
[image: Images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



For Sergeant Terry O’Hara, 9/11 responder and NYPD officer (1976–2017); Betsy Harrigan, retired NSA employee and author (1945–2017); and Joan Digani, mother, wife, sister, and aunt (1950–2015). While their fights are over, the battle wages on. As Terry said every time I talked to him, “Fuck cancer.” Amen, brother. Someday, we’ll all dance on the Big C’s grave.



PROLOGUE

Calvert County, MD

Charlie Reker didn’t care for county officials. As far as he was concerned, the local politicians were just as power-hungry as the corrupt parasites that occupied the Capitol twenty-five miles to the northwest. Many a day he’d half-heartedly hoped that some lucky terrorist might figure out a way to blow up Congress and the morally bankrupt people it contained. The only reservation he had—the one that mattered most to him—was the innocent loss of life that would result. And that was something he couldn’t abide, no matter how bitter he was toward the federal government.

A fifty-three-year-old mechanic with a rough face, short grizzled beard, and cropped black hair, he owned a four-bay, full-service garage in rural southern Maryland. But thanks to the moronic lawmakers and the last president, his income had significantly declined over the past several years due to the Affordable Care Act, which was a fucking lie of a name, if there ever was one, hand to God, he thought. In addition to his lowered earnings, he’d also been forced to lay off his best mechanic, a young man who had a talent for quickly identifying any problem that plagued an engine, no matter how small or complicated the cause. The kid had been excellent—not as good as Charlie, but still great, nonetheless.

But the cost of the limited health-care plans in Maryland had shot up exponentially, and the financial burden had been more than he could bear. As with every other ill-conceived government plan, there’d been one more unforeseen effect: he’d had to increase the number of hours he worked every week just to make ends meet. It infuriated him, but he knew there was nothing he could do about it. The septic tide would turn at some point, God willing.

It was also why Charlie didn’t care that he’d violated the law six ways to Sunday in the middle of summer for the past three years, hunting for deer with a Stryker Katana 360 crossbow, the easiest hunting weapon he’d discovered and come to love as much as he loved anything. I dare them to come out and find me. Fucking park-ranger Rambo wannabes. I’ve been playing in these woods longer than those baby-faced Ranger Ricks. He hadn’t even put on an orange vest for safety. Who the hell else would be out here, anyhow? The nearest neighborhood was two miles away. He figured the biggest risk he had was getting bitten by a snake or having another tick lodge itself in his nether regions, the way two had done last year, scaring the living daylights out of him when he’d showered after a twenty-four-hour period in the woods. Unfortunately for Charlie, he was wrong.

The dense woods were hot and humid, alive with the midmorning sounds of insects and small, energetic animals. With the canopy of shade from the thick pine and oak trees, the heat was tolerable on the forest floor. He felt a sharp, not-so-mild pain as one of the region’s aggressive deerflies landed on the back of his neck and bit into his sweaty flesh.

“Goddamnit!” he swore, releasing the front of the crossbow to swat at the angry creature. His green-gloved hand hit the flying annoyance, and he turned around and looked down to see the large deerfly struggling on top of the leafy underbrush. He brought a brown boot down on top of it to stop its flailing. Great. Hope I don’t get that stupid disease that rhymes with anemia, he thought, not able to recall the exact name of the rare disease transmittable to humans and fatal if left untreated.

A movement through the trees twenty yards to his right redirected his attention, and he placed his left hand on the foregrip, lifting the weapon. What the hell? There was a sudden noise from behind him, and he whirled on his heels, adrenaline pumping.

“Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! Don’t shoot,” a man said, wearing a full-blown 3-D tree suit like the ones Charlie had seen advertised in Cabela’s magazine. His face was darkened with green shades of camouflage paint, disguising his features other than the whites of his eyes. He wore a backpack that blended in with his tree suit, but he also had a rifle slung across his back.

Is that an AR-15 painted brown? Charlie thought. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen someone hunt with an AR-15, but at this time of year? It was one thing that he was out here with a crossbow—he wanted to be quiet while he stalked through the woods—but an AR-15 would draw attention immediately, no matter how far the nearest neighborhood was. Someone always hears the shots. But then he saw the suppressor at the end of the barrel, angled toward the ground for easy access. His mind registered the pistol in a thigh rig, which was when he heard another noise to his left, and a second figure emerged from behind a tree, triggering alarms in the back of Charlie Reker’s mind.

Charlie raised the crossbow, the tip of the bolt subtly shifting to the feet of the first intruder, which was how his mind cataloged the two men. “Who the hell are you? Why are you out here?”

“I could ask you the same question, friend,” the first man replied, a hint of amusement in his voice. Another noise from Charlie’s right coincided with the appearance of a third figure, a man in similar hunting garb—That’s not quite right; it’s tactical clothing, like those boys in the military wear that I saw on the History Channel—who now stood silent next to a dying oak tree, blackened and mortally wounded by a bolt of lightning.

“Who the hell are you people? You’re not from the county, are you?” Charlie asked, the hairs on the back of his arms and neck vibrating in alarm.

“I’m afraid not,” the man replied, a hint of regret underpinning the words. The man looked to Charlie’s right and nodded.

Charlie sensed the movement and tried to turn, and panic gripped him as he swung the crossbow to his right. He heard two sounds like loud mechanical bangs, and his momentum faltered. He looked down and saw dark wetness spreading in two places on the right side of his chest. Weakness slammed into him like an invisible hand, and he collapsed to his knees, the crossbow falling to the dark, dank earth.

Charlie Reker suddenly felt tired, and he realized the end of his life was at hand, but rather than let it slip away, he felt a brief, burning sense of fury course through him. He’d been a fighter his entire life, and he wasn’t about to go out with a whimper. His killers would hear his voice before he died. He turned back to the first man, even as the edges of his vision dimmed. “Why?”

“Because you were here,” the man replied matter-of-factly. “Nothing more. I’m sorry, if it’s any consolation. I promise you one thing: we’ll make sure your body is found so your loved ones can lay you to rest.”

