ll talk.” Jenna offered an apology over her shoulder. “Soon as we get our girl settled. Gabe. Hot tea. Rafe, get the pillows from the guest bedroom. Today!” she ordered with two quick, direct glares that sent both men scrambling.


I could like this woman, B.J. thought, but even as the notion took root, she knew she’d never invest the time or the effort to make that happen. She was the outsider here. The speck of white lint on a black sweater. This was clearly a closely knit group, one she wasn’t and would never be invited to be a part of.


That was fine. That was life. Her life, at any rate. In the meantime, she was comfortable using both Jones and Mendoza. She needed to keep Stephanie safe until she heard back from Sherwood, who was arranging a safe house for her. Frankly, she couldn’t think of a single place where Stephanie would be safer than right where she was at the moment.


Whoever these guys were, whoever they worked for, they weren’t in the mix at NSA. Considering NSA might be the seat of the problem, it was a damn good thing. So what did that leave? She’d figured Mendoza for CIA in Caracas. CIA or a merc. Now she was leaning more toward independent contractor. Frankly, right now, she didn’t care. All she cared about was that they had the skills, the means, and more important, a personal investment in keeping Stephanie safe.


Mendoza, if she didn’t miss her guess, had a very personal investment if the way he looked at Stephanie with those Latin brown eyes was any clue. An unexpected little twinge of jealousy caught her off guard. Way off guard.


Jealous? Of the way Mendoza looked at Stephanie? No. Not jealousy, she decided. Maybe she’d cop to a little bit of longing. She still remembered what it had been like to feel the unconditional love of someone who cared about you. And no matter what her mother said, her father had loved her.


Watching these three people who clearly loved Stephanie fuss over her—well, it reminded B.J. of what she didn’t have anymore.


Get over it.


“I’ll take those,” Jenna Jones said as Mendoza returned with the pillows. “Here we go, sweetie. One for your head, one for your poor wrist. How’s that?”


“I’m fine,” Stephanie said, finally offered the opportunity to speak. “I appreciate all this concern, but please stop fussing over me. All of you,” she added, turning her doe brown eyes to Mendoza.


B.J. was saved from watching Mendoza’s reaction when her cell phone rang. She checked the display. It was Sherwood. She didn’t want to talk to him in front of these people. Not until she found out more about them.


“Out there.” Jenna hitched her chin in the direction of a pair of French doors behind a large dining area to the left of the kitchen. Apparently, she’d read B.J.’s expression and realized she wanted privacy.


B.J. nodded her thanks and made a beeline for the doors, which led to an outdoor terrace. Night had fallen on the city. Two exterior lights cast a soft glow as she stepped outside onto carefully laid slate tiles. They were ten stories up. Traffic crawled like ants with headlights on the streets below. This high, the exhaust smell was faint. The night air had started to cool after the heat of the day. On the terrace, lush ferns filled huge terra-cotta pots. Pansies and petunias nodded in the slight breeze. A glass-top table and a set of chairs in shades of taupe, lavender, and green occupied one end of the large outdoor space. A couple of matching chaise longues filled the other. All the signs of an affluent, comfortable couple.


“Talk to me,” she said when she was sure she was out of earshot.


“Where are you?” Sherwood’s tone was all business.


“D.C. An apartment where Jones and his wife—here’s another name for you: Jenna—live.” She rattled off the address for Sherwood to add to the cache of information she’d passed him when she’d called him from the hospital.


She’d used her phone to snap a photo of the dead shooter and his Steyr AUG rifle before Mendoza and Jones had tossed the rifle in the back of the SUV. Then she’d e-mailed the picture to Sherwood. She’d also snapped photos of Mendoza and Jones without them knowing it and sent those too, along with the names they were going by and the plate number of their vehicle. In addition, she’d advised Sherwood that Mendoza had been the man who had mucked up her Caracas operation.


She was hoping Sherwood had some answers for her.


“How’s the Tompkins woman?”


“Broken wrist.” She walked to the edge of the terrace, leaned a hip against an iron railing painted a pale cream. “Other than that she’s fine, but you’d think she was on her deathbed the way these people are fussing over her. Speaking of them … are you going to tell me what you found out?”


When her boss hesitated, she felt a premonition of doom.


“You’re not going to like it,” Sherwood said finally.


Not going to like it? Sherwood was a master of understatement.