Because I was here? “Damn you to hell,” Charlie coughed, with precious seconds left in life. “Murderers always pay, and you will too.” They were the last words he uttered, and a moment later, his lifeless form toppled sideways, coming to rest next to a pile of leaves from the previous fall.

“I’m sure you’re right,” the man responded to no one in particular.

“What do you want to do with him?” Charlie’s executioner asked, the suppressed AR-15 slung across his back once again. He bent down, picked up the two empty cartridges, and placed them inside a cargo pocket on the right side of his tree suit trousers.

“Nothing,” the first man replied. “We leave him here, and when our mission is over, we notify the authorities. I just made a promise to a dying man whose only misfortune was to cross our path, and I intend to keep it.”

“Agreed,” the third man said.

“Good. Now let’s get going. We still have a mile before we get to our assembly area. Then the hard part begins,” the first man said.

“What’s that?” the second hunter of men asked.

“The waiting,” the first man replied. “It’s always the goddamned waiting. Now let’s move.”

Without another word, the three men in full tactical gear formed a single Ranger file and moved silently through the trees, leaving Charlie Reker in his temporary resting place deep in the Maryland woods.
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PART I

SHARKS AND MINNOWS




CHAPTER 1

Caracas, Venezuela

The pain of his little girl was all that mattered. He knew he would likely die if he did what they asked, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was saving her.

Chief Inspector Santiago Rojas of the Counterintelligence Direction of the Bolivarian National Intelligence—known as the SEBIN—stared across the rectangular wooden table at the two older men; one he knew, the other he only recognized from Venezuelan television and politics. At thirty-nine and the head of a special domestic unit charged with preventing internal threats, he’d been summoned to the meeting at a clandestine safe house that the SEBIN used for staging operations and other low-level tactical planning on the northern outskirts of the city at the base of the Venezuelan Coastal Range mountains.

An executive to one of the men had approached him at home and notified him that they needed his help in a sensitive, dangerous matter and that they’d be willing to help his daughter in return. She is everything to me. No matter what they want, no price is too high if they can help her.

“If you do this,” the older of the two men now said in Spanish, white hair loosely falling across his forehead, “we will do everything we can to save your daughter, starting this very moment. Do we have an agreement?”

The second man, bald on top with black hair shaved neatly to the skin on both sides of his head, sat quietly, studying Santiago.

The irony is that either one of them could have ordered me to do this, but instead, they’re bribing me. Whatever this is, it’s not for official channels. But he knew better than to raise his questions. Men of power always have their reasons.

“We do, sir,” Santiago replied calmly, and looked both men directly in the eyes. Please, God, let the treatment work. “Myself and my men are at your disposal.”

“No. This is for you alone. Your unit must never know. Ever. Do you understand?” the seventy-year-old politician replied. “This mission is too sensitive, Santiago,” he said, using the chief inspector’s given name. “If you utter a word of it to anyone, you put us, yourself, and most importantly, your daughter, in serious danger. This mission must not be compromised.”

What have I just agreed to? Santiago thought, his black eyebrows furrowing momentarily above sharp eyes and angular dark-brown features that women paid attention to when he was near. Whatever it is, you’re in it now.

“Gentlemen, what exactly is the mission?” Santiago asked, genuine interest in his voice.

The two men looked at each other, and the white-haired man opened the leather bag in front of him, pulled out an 8.5" x 11" high-resolution color photograph, and placed it in front of Santiago.

Looking off to the side toward something Santiago would never see was a figure he instantly recognized as a man of purpose with an indefinable aura of danger around him. Staring into the unknown was a strikingly handsome American with a slightly tanned complexion, short brown hair, and a faint scar that ran down his left cheek. But it was the eyes that the hidden photographer had captured that drew him in—bright-green pools of intelligence seemed to dance on the thick, glossy paper in front of the inspector. They shone with calculation, but Santiago sensed there was much more to him, that this formidable man was capable of great violence.

“It’s not a ‘what.’ It’s a ‘who,’ ” the white-haired man replied and jabbed a bent, aged finger onto the face of the man. “And he’s now your primary target.”

Santiago was quiet as he studied the photograph a moment longer, before finally speaking. “Tell me who he is,” he said, and committed himself to a course of action from which there was no turning back.

For my daughter, Santiago thought one last time, and proceeded to listen to what the director of the SEBIN and the president of Venezuela’s Supreme Tribunal of Justice had to offer.



CHAPTER 2

Atlantis Resort

Nassau Island, Bahamas

Saturday, 1100 Local Time

Logan West studied the great hammerhead sharks as two of the three twelve-foot-long fish circled and chased each other in the middle of Predator Lagoon. A warm Bahamian breeze blew in from the north, and the faint scent of the ocean ran through his nostrils with a sense of weight from the high humidity. It was a typical sunny summer day on Paradise Island, and Logan was entranced by the low thrum of the other patrons at the Lagoon Bar & Grill, the wind, and the air, all of which combined to create a soothing, trance-like effect. This place is amazing. Sarah and I need to come here, preferably before she gets too pregnant to fly.

The luxury resort of Atlantis occupied the central portion of Paradise Island, an oddly shaped strip of land just north of New Providence Island, connected to it by two bridges. Multiple hotel room towers, interconnected walkways, restaurants, shopping areas, lagoons, and water parks lay sprawled across the island canvas in an endless array of adult and children’s entertainment. The most identifiable features were the two Royal Towers connected by the enormous Bridge Suite that spanned the buildings at the seventeenth floor. Featured in every commercial and multiple movies, it reportedly went for more than twenty-five thousand dollars a night. Should have put that on the government credit card, Logan thought.

A sudden splash broke the calm surface as one of the hammerhead sharks suddenly charged the other, which accelerated and fled from its attacking lagoon mate. Predators will be predators, even among their own kind, Logan thought, and refocused his attention on his menu. Twenty bucks for a drink? That’s highway robbery, even for something called an Atlantis Punch. Thank God you’re sober, the recovering alcoholic in him commented. Otherwise, you’d be broke already. And I wouldn’t care about why I was down here, Logan reminded himself, bright-green eyes scanning the lunch crowd for potential threats.

From his seat at the open-air bar under the enormous seashell roof that covered the entire outdoor restaurant, he had an unobstructed view in all directions, except through the low wall of top-shelf liquor that faced him. He smiled briefly at the realization that now with more than two and a half years of sobriety, he wasn’t even tempted by the alcohol buffet laid out before him. One day at a time had turned into one month and now one year at a time, and he had no desire to return to the lifestyle that had nearly destroyed his marriage and his life.

Cole should be here in ten minutes or so. I’ll order us some pulled chicken Caribbean sliders in the meantime, and then we can figure out the next move while we wait.

It had been nearly two weeks since the vice president of the United States had orchestrated his own “kidnapping” in order to deceive the public and flee North America, a traitor to the Constitution and his country. According to retired Marine Corps Commandant General Jack Longstreet, also the chief of security operations for Constantine Kallas, the head of a multibillion-dollar international shipping conglomerate, Vice President Joshua Baker had escaped to South America. Complicating matters was the fact that only Task Force Ares, comprising Logan West, his team, and selected others in the government—including the president and the directors of the CIA and FBI—knew the truth. All other US law enforcement and even the Intelligence Community thought the vice president had been kidnapped by a Montana-based militia. How long that ruse holds up is anyone’s guess, Logan thought.

Once Constantine Kallas had died, violently, at the hands of very powerful members of the clandestine international Organization that he himself had spent decades building and operating, Jack Longstreet had vowed to hunt down and eradicate the traitors who had betrayed his employer, friend, and mentor. The killing had started with the director of the National Security Agency, and Logan suspected Jack and his team of former operators were somewhere in South America, even though Jack wasn’t exactly checking in with Logan. Retired generals will do what retired generals will do.

It was Jack who had called Logan and notified him of the location of a high-ranking member of the Organization known as the Recruiter. At the orders of the president, Logan and Cole Matthews, the former head of the CIA’s Special Activities Division, had kidnapped, interrogated, and executed the conspirator. They’d then sent his body to the bottom of the Chesapeake Bay for the crab and other aquatic parasites to feed on. But before he died, he’d provided the location of a meeting at the Atlantis Resort he was to have with multiple facilitators of the Organization who had participated in the rebellion. They were the Recruiter’s tour guides to his final destination—which hadn’t been disclosed to him before he died—in South America.

And hopefully, once we identify the targets, they’ll lead us to other members of the Organization and the ultimate prize, the vice president. They’re all going to burn, Logan thought as he felt the presence of a man who suddenly sat down in the empty bar chair to his right. Jack better get us new intel, or this is going to be the shortest vacation I’ve had. At least it’s better than Iraq, he thought. Come on, Cole. Where are you?

“Who’s winning?” the newcomer asked.

Logan glanced at the widescreen TV mounted on top of the wall above the rows of liquor bottles. A soccer match played out on one of the Fox Sports channels broadcast to the island from Miami. He looked to his right and was greeted by a handsome man with short brown hair and a light-skinned complexion he couldn’t place.

The man spoke in an accent to the bartender, a resident of the island who’d been watching the game quietly from the other end of the bar. “Just a rum and cola, please.”

“You got it, sir,” the bartender replied, and the man turned to face Logan.

“Honestly,” Logan finally answered, “I’m not sure. I was just watching the sharks while waiting for a friend.”

The man nodded. “They are impressive, no? My daughter told me that they like to swim in schools during the day, and then turn into solitary predators at night.”

Like a lot of creatures, Logan thought, although I always prefer a pack.

“How old is your daughter?” Logan asked, sensing a sincerity to the man, who appeared to be in his midthirties and fit, at least from what Logan could tell through the man’s light-blue poplin button-down short-sleeve shirt and khaki bathing suit.

“Nine,” the man said. “This vacation is for her. Her mother passed away two years ago. Cancer. She’s handling it as well as can be expected, but who can really know what’s in her head?”

Or anyone’s, for that matter, Logan thought.

The man briefly looked at Logan before quickly turning away. “I’m sorry. It’s probably more than you needed to know. I’ll leave you to wait for your friend,” he said, and started to slide down a seat to the only other empty spot at the bar. The bartender placed a glass of dark liquid in front of him, as if luring him back to his seat.

Before Logan could catch himself, he said, “It’s okay. Feel free to stay, at least until my buddy gets here.”

The man considered for a moment, and then stuck out his hand. “I’m Alejandro. Thanks. If you don’t mind, I will.”

Logan shook the man’s hand and said, “Logan. Nice to meet you.”

It must be the fact that Sarah’s pregnant. I normally wouldn’t introduce myself to some stranger, his mind cautioned him. Then again, he’s where you could be someday, and he’s already been where you’re going. Cut him some slack.

“No problem at all,” Logan replied. “My buddy, Carl, and I just came down for the weekend to check out the resort, enjoy the casino, and maybe do some deep-sea fishing. This place is breathtaking, and I realized while sitting here that I could spend weeks and not discover everything it has to offer,” he said, sweeping his right hand in a semicircular motion to emphasize the point.

“It’s a modern masterpiece. I agree. And my daughter loves it, especially the Dig,” Alejandro said, referring to the world’s largest open-air aquarium, set at the base of the east Royal Tower and casino. Underground passageways adorned with exhibits and artifacts wound along the base of the aquarium through ruins intended to replicate the lost city of Atlantis.

“It is,” Logan said. “I walked through it earlier this morning. So how long are you here?”

“Another few days, and then back home,” Alejandro replied.

“Which is?” Logan asked nonchalantly.

“Colombia,” Alejandro replied.

“Really? I’ve never been, but it seems like a beautiful place,” Logan said.

“It is, but we’re still recovering from the damage the drug cartels did to the country. It’s better than it was under the Medellín and Cali cartels, but when you create a void, something always steps in to fill it,” Alejandro said.