There wasn’t enough chocolate in the world to make the news he delivered palatable. By the time he finished filling her in, B.J. not only didn’t like it, she was quietly fuming and frustrated and wishing she’d never heard of, run into, or crossed swords with Raphael Choirboy Mendoza.
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Rafe was waiting by the door when a silent, very pissed-off B. J. Chase stepped back inside the apartment. When she saw him standing there, she stopped short, her shoulders stiffening.


Xena, warrior princess.


He didn’t know why that thought came to mind. She wasn’t an Amazon. In heels she might possibly have made five-six, maybe five-seven. And she wasn’t a brunette. But she was fighting mad and itching to lock horns as she squared off in front of him, her blue eyes hardening with anger.


That amazing head of wild blonde hair was backlit by the light from a wall sconce. Curls drifted to her shoulders, flared to the middle of her back, and framed her face like a halo—although there was not one damn thing angelic about the look in her eyes.


She still wore the remnants of the shootout at the park. A smudge of dirt on her right cheek. A small, triangular tear in the leg of her shorts. A skinned knee. A thin trail of blood tracked down the inside of her bare arm that he hadn’t noticed before.


“You really ought to take care of that.” Rafe nodded toward her arm.


She scowled, then followed his gaze, looking surprised and then dismissive when she saw it. “It’s fine.”


Yeah, you’re one tough cookie, aren’t ya?


“Call from your boss?” he asked carefully as he walked to the kitchen cabinets. He and Gabe had used the first aid kit often enough that he knew Jenna kept it in a drawer near the sink. He dug it out and when she didn’t answer, glanced over his shoulder to see she was still glaring.


“Guess I’ll take that as a yes.” He ripped open an antiseptic pad. “And judging from the warm and fuzzy look on your face, I’m also guessing that he called because he’s been talking with our boss.”


Again, her lack of response was all the answer he needed. It also told him how much the news that she was now taking her orders from him appealed to her.


“I said I’m fine,” she insisted when he squatted down in front of her.


He ignored her and went to work on her knee.


She flinched when he cupped her calf to hold her steady—and out of nowhere, he was hit by an acute and magnified awareness of everything female about her. Most of all, though, he was aware of that flinch.


That sure as hell didn’t compute. He’d manhandled her in Caracas—shoved her against the Jeep, dragged her down a street, cuffed her, blindfolded her, then picked her up and tossed her sweet little ass inside the back of a van. He hadn’t seen any vulnerability then. He hadn’t seen it today in the aftermath of a shootout where she could have been the one killed instead of the bastard who’d been after Stephanie.


No. DIA Officer Chase hadn’t shown vulnerability when they’d come barreling in, guns blazing. She’d been ready to face off with them, just as she’d faced off with an assassin. It was all the more fascinating, then, that a little non-hostile, male-on-female contact had her tensing.


He stood up, satisfied that her knee was mostly bruised and barely scraped, and started in on her arm. She flinched again when he touched her but she stood her ground.


As he wiped at the blood, she didn’t say a word but she didn’t pull away either. She just looked up at him with those big blue eyes full of something that could have been challenge, could have been annoyance … or, he realized, could have been bafflement over the fact that he was taking care of her.


That was it, he realized. She wasn’t used to having anyone take care of her or sticking tight when she’d done her damnedest to warn him away. He guessed he shouldn’t have been surprised by that. This one would chew her own arm off before she’d ask anyone to help her out of a bear trap.


“Can we please get this over with?” she grumbled.


He looked up and straight into her eyes. This close, he could see that they weren’t merely blue. They were much more intriguing than that, with specks of silver and gray.


He finished cleaning the wound, which wasn’t more serious than a long scratch. “Yeah,” he said. “I think we can finish up now.”


He reached behind him to the counter, snagged the bottle of peroxide and a cotton ball. “Might sting.”


“Already does.”


He knew she wasn’t talking about the peroxide he was applying to the abrasions.


A tiny kernel of guilt wound through him. “I know you’re not pleased with the arrangements. And I know what it feels like to have the rug ripped out from underneath me like what just happened to you.”


“Rug? Try wall-to-wall carpeting.”


“Look,” he said, carefully affixing a Band-Aid, “for what it’s worth, it wouldn’t matter what agency was involved—yours, FBI, Homeland Security, whatever. Where Stephanie’s life is concerned, protection is non-negotiable. It has nothing to do with your ability, but we won’t take any chances with her safety. And since we don’t know who we can trust, we’re going to run the show.” She narrowed her eyes. He understood that look. “Your boss fill you in on who we are and who we work for?”


“You’re private contractors.” Disdain dripped from each word. “You work for a man named Nathan Black out of Argentina. Got quite the ‘shadow warrior’ legend building.”