“I’ll drink to that,” was all Logan said, knowing that Colombia was still the world’s largest producer of cocaine. But there’s no need to insult the man. “If I may ask, what do you do?”

“I’m a police officer,” Alejandro said.

Really? Now that’s interesting, the former Marine thought. It was no surprise that many law enforcement officers—local, state, and federal—in the US were former Marines. Many Marines who left the Corps often replaced one lifestyle of discipline and honor for another. Marines are Marines, no matter what uniform they wear. “Is it dangerous?”

“I’m in a small town outside of Bogotá. So it could be a lot worse, but honestly, I’m happy with it, since my daughter is all that matters.”

Logan hoped that soon he’d feel the same way, although how he was going to square the circle that was his professional life with a baby eluded him at the moment.

“I just found out before this vacation that my wife is pregnant,” Logan replied.

Alejandro looked genuinely surprised but then smiled and clapped a hand on Logan’s shoulder. “Congratulations! That’s excellent news, my friend. Trust me when I tell you, your life will change, and absolutely for the better. When you have a child, it’s like you step through a door to a different reality, and then you realize something.”

“What’s that?” Logan asked, genuinely interested.

“That there are only two kinds of people in this world—those with kids, and everyone else,” Alejandro replied sincerely. “And those without, they’ll never, ever understand what it’s like to be a parent, no matter what they say or do. It’s just a fact. It’s not their fault. It just is.” Alejandro smiled at Logan. “You’ll see.”

Logan nodded and turned back to the soccer match. “I actually never wanted kids, but now that life has somewhat stabilized for me and my wife, I can’t think of anything else in the world that could brighten our lives more.”

Alejandro was quiet, and Logan sensed a subtle shift, as if his new friend were contemplating something significant. Something touched a nerve, but don’t be your typical self and press him, Logan heard his wife say inside his head.

Alejandro’s phone vibrated, and he lifted it from the marble-patterned bar, spoke something in Spanish, and ended the call moments later. “Well, Logan, my daughter is up, and she’s eager to hit the water park,” Alejandro said, pointing across the enormous Paradise Lagoon to the west side of the resort where several slides emerged from a large facsimile of ancient ruins.

“Sounds like you have your work cut out for you. It was a pleasure, and enjoy the rest of your vacation,” Logan said, and raised the Diet Coke from the bar.

Alejandro clinked his drink to Logan’s, downed the rest, and said, “Congratulations once again on joining the club. No matter what, you won’t regret it. Having said that, enjoy your time here. Once your baby comes, you won’t have it anymore.” He smiled mischievously. “It’s part of the package. Take care, and God bless.”

“You too,” Logan said, and watched his new friend disappear down the circular set of stairs in the middle of the restaurant that led to the underwater viewing area and a tunnel that wound along the bottom and through the lagoon in a glass-enclosed viewing tube.

Logan captured the server’s attention, and moments later he placed an order in anticipation of Cole Matthews’s arrival.

How am I going to bring a child into this world? Logan thought. Everything he’d told Alejandro was true, but he was still terrified. I just hope I can be the kind of father I know I should be.

“You daydreaming again, killer?” Cole Matthews suddenly said from beside him.

Logan smirked at his friend and fellow member of Task Force Ares. Tanned, with chiseled features and black hair swept back but trimmed neatly on the sides, Cole turned nearly as many female heads as Logan. Nearly, Logan thought, acutely aware of his own looks, as well as his ego.

“Definitely. Just not of you, D-boy,” Logan shot back, referring to Cole’s past with the world-renowned Unit, more commonly referred to as Delta Force in movies and on television.

“Ha,” Cole said, and sat down on the barstool Alejandro had vacated moments earlier. “Did you order?”

“As a matter of fact, I did,” Logan replied.

“I knew I could count on you for something,” Cole said drily, aware of the irony, as Logan West had saved his life in Sudan six months previously in a hellhole black-site prison. Actually, that was a team effort.

“By the way, tough guy, you’re five minutes late,” Logan said. “Even by my standards.”

“Cute, but now that I’m here, let’s get down to business,” Cole said seriously and quietly. “We have a problem.”

Logan turned, looked at his friend, saw concern in his brown eyes, and said, “Don’t we always.”



CHAPTER 3

Coral Towers, 3rd Floor

Saturday, 2000 Local Time

Santiago Rojas was in a position with which he was not familiar—indecision. After his first encounter with Logan West, he’d spent the day contemplating his next move.

At first, he’d been hesitant to execute the “coincidental encounter” with West, even under the cover of an alias, as he knew that West would likely detect even the slightest hint of subterfuge. It was why he’d kept the conversation on a topic for which he could not feign insincerity, even if he tried—his daughter. And when the conversation had ended, he was certain he’d made the right choice, especially after West had disclosed the fact that his wife was pregnant. There was no way he was lying about that. I could tell it in his voice, as a father.

The sun was in the final moments of setting to the west directly out the window of his lagoon-side room, which provided a view of the entire north side of the resort, as well as the Caribbean waters to his right.

You don’t have much more time. The director of SEBIN had informed him earlier in the day that the meeting Logan West was here for was now scheduled to occur tomorrow morning at Mosaic, a casual fine-dining restaurant in the Cove Beach section of the resort on the other side of the Royal Towers. And that was the crux of the issue—to let Logan West and his partner take the meeting, or intervene beforehand. The risks were high with either option. If he chose to act, it would have to be tonight.

He averted his gaze from the sunset and walked over to the powerful HP ZBook 17 G3 laptop that sat on a small, round glass table near the patio sliding door. He sat in the oversized cream-colored chair—one without arms, which he thought was odd—and swiped his finger across the sensor built into the screen. A password field appeared, he typed in the code, and a moment later, he stared at a live-camera video feed of a grand suite on the fifth floor of the east wing of the towers. The room was still empty. Where had they gone?