He cocked a brow. “Do tell.”


She shrugged. “I’ve heard the stories. I wrote them off as intelligence community legends that circulate among the ranks. Guess I have to believe them now.”


“But you don’t approve. What a surprise. Like most ‘legit’ federal agents, you hold our kind in roughly the same regard as, oh, say, roadkill, right?”


Her silence pretty much confirmed that it didn’t matter that Nate Black ran Black Ops, Inc. with the precision and integrity of a special ops military unit. Didn’t matter that the BOIs worked exclusively for Uncle. The “legit” warriors—those with badges and dog tags—still considered the BOIs guns for hire, cowboys, rule breakers. It pissed them off that the BOIs got a little more latitude because they worked off the grid.


“Seems everybody forgets,” he went on after he’d put the first aid kit back where he’d found it, “that the jobs we take on are generally ones no one else will touch. Why, you might ask, cara? I’ll tell you why. Because, one, they’re too risky; and two, there’s too much of a chance of ending up good and dead.”


“You screwed me over in Caracas.”


Ah. Now they were getting somewhere. The woman held a grudge. So, fine, he’d had to relent and give up Eduardo—a sanctioned DOD operation did trump the BOI directive—but he’d made her pay for screwing up his op. It couldn’t have been easy for her when she’d filed her report.


“You kept my weapons,” she pressed on. “You kept my team’s weapons. And you did it out of spite. You knew what would happen.”


Yeah, he’d known. The government didn’t consider it good form to lose military-style weapons in a not-so-nice country. A major no-no.


“I took ten kinds of heat over it,” she continued. “Had to appear before a disciplinary board. They threatened to reassign me to Nebraska, for God’s sake. I’m lucky I didn’t get a demotion.”


“Yeah, well, I was pissed at the time.”


“Gee, guess that makes it all fine and dandy.”


Right. This was going nowhere fast. “So how long have you worked for DIA?” he asked, changing the subject.


“Long enough. You don’t have to worry about me pulling my weight.”


He stared at her long and hard. “Okay. If you’re going to be pissed off for the duration of this op, I don’t need the grief. Just say the word, I’ll make a call and you’re out of here.”


She looked away, then expelled a deep breath and met his eyes. “I’ve been unprofessional. I apologize. I want in on this.”


It was as close to her saying “uncle” as he was going to get. He held her gaze, finally nodded. “And I want you in. Now what do we need to do to make this work for you?”


“Answer some questions.”


“Shoot.”


“What’s your connection with the Tompkinses?”


Rafe crossed his arms over his chest and leaned a hip against the kitchen counter. “Your boss didn’t tell you?”


“What he told me was that you’d be calling the shots from this point on.”


He actually felt a little sorry for her then. She was used to taking charge, taking risks, and taking orders only from DIA. No wonder the news that she was now taking orders from him had settled about as well as a jalapeño would settle a sour stomach.


He glanced over his shoulder toward the living area, where Stephanie was still resting on the sofa with Jenna and Gabe sitting and talking nearby. “Come on. Let’s go back outside where we can talk.


“You thirsty?” he asked suddenly. “Because I’m thirsty. Hold on.”


He dug into the fridge, where he knew Gabe always kept water, grabbed two bottles, then followed her out to the terrace.


“Steph had a brother, did you know that?” he asked after he’d shut the door behind them.


“Stephanie and I worked together in a strictly professional capacity.”


Of course they did. No “girl talk” allowed in B. J. Chase’s world. He handed her one of the bottles, then lifted a hand, indicating she should sit with him at the outdoor table.


She shook her head, unscrewed the bottle cap, and took a long drink. Then she got all matter-of-fact with him. “So. You said Stephanie had a brother. Past tense. What happened to him?”


He uncapped his own water and took a long pull. “Bryan—that was his name.” He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and saw Bryan Babyface Tompkins’s perpetual grin. “Bry was part of a special military task force. A cross-branch compilation of Spec Ops personnel. SEALS, Delta, Special Forces, Rangers … hell, we even had a couple of spooks on the team.”


“And who was we?”


Just because she didn’t want to sit didn’t mean he couldn’t. He pulled out a chair and sat. “Bry, Gabe, me … those guys on my team in Caracas. Several others. Anyway, back then we were military. Did the dirty jobs then, too, you know?”