Two days ago, he’d handsomely paid a young local named Freeman who worked the concierge desk after the SEBIN had provided a quick background on the man, his family, and the fact that he was barely making ends meet on the hotel’s salary. Freeman had agreed to the proposition, and he’d provided an additional electronic room card to Santiago. More importantly, Freeman had notified him when housekeeping had confirmed that West’s suite was vacant. Santiago had then taken that opportunity to enter the room and place a very powerful wireless, battery-powered miniature camera that used the resort’s wireless internet to send an encrypted feed to his ZBook. He’d placed the camera in the far corner of the room at the end of a curtain rod on the back side so that unless one stood directly in front of it, it was nearly invisible.

Santiago rewound the live feed until he found what he was looking for—West and his partner leaving the room fifteen minutes ago. Where are you and your friend?

A sudden knocking on his door broke his train of thought. This isn’t good.

He quietly approached the door, a large kitchen knife held blade down and away in his right hand. He’d been unable to smuggle his FN HP 9mm sidearm into the country, but then again, he hadn’t thought he’d need it.

Santiago looked through the peephole, studied the scene outside his room, and slowly exhaled. His decision had been made for him.

“Hold on a second,” he said through the door, and pushed down on the levered handle.



As soon as the door cracked open, Logan West hit it with his right shoulder, the suppressed Glock 19 9mm pistol he held in both hands aimed at the floor. The door swung swiftly inward, and Logan felt it strike a soft target, slowing the heavy door’s momentum.

He pushed through the widening gap, and Cole Matthews followed him into the room, his own suppressed Glock 19 raised and pointed into the interior.

Once he’d cleared the door, Logan stopped and looked down at the sitting figure of the man who’d joined him at the Lagoon Bar & Grill briefly before lunch. The handsome South American sat still, his forearms resting on his elbows, even as Logan pointed the Glock 19 at his face. An expression of slight amusement met Logan’s gaze, which was hostile and aggressive.

Cole pushed past Logan, his Glock 19 searching for targets.

“The only question I have is this—how did you two get weapons onto the island? Your embassy?” Santiago asked curiously.

What the hell? This guy’s got a gun pointed at his head, and all he asks about is my Glock? “That’s not your concern,” Logan replied calmly. “What should concern you is that we’re here, we’ve got guns, which you apparently don’t, and unless you tell me who you really are, we’re likely going to use them.”

Santiago stared at Logan and ignored the threat.

“It’s all clear,” Cole said, reappearing from the bathroom and moving to close the blinds. “We’re alone,” he said as he shut the taupe-colored drapes. “Get him up and over to the couch.”

“You heard the man,” Logan said. “Up and at ’em.”

He transferred the Glock to his left hand and shut the door with his right, using his right leg to close it completely without turning away from Santiago.

“You know you can put those away,” Santiago said as he rose. “I’m not armed. Unlike you Americans, Venezuela—not Colombia; that’s where I’m really from—doesn’t have an embassy I can use to smuggle weapons.”

“Well, that answers the first question,” Logan said, the Glock 19 following Santiago. “But if you think we’re putting these away, you’re out of your mind.”

“Do as you want, but why don’t you ask some more questions so we can get right to the point and bypass all of this nonsense?” Santiago said, facing Logan and Cole from the middle of the maroon couch.

Nonsense? This guy is way too calm for this situation, Logan thought.

“Something feels off here,” Cole said. “Not we’re-all-about-to-die kind of off, but off nonetheless.”

“I know,” Logan replied curtly.

“Well, if you want to play twenty questions, then let’s get started,” Logan said to their captive. “And we’re going to do this rapid-fire. So try to keep up.”

“Fire away,” Santiago said, “although not literally, please.”

Cole couldn’t help himself, and he laughed. “Great. Another jokester. John would probably love this guy and try to recruit him.”

Logan ignored his friend. “First question—are you a member of the Organization?”

Without hesitation, Santiago replied, “I have no idea what that is, but I’m pretty sure the people who sent me here do.”

Goddamnit. He’s telling the truth, Logan’s gut told him.

Ignoring the response, Logan said, “Next question—what’s your real name and what do you really do?”

“Santiago Rojas, and I’m a chief inspector in Venezuela with the SEBIN.”

No signs of deception. Just straight answers, which raised the hair on Logan’s arms. This is way too easy. Try this curveball, asshole.

“Shouldn’t you be killing protestors or oppressing your citizens?” Logan replied with aggressive condescension, referring to the current chaos, protests, political violence, and economic collapse underway in Venezuela.

“That’s not who I am, although I’m not going to deny what’s been going on in my country,” Santiago said.

He’s not even trying to deceive us. “Did your wife really die of cancer two years ago?” Logan asked quickly.

A flash of pain swept across Santiago’s face and disappeared just as quickly. “Yes, and here’s some more harsh reality for you: my daughter, the one I told you about, she’s dying of cancer as well.”

Logan was silent.

“This is the easiest interrogation we’ve ever had,” Cole said quietly. “No drowning, no removing fingers. I’m not sure how I feel about this.” Cole spoke directly to Santiago. “You sure you don’t want to try and resist? Do something? We’re just not used to the easy way.”

Santiago ignored the sarcasm. “Ask your questions. We’re running out of time.”

“Time for what?” Logan asked.

“Why you’re here,” Santiago said.

“Which is?” Cole asked, curious as to what the answer might be.

“To try and find the vice president of the United States,” Santiago said matter-of-factly.

Good God. He knows everything. Logan paused. “More importantly, why are you here?” Logan asked, suddenly quiet, suspecting the answer that had been unspoken.

“Now we’re getting somewhere, gentlemen,” Santiago said, and smiled genuinely. “I’m here for you.”



CHAPTER 4

“Me?” Logan asked, although he’d already begun to suspect that was the case, and lowered the Glock 19 involuntarily several inches. “Why?”

“Because we have mutual interests,” Santiago responded.

“I find that hard to believe,” Cole injected. “Like my friend here just said, you work for a tyrannical dictatorship that’s currently oppressing its people, which is pretty much the opposite of everything we hold dear in our country.”