The outside lighting was dim but he could still see by the look on her face that she did know. Anyone in the intelligence community knew the history of American warfare. They knew about covert ops, the ones that never made the papers, never showed up on any disk or dossier. The ones that were sanctioned under the table by the president and were known only to him and the Joint Chiefs.


“What happened?” she asked, and he thought he actually saw … hell, he didn’t know. A little softening around her eyes, a little give in the set of her shoulders as she moved to the railing and leaned against it with her back to the flickering lights of the city beyond and below them.


“What always happens to the good ones,” he said, forgetting about her reaction and thinking back to that day in Sierra Leone. That horrible, shit-hole day when remote intelligence made a wrong call and sent the Task Force Mercy team into an RUF ambush. There wasn’t supposed to be a handful of the murdering Foday Sankoh’s Revolutionary United Front militia within a mile of their location. And Bryan, well, Bry wasn’t supposed to have taken a bullet that severed his femoral artery. He wasn’t supposed to have bled out while they’d been helpless to save him.


“Sniper,” he finally said, more to himself than to her, as he cupped his bottle between his hands and absently rocked it back and forth on the tabletop.


Blood. There had been so much blood. Running like a river into the dirt. Making mud. Making death. “Doc tried. He … he couldn’t—”


Her hand on his arm jolted him back to the Washington, D.C., night.


Cristo. He’d been back there. Back in that hellhole, watching Bry bleed out in the mud and the heat and the ground that ran red.


He looked down at her hand, as surprised by her knee-jerk gesture of comfort as he was by the ease with which he’d revisited Africa. He was not surprised, however, when she quickly removed her hand and drew away from him again.


He sucked in a fractured breath, shook his head, then drank again, using the time to settle himself. “Sorry. Hadn’t … hadn’t thought about that night in a while.”


When he looked up, he saw something in her expression that he hadn’t seen before—hadn’t figured he’d ever see. Not from this tough nut.


Pain.


It knocked him for a loop, but yeah, it was definitely there. In her eyes. On her face. In her unexpected offer of comfort.


A reflection of his pain, maybe? Plain compassion?


Or was he seeing her own pain?


He’d written her off as an ice princess, core of steel. But hell, he knew better than to judge people so quickly.


“Anyway,” he continued, “we brought Bry home to his family. Ann and Robert Tompkins. And Stephanie. That was … man … a lot of years ago.” He dragged a hand over his face, shook his head. “Ann and Robert, they sort of adopted us, I guess you could say. Just like we adopted them. And Steph, well, she was just a kid.”


“So Stephanie’s like a sister to you?”


That brought his head up again. He searched her face, tried to get a read on where the question had come from. Why did she give two tacos about any of his relationships?


“Yeah,” he said finally. “I guess you could call it that.”


He was a little confused about how he felt about Stephanie at the moment. He’d always had feelings for her. Of course, he’d also known he was never going to act on them. Why? Number one, because she’d never encouraged him. Number two, because he needed to think about her as a sister and he knew she thought of him and the rest of the BOIs as brothers.


“If and when you ever meet her,” Bry had said one day a million years ago when the team had been hunched over MREs in Bosnia trying to keep their fingers and their asses from freezing off, “I don’t want to even see you thinkin’ about laying your grubby hands on her, got it? ’Specially you, Choirboy,” he’d added, grinning and nodding in Rafe’s direction. “Don’t you be turning on that hot Latin charm around my kid sister.”


Every time he saw Stephanie, Rafe had to remind himself of what Bry had said. It wasn’t that he thought Bryan would actually object to any one of the guys getting serious about her. It was more about respect for the Tompkinses. They were like the most righteous, most honorable people Rafe had ever known. He admired them. Respected them. And he knew what they wanted for their daughter. Someone connected and stable and who did not make a career out of getting shot at by terrorists.


He was not that man.


He was a guerrero. A warrior. And that was the only man he knew how to be.


He worked his jaw. The Tompkinses didn’t know what he’d come from. He didn’t ever want them to. He felt a rush of shame that he shouldn’t have had to feel but was tied to by blood.


“So what happens now?”


“Now,” he said, dragging himself back to a situation he could do something about, “we find out who sent the trigger guy after Stephanie and why. And then we fry the bastard.”
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“Have we got government hardliners at work here or rogue elements?” Gabe tossed out the possibilities for them all to consider.


While B.J. didn’t like it, she was still at the Joneses’ apartment at ten o’clock that night. She sat at their dining room table with Gabe and Mendoza, walking through what they knew and what they didn’t about who had ordered the hit on Stephanie.