Irritation flashed across Santiago’s face. “Don’t lecture me about democracy. Your politicians, while self-righteous and sanctimonious, are just as corrupt. They just hide it better. Otherwise, you wouldn’t even be here looking for your lost vice president.”

No one spoke. The words lingered in the air like ominous accusations.

“Damn, Logan. You kind of can’t argue with that,” Cole said.

Logan stared at Santiago, green eyes assessing the man before him. Sonofabitch is telling the truth. Anyone with a grade-school understanding of politics knew how hypocritical and corrupt politicians in America had become.  “No. You can’t. But I still can’t wait to hear what kind of ‘mutual interests’ two agents of the United States and an agent of a South American socialist dictatorship have in common.”

Santiago opened his mouth to respond, but the conversation was interrupted.

Knock. Knock.

Logan and Cole exchanged glances.

“He’s alone. I confirmed it with Jake earlier,” Cole said quietly, referring to Jake Benson, the director of the FBI and one of the senior members of Task Force Ares.

“Great. More variables,” Logan said softly. Events were happening faster than they’d anticipated. And we still don’t know where the meeting is supposed to be tomorrow, he thought to himself. But I bet your new friend does.

“You didn’t order room service, did you?” Logan said, hoping beyond all hope that was the case, even though it would be one of the worst decisions a covert operative in a foreign country could make—invite company to your ad hoc base of operations.

“Of course not,” Santiago said, slightly offended.

Logan nodded at Cole and holstered the Glock 19 in an inside-the-waistband Kydex holster inside his khaki lightweight trousers, the suppressor extending farther down than was comfortable. The dark-blue polo hung over the pistol grip, concealing the weapon. Cole followed suit, as Santiago sat quietly, watching the two men.

Knock-knock-knock.

The sharp thuds increased in tempo, heightening the tension in the room.

“I didn’t think so,” Logan said. “Here’s how this is going to play out.” The moment he said it, part of his brain rebelled, reminding him of the countless times his plans had gone off the rails the second the tactical train had left the station. Good luck with that.



Santiago looked through the peephole and blinked, as if in disbelief at what he saw. It can’t be. For the first time during his time on the island, a brief moment of panic burrowed itself into his gut, and then it faded. So be it. He exhaled, closed his eyes, and opened the door.

Two smiling Venezuelan faces that masked the cold personas beneath met his gaze through the gap in the door. “Hello, Santiago,” a forty-something handsome man with short brown hair cut in a flattop said. While his lips were spread in a smile, his dark eyes were hostile, malevolent intent dancing in them.

“What brings you this way, Hugo?” Santiago said to the SEBIN chief inspector in charge of the immediate action unit responsible for counterguerrilla operations inside Venezuela. Notorious for a streak of cruelty fully expressed in bodies and blood, his presence sent a wave of dread through Santiago. “This is way outside your area of responsibility. If you’re here, you obviously know what I’m doing here and who sent me.”

Hugo pushed his way into the room, and the door swung back against the wall to the right, forcing Santiago backward into the room, almost adjacent to the bed. He was followed by a young man no older than twenty-five. He was at least six feet tall with dyed blond hair that reminded Santiago of one of those pop artists he’d seen his daughter watch on Hispanic TV. While Hugo at least feigned a bad attempt at pleasantries, his protégé had not learned the subtle art of deception. He glared down at Santiago—two full inches shorter—with contempt as he entered the room and positioned himself next to the bathroom door, which was slightly ajar.

Hugo stopped several feet inside the room and paused as if contemplating whether or not to fully enter the room. “I do, but like you, someone very powerful sent me to stop you.” It was stated as a matter of resolved fact, devoid of doubt.

“That’s not going to happen, Hugo,” Santiago said.

The painful grimace vanished instantly from Hugo’s face. “Do you think you actually have a choice? Why do you think my young friend, Eriko, is here?”

At the sound of his name, the Venezuelan wannabe pop star withdrew a matte-black knife with his right hand from the back of his brown trousers. As Santiago examined the blade with his eyes, Eriko smiled and ran his finger across the serrated back of the straight four-and-a-half-inch blade.

“Is that supposed to be for me?” Santiago asked, a tone of amusement in his voice.

Expecting fear or acquiescence and surprised by the absence of both, Eriko glanced at Hugo for reassurance and started to take a step forward.

“You really should have thought this out a little better, young Eriko,” Santiago said.

The words forced the young man to pause, momentarily ceasing his forward momentum.

From within the darkened bathroom, an arm shot through the opening, followed by the imposing figure of Logan West. As his left hand latched on to the back of Eriko’s wrist, Hugo’s eyes widened, a reaction that was cut short as the closet door less than a foot away to his left slid open like two panels of an accordion, and Cole Matthews launched himself at the SEBIN chief inspector.

The plan was to take them alive, and Logan raised Eriko’s arm upward, rotated toward the younger man, and delivered a solid punch to his rib cage. He felt the man gasp in surprise, and he hit him again. Eriko buckled slightly, but he held on to the knife, refusing to release the only advantage he had.

Rather than waste another upper body blow, Logan swept his left foot forward behind Eriko as he grabbed his right shoulder and pulled him backward. His properly executed move knocked the man off balance as his right foot was swept out from underneath him. Eriko, with only one leg to support him and Logan pulling him backward and down, crashed into the nightstand, his upper back slamming into the upper edge. The nightstand was propelled into the wall, and the impact sent the lone night lamp into a violent wobble.

Logan grabbed Eriko’s wrist with both hands and kicked him in the ribs, hoping the pain would uncurl the death grip on the knife. Come on already, kid. Let the fucking knife go. He bent his wrist backward and adjusted his feet, so that he was leaning toward Eriko, hoping to break his wrist and secure the knife.

Had Eriko just released the blade and sat still, he likely would have avoided calamity. Unfortunately, Hugo had selected Eriko for his athleticism and willingness to unleash it on anyone that his superiors deemed enemies of the state. He was a violent young man not known for his tactical prowess or excellent judgment. A tough decision for Eriko was whether to wear a brown belt with black shoes, not how to execute a complicated hostage rescue mission. In this case, his decision-making doomed him.

As the lamp toppled over and off the table, Eriko pulled his right leg in, kicked outward at Logan’s shin, and released the knife. He pulled his arm backward in a last-ditch effort to grab the falling lamp and wield it as a weapon.

In his mind, he saw himself smashing the lamp into the side of his attacker’s head, picking up the knife, and killing the second man in the room, proving himself to be the hero his twisted logic told him he was.

Unfortunately, the kick knocked Logan off-balance, and he fell forward, holding the knife, which was aimed at Eriko’s throat. Oh no, Logan thought, and tried to redirect the point of the blade. All that did was guide the point of the knife directly into the right side of Eriko’s neck, slicing his carotid cleanly and cleaving a bloody gash along his neck.

Blood spurted into the air in a warm gush and across Logan’s face, burning his eyes and filling his nostrils with the smell of copper. He dropped to his knees, and his left hand kept him upright as the right hand still held the knife that he’d pulled out of the dying man’s neck. Eager to see, he rolled to his right, sat on his haunches, and rubbed the blood out of his eyes.

The image before him sent a flash of the Sudanese prison through the window of his mind, the knife penetrating the wounded monster’s neck, and the final twist for all to see that ended his evil existence. Great fucking memories, for sure, he thought, temporarily sickened.

Blood pumped out of the side of Eriko’s neck as his eyes fixed on Logan’s, his body spasmodically jerking in its final moments. His eyes blazed intently in defiance, as if cursing Logan. His pupils suddenly dilated, and his eyes went vacant, leaving the glassy-eyed expression that Logan knew too well. Nothingness.

He felt a slight twinge of guilt, but then his warrior’s mind reminded him, He pulled a knife. He wasn’t going to use it to taunt Santiago. He was going to kill him. He made a bad choice, like all the others before him. His hardened resolve back in control, he started to stand when a single gunshot roared across the room.

When Logan had ambushed the young killer with the knife, Cole had blindsided Hugo. He’d crushed him into the wall and slammed his own right shoulder into the man’s left side, but to his surprise, Hugo had absorbed the blow, turned toward Cole, and delivered an uppercut that glanced off Cole’s jaw. Momentarily stunned, Cole had turned his head away and reached out. He’d locked his hands behind Hugo’s neck and delivered a powerful knee to the Venezuelan’s midsection.

His knee had struck something solid—metal—and he’d looked down to see Hugo attempt to withdraw a black compact pistol from inside his waistband. Cole’s tactical mind had changed his thought process from subdue to survive, and reflexively, he’d released his left hand from the back of Hugo’s head, reached down, and grabbed the barrel of the semiautomatic. He’d yanked the pistol up and away from his face. For a reason unknown to Cole, Hugo had already placed his finger inside the trigger guard, and the movement of the weapon caused his finger to pull backward on the trigger.

Bam!

Cole’s ears rang from the proximity of the shot, but it could’ve been worse. He glanced up into the face of Hugo, which was now missing the lower back right half of his jaw as the round had shattered it on its path into his brain, killing him. Blood and bone speckled Cole’s tan polo. Damn. Should’ve worn a darker color.

He yanked the pistol out of the dead man’s hands, let the body slump to the floor, and turned to see how Logan had fared against the other man.

A thick, viscous pool of blood lay on top of the nightstand, and blood still flowed—although at a slower rate—from the man’s destroyed neck. The lower half of Logan’s face was red as if covered with Native American war paint.

“Jesus, man. Did you have to do that?” Cole said, out of concern not for the loss of the young man’s life but for the mess it had created in the room. “No way housecleaning is going to go for this one.”

“Whatever you say, Mr. Glass House,” Logan said, and nodded behind Cole.

Cole turned and saw the mess of blood and tiny chunks of flesh that had covered part of the wall. “Damn. Guy had his finger on the trigger. Who does that?”

“Someone looking to use it immediately,” Santiago said, speaking for the first time since the violent encounter had begun. Who are these two men? They seemed too disconcertingly comfortable with the level of violence they’d just perpetrated on two men they didn’t know. And then he realized the glaring truth of his mission: there’s a reason you were sent to find Logan West. He instinctively knew that the scene that had just played out inside his room might be only the tip of the proverbial iceberg when it came to the two Americans.

“Who were they?” Logan asked, placed the knife on the bed, and reached for his cell phone from his left rear pants pocket. “I need to know, and I need to know now, but I also need to call our embassy before we all end up in whatever passes for jail down here. I don’t do well behind bars.”

“That’s a fact,” Cole said, remembering how they’d been incapacitated and held—temporarily—in a Sudanese prison that didn’t officially exist.

“SEBIN, like me,” Santiago replied, “but much more ruthless and cruel.”

“You might have some explaining to do back home, in that case,” Logan said as the other end of the line started ringing.

“More concerning is how they knew I was here,” Santiago said. “I literally only spoke to two—”

Bang!

The hotel door flung inward as parts of the lock shattered. Cole instinctively dove backward into the room, lifting his newly acquired FNS-9 compact 9mm pistol toward the new threat.

A third man stood at the entrance, and at the sight of Hugo’s corpse, lifted his own FNS-9 and opened fire as Cole Matthews did the same midair.

Crack-cr-cr-crack-crack!

The series of shots was deafening. Two rounds shattered the sliding glass door, but Cole’s return fire strayed high. He slammed on to his back with a thud, ensuring his finger was off the trigger to prevent a negligent discharge.

Just as quickly, the man disappeared down the hallway to the left, even as Logan darted for the door in pursuit.

Logan reached the door as Cole scrambled to his feet and followed, shouting at Santiago, “Stay here. We’ll be back.” There was no time to argue.

Logan looked left and then glanced right, and saw a second figure fleeing down the opposite hallway. He turned to Cole and said, “Another guy just went this way. You get him. I’ve got the shooter.” He vanished out the doorway to the left.