A contemporary chandelier done in polished nickel and sparkling crystal hung over the table, illuminating the grim faces surrounding it. Outside and below the terrace doors, city and traffic lights winked. In the far distance, a red light blinked on and off on a radio tower.


After considering Gabe Jones’s question, she shrugged. “E-bomb technology has been a top military priority for several years. To my knowledge there have never been any dissenters among the members of the House or Senate. Funding requests have always passed unanimously, so it’s hard to figure that we’re dealing with a vendetta from inside.”


It all came back to the E-bomb specs. Everyone in the room knew it. Per her orders from Sherwood, she’d already filled both men in on who she worked for at DIA, the find in Afghanistan that had led her to be planted inside the NSA, and about the firestorm Stephanie had created when she’d presented her report at staffing this afternoon.


“Doesn’t rule out the possibility of a flat-out traitor, though,” she said, aware of Mendoza’s eyes on her.


“Profiteers, then,” the Choirboy conjectured as he slumped back in a dining table chair, “selling out to the highest bidder?”


“That’s my guess,” B.J. agreed. “Sherwood’s got a team scrutinizing Hendricks’s PDA, office, and home phone logs as well as his professional and social network to see who he’s been in contact with recently.”


“What about background checks on the SI personnel?” Gabe asked.


“That too, along with anyone affiliated with E-bomb development. But it’s going to take time.”


“So how did they get inside?” Gabe wanted to know as he absently flipped a pen back and forth between his fingers. “And why did they kill Hendricks if he was one of them?”


“If you find the answer to that question,” Jenna said, joining them at the table, “you’ll probably find the rest of your answers.”


Between talking with Stephanie’s parents, who had called at least twice since they’d arrived, Jenna had moved Stephanie into the guest bedroom, where she was now sleeping. Next Jenna had made a pot of coffee, then filled heavy stoneware mugs and passed them around.


The Joneses made a striking pair, B.J. thought, observing them together. The nationally acclaimed investigative journalist and the elite black ops warrior. Jenna was tall and lean with long red hair, intelligent green eyes, and attitude to spare. As tall as she was, however, her husband dwarfed her in stature, but not character. B.J. figured him for around six foot four, two hundred thirty or forty pounds of lean muscle and keen intellect.


She couldn’t ignore how attractive and vital they were together. Just like she couldn’t help being mystified by it. By the energy they created with a simple look, a light, unconscious touch, a private smile. By the complete and utter ease they felt around each other. These two very independent spirits seemed to have somehow reached a level of trust that transcended ego and will and made them one balanced, highly functioning unit.


She imagined they thought they were in love. In her estimation love was a fallacy sparked by chemical reactions and biology. Love was an opportunity for letdown. She didn’t have to look any further than to her parents to see that.


Okay. Back to business. She was taking her cues from Mendoza now, and it still grated. Big time. But she had no choice. Jenna, however, was not with the firm. Plus she was a journalist, not a trained agent.


“Is it really advisable for Jenna to be briefed on this? She’s a civilian.” B.J. voiced her concern when it became clear that Jenna was going to be privy to all information.


“She’s with me,” Gabe informed her with a hard look that flat-out said, drop it.


“She’s got a valid point,” Jenna agreed, then scolded her husband. “And you don’t need to bully her.”


B.J. didn’t know what to make of Jenna defending her.


“I’m not bullying,” Gabe said with a look that should have withered flowers.


Didn’t bother Jenna. “You always bully, Angel Boy. It’s one of those endearing qualities I love about you. The point is, you need to give B.J. a break. She’s not used to playing with rules, she’s used to playing by them.”


“Fine.” Gabe turned to B.J. “We make our own rules. Jenna stays.”


Except for an eye-roll that Jenna directed her husband’s way, that was the end of that discussion.


“That would be the pizza,” Jenna said when the doorbell rang.


“I’ll get it.” Gabe stopped her with a hand on her arm when she started to get up.


“You just want to be able to say you handled dinner,” Jenna said.


“And that would be different from any other night why?” he drawled with much more affection than accusation in his tone as he walked to the door.


“Well, he’s got me there,” Jenna said, not at all offended. “My best meals arrive via speed dial.”


B.J. watched Gabe, not for the first time detecting a slight limp, and not for the first time wondering how he’d come by it. And had Jenna actually called him Angel Boy? It was none of her business but she couldn’t help but wonder about the—what? Nickname? Endearment?