Here we go again, Cole thought, as he dashed out of the entrance and turned right.



CHAPTER 5

Logan sprinted down the hall, but his quarry had a head start, hitting the T-intersection at the north end of the Coral Towers. In a flash, the man in the dark-green polo and tan chinos fled left around the corner. Logan ran harder, twenty yards from the end of the hall. He heard a door slam as the fleeing man hit the opener on the stairwell door. If he makes it to the ground floor, he’s gone, Logan thought, remembering the endless paths and buildings the man could use to easily disappear.

Logan reached the corner, slowed down only as much as necessary to avoid barreling into the hotel room across the intersection, and sped up, the stairwell door closing twenty feet away.

Within seconds, he covered the distance, blew through the door, and bounded down the steps two at a time. He heard another door slam open at the bottom. Move faster, or he’s gone.

His body responded, and a moment later, he arrived at the bottom floor and crashed through the door into the warm, humid, relaxing breeze of the Bahamian night. The man was nowhere to be seen. He forced himself to be still, inhaled to control his gasping lungs, and held his breath.

The faint thwap thwap thwap of soft-sole shoes fleeing down a path to his right into the illuminated network of walkways reached his ears. That’s all I need, he thought, and started running once again.

It. Never. Fucking. Ends, he thought in between controlled breaths, closing in on his prey.



For Cole Matthews, having the gun only added a layer of chaos and complexity to the foot pursuit. His target had run to the southern end of the hotel, turned left, and disappeared into the stairwell.

A hotel room door fifteen feet ahead of him opened up, and an older, distinguished-looking couple dressed for an evening of dining and entertainment stepped into the hallway. The woman, attractive with graying hair and a sparkling gray-sequined dress, let out a quick gasp at the running figure of Cole Matthews holding a gun and covered in blood.

“Sorry, folks, but I’m actually the good guy,” was all he thought to say as he dashed past them, hit the intersection, and followed the only way out. I’m sure that calmed them down and allayed all their concerns, idiot, his mind snapped.

Like Logan, Cole hit the door, pursued the man down the stairs, and found himself outside on the east side of the tower, facing another network of walkways that led to numerous pools, the conference center, the Beach Towers, and golf course. Where the hell does this guy think he’s going?

A flash of movement to his left disappearing around a curve into the overhanging palm trees caught his attention. He followed, lampposts faintly illuminating the way ahead. Fortunately, foot traffic was relatively light on the east side of the hotel, as most of the vacationers were getting ready for a night at the restaurants, shops, and casino. The absence of people also cut down on the ambient noise, allowing him to follow the footsteps trying to evade him. Good luck with that.

Less than a minute later, he emerged into an opening, and he realized he was at one of the many kids’ pools. A giant, round, vertical water fountain resembling a mushroom on a ten-foot stalk that poured water onto enthralled children below during the day stood like a sentry in the middle of the abandoned pool. A statue of the upper body of Neptune, trident in hand, reaching outstretched for the heavens, rested on top of the fountain. Cool trident, Cole thought, and recalled the voice of Brick from Ron Burgundy, “I killed a guy with a trident.” Well, I hope it doesn’t come to that here, Cole thought, and ran through the deserted pool and down another walkway.

He realized he was headed toward the beach and the villas when he heard a shout from twenty yards in front of him, and he redoubled his efforts, moving quickly through the gloom of dusk.



Logan ran through the maze of walkways, trees, and lampposts and emerged at another decision point. He heard the footfalls of the shooter, closer and from his left, but a much louder sound reverberated throughout the area—waterfalls—and he realized where he was, the rope bridge at Predator Lagoon.

Spanning the north side of the lagoon was a wooden 110-foot rope bridge just above the water adjacent to the man-made waterfalls that served as a barrier between the resort and the sandy beach beyond. It was a woven latticework of rope and wood that formed a tube across the lagoon, its sides rising more than seven feet above the surface to prevent the wayward tourist from plunging over the side into the predator-filled water.

Logan saw the east entrance to the bridge and the fleeing figure already ten feet across it. He kept running and hit the bridge, gaining ground. The bridge swayed in the breeze from the pounding of the two men dashing across its suspended boards. The sensation was slightly unsettling, but the cargo netting sent Logan back momentarily to the infamous obstacle and combat endurance courses at Officer Candidate School. At least I don’t have to go through the fucking Quigley again, he thought, remembering the claustrophobia he’d first experienced when his foot had become stuck going into the submerged, narrow concrete tube. He’d been upside down on his back, muddy, cold water filling his lungs at the first sensation of panic in the dark before his boot had dislodged itself. The good old days, when you were young and stupid . . . and hadn’t killed dozens of men, justifiably or not.

“What the hell, man?” Logan heard an angry American male shout ahead of him—can always pick out the sound of American outrage overseas—and he watched as the fleeing man barreled into a young couple out on an evening stroll. Must be nice, he thought, reminded briefly of his beautiful pregnant wife, Sarah, back in Virginia.

The young woman, a short brunette, was knocked to the planks, and her husband fell against the side of the cargo net. But it was Logan’s quarry, reckless in his haste to escape, who took the brunt of it, bounced off the Americans, spun, and fell to the boards face-first.

Oh no, Logan thought as he realized what was about to occur and covered the remaining fifteen feet as quickly as possible.

The blond American regained his footing and moved aggressively, oblivious to the real threat that lay before him.

You fool, Logan thought, and prepared to act as events escalated.

His target suddenly spun on his back, the black pistol he’d fired into Santiago’s hotel room aimed upward at the American, a look of savage hatred on his face. The American faltered, the realization of the imminent danger stopping him in his tracks like an invisible wall. The Venezuelan, a man in his midthirties with a spiderweb scar on his right cheek and jet-black hair, smiled at the man’s fear and moved his finger from the trigger guard to the trigger. But then he saw the moving shape of fury that was Logan West, and he hesitated—just long enough—before deciding to shift the weapon to his pursuer.
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