He looked more like the devil—all six feet, four inches of him—when he paused before opening the door, withdrew a 1911-A1 from the drawer of a table in the entryway, then checked the video camera monitor mounted by the door frame. Apparently comfortable with what he saw, he tucked the pistol in the back of his waistband and opened the door.


“You a cook, B.J.?” Jenna asked conversationally, but before she could answer, Gabe interrupted.


“I’m short the tip,” he said from the open doorway.


“I knew he couldn’t do this without me.” With a smug smile, Jenna joined her husband at the door.


“What’s wrong with his leg?” The whispered question was out before B.J. could stop it. She immediately regretted asking it. One, it implied that she was concerned, which she didn’t want to be. Two, it revealed her interest in people she didn’t want to be interested in—no matter how nice they were.


“A little over a year ago, he took some shrapnel protecting Jenna in a bombing. Ended up with a bone infection. Lost the leg below the knee,” Mendoza said quietly.


She jerked her head toward him, stunned by that information.


“Don’t worry about Gabe,” he assured her. “It slowed him down for a few months but he’s one hundred percent now. That woman he married will make certain he stays that way.”


She turned her gaze back to the stunningly handsome couple by the door as she digested the fact that they had been through some very rough times together.


“They’re something, aren’t they?” Mendoza asked as the aroma of pizza wafted into the room.


B.J. averted her gaze away from Gabe and Jenna, who were laughing and joking with the pizza delivery guy.


“Strong personalities,” she said because it was true and because she felt uncomfortable suddenly. She didn’t want to care about these people. Besides, small talk wasn’t her thing. Finding herself fascinated by a strong male/female bond was not her thing.


The discomfort she experienced when she realized that Mendoza was watching her with unguarded curiosity was definitely not her thing. And earlier, when he’d gone Florence Nightingale on her and tended her skinned knee and her arm, she’d gotten short of breath. She’d been hyper-aware of the strength of his callused fingers; shockingly sensitive to his breath warming her thighs when he’d squatted down in front of her; achingly conscious of his mouth inches away from her—


“B.J.”


His voice startled her.


He was smiling when she met his eyes and she fought a fleeting moment of panic, wondering if he could have possibly read her mind.


“What?” she snapped, which seemed to amuse him even more.


“That’s what I’m asking. B.J. What does it stand for?”


Jenna and Gabe returned to the table with the pizza just then, saving her from telling Mendoza that it was none of his business. She’d been B.J. since the second grade when Bernie Watson had made fun of her name and she’d had to bloody his nose. She wasn’t about to give the Choirboy access to the source of one of her biggest childhood miseries.


“Load up,” Gabe said, tossing paper plates and napkins on the table. “It’s going to be a long night.”


•   •   •

Rafe pushed back from the table, stood, and stretched. “Let’s call it a wrap for tonight,” he suggested around a yawn.


It was close to two a.m. They’d repeatedly rehashed what they knew and what they didn’t. For the most part, they made contingency plans for Stephanie’s protection. They’d made lists: contact lists, to-do lists, things-to-ask-Stephanie-when-she-woke-up lists. And they’d made calls to the BOIs with instructions on what they needed put in place for Stephanie’s protection.


B. J. Chase had both surprised and pleased him. She may not have liked the arrangement but she hadn’t let it interfere with her job. She was intelligent and insightful and had a memory like a computer. She’d provided relevant, detailed information on her observations during her two-week infiltration of the NSA. She remembered fine points about the shooter and had had the foresight to snap his photo and e-mail it to her boss, who had dispatched a team to the scene. Hopefully they’d have an ID by morning.


She was a pro. If there was an emotion other than “prickly” bottled up inside that uptight officer, she’d given no indication she was ever going to let it loose.


“Yeah,” Gabe agreed, rolling the stiffness out of his shoulders, “we’ve done about as much as we can do without involving Stephanie and having her interpret the contents of the flash drive she smuggled out of NSA.”


“Would you mind terribly bunking in with Steph?” Jenna asked B.J., who looked as weary as the rest of them but who, Rafe knew, would have been up for an all-nighter if they’d asked it of her.


“No need,” B.J. said, standing. “I’ll call a cab and head back to my apartment.”


“No,” Rafe said, “you won’t. I want you here.”


“There’s not going to be another attempt on her life tonight,” B. J. argued.


“What about your life? Once the bastard who ordered the hit on Steph realizes his hired gun bought the farm there’ll be another gun dispatched to find her and you. Your Jeep’s at the park, remember? They’ll run the plates, track you down.”


He could see in her eyes that she understood this fully. She just didn’t want to be there.


“I can handle myself.”
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