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PROLOGUE

[image: images]

Outskirts of Freetown,
Sierra Leone, West Africa
1999

Tracer rounds zipped across the murky darkness, lighting up the night sky in brilliant slashes of red, yellow and green. It made Gabe Jones think of Fourth of July fireworks. Or of bad special effects in a B-grade horror movie.

He hunkered down as a high-arcing mortar added flash and smoke and snap crackling boom booms to the surrealistic tableau that had become all too real, and happened all too often lately. Behind him, trees trembled from shrapnel and AK hits. Gun oil, sweat, and the scent of blood and death melded with the pungent decay of jungle rot. And the swelter factor inched up another couple of degrees when he thought about the fallout if a 60mm mortar landed in his lap. Now there was a surefire way to cap off a perfectly shitty day.

Fourth of July, horror movies, and jungle rot. A screwed-up combo, Gabe thought as he scanned the dripping, dirt-streaked faces of the men hunkered down around him in shallow, hastily dug Ranger graves. But then, it was a screwed-up war. Correction: It was a screwed-up “conflict.” Must keep the P.C. vernacular squared away. Wouldn’t want any nation, sovereign or otherwise, to get the idea that the U.S. of A. was over here waging war—even though the rat bastard Foday Sankoh, leader of the Revolutionary United Front, and his murdering RUF militia needed to be ousted out of power.

So, no. No U.S.-sanctioned acts of war here. Uncle Sam intervening for the greater good? Hell, no. If anyone asked, Task Force Mercy didn’t even exist, which, theoretically, made the small mixed unit of Spec Ops forces taking fire from the RUF little more than ghosts.

Fitting, Gabe thought, because before this night was over, it might also be true. Any one of them could die in this hell-hot armpit of the world where the value of a life didn’t measure up to a polished chunk of carbon that ended up on the ring finger of some society maven’s hand. Where mercy was as foreign a concept to the locals as peace and a full belly.

He wiped away the sweat dripping down his face with his forearm as another round of mortars set off a series of strobe-like flashes. The blasts illuminated the familiar faces of the rest of the men where they were pinned down after running across an unexpected RUF patrol.

The team was supposed to be on the assault. There weren’t supposed to be any militia within a mile of their current position, yet they were getting pummeled by a squad of RUF with a shitload of firepower. Which meant that someone had royally fucked up. Someone sitting on his ass back in command central, well out of harm’s way, making calls based on infrared satellite imagery, passing along bogus intelligence.

Someone who was not Spec Ops but who the big brass insisted needed to run the show. Someone who did not grasp the concept that the personnel of Task Force Mercy needed to operate with the surgical precision of a scalpel, not the ball-busting slam of a sledgehammer.

Someone, Gabe thought, covering his head as dirt and debris from a close hit rained down on him, who obviously knew jack shit or the unit would never have been caught with their pants down in the first place.

The unmistakable clatter of an M-60 belt-fed machine gun joined the fray as he scanned the faces around him. Even though they were covered with cammo face paint and grime he could ID them to a man.

Not two meters to Gabe’s right, Master Sergeant Sam Lang, Delta, lay on his belly with his M-24 sniper rifle at the ready. His face revealed exactly nothing, but Gabe still knew what Lang was thinking. Same thing Gabe was: Let’s get this sideshow on the road.

Lang was the quiet man. Lived by the Teddy Roosevelt school of soldiering: He walked softly and carried a big-ass stick. Under fire, he was stone cold and mechanical. A machine. And like every man in the unit, Gabe would trust Lang on a journey to hell and back. Which was exactly where they were going before this night was over.

Bellied down next to Lang, practically connected to his hip, was Lang’s spotter, Johnny Duane Reed. A flash and swagger Force Recon marine, the cowboy had come to the unit PO’d about being pulled from his Recon team. But like the good marine he was, he’d sucked it up—even though he was still as full of himself and as cocky as a yearling stallion in a pasture full of mares.

Gabe’s gaze shifted to Mendoza, Army Airborne Ranger; Colter, U.S. Navy SEAL; Tompkins, also Delta, and half a dozen others. Individually, they were all specialists in their fields whether it was explosives, sniper skills, demolition, language, logistics, radio/com, medic, or recon. In Gabe’s case it was the knife. His cold steel Arc-Angel Butterfly never left his side unless someone was going to die.

Collectively, they were a force beyond reckoning. A cross-military compilation of over-achieving Spec Ops warriors from every branch of the service along with two spooks, the CIA operatives, Savage and Green.

They were the elite of the elite. Their intense training coupled with their missions the last three years had broken down the inherent rivalry between branches of the service and made them as tight as the sights on Lang’s sniper rifle. They weren’t just teammates. Not anymore. Not after all they’d been through.

He glanced at Bryan “Babyface” Tompkins. As if Bry had read his mind, he met Gabe’s eyes then shook his head as if to say, Fucked again, before Bry broke into his infamous baby-face grin and they all went back to the business of staying alive.

No, Gabe thought, cutting his gaze back toward the source of the machine gun fire. They weren’t just teammates. They were brothers. In spirit. In deed. In truth.

Except for one minor issue: Task Force Mercy did not exist. Not on paper. Not in any file, dossier, or Intel report on any desk, disc, or hard drive in the Pentagon.

Outside of the president’s inner circle and the joint chiefs of staff, TFM was a nonentity. Inside, it was strictly need to know. The man who conferred directly with the commander-in-chief on their covert operations was Gabe’s commanding officer, Captain Nathan Louis Black, U.S. Marine Corps.

Gabe sought out his CO in the dark, listened through his headset for the command they were all waiting for. Black was a veteran of more conflicts than the Saudis had oil wells. His dress blues sported more decorations than a Christmas tree. He was a fighting man’s man; a leader who led from the front and without hesitation. To a man, the task force would crawl, bleed, and die for him.

It was more than an issue of command. It was an issue of trust, loyalty, even affection for Black from these often renegade fighting men who a top-level opponent of the task force had once referred to as Black’s Obnoxious Idiots.

It was supposed to have pissed them off. Not so much. The intended slur had actually cemented the final bond that turned them from teammates to brothers. Black’s Obnoxious Idiots had referred to themselves as the BOIs—pronounced boys—ever since.

An AK round whizzed low over Gabe’s head, smashed into a tree. He ducked as a branch cracked and fell to the ground. Sucker was getting closer.

They were in deep kimshee if they didn’t take out that big gun tossing those mortars around like water balloons.

From the middle of their ranks, Gabe spotted Black an instant before his voice rattled into Gabe’s headset.

“Hold… hold…”

A precursor, finally, to the order they’d been waiting for. Soon, it would be time to dispense with this pesky pocket of resistance.

Time to earn their pay.

On Gabe’s left, Mendoza crossed himself, then pressed his gold crucifix to his lips before tucking it back beneath the breastplate of his Kevlar vest.

Gabe rose to a crouch, shouldering his M-16. “Say one for me, Choirboy,” he whispered.

“Not enough Hail Mary’s in the world to save your ass, Lieutenant Jones. Sir,” Mendoza added with a quick grin, his teeth shiny white in the darkness. “Even St. Jude has written you off, mi hermano.”

St. Jude. Patron Saint of Lost Causes. Given Gabe up as lost. Ain’t that just the way, Gabe thought as adrenaline pumped through his blood like a rocket.

Black’s calm “Go,” finally sounded through Gabe’s headset.

The team shot over the rise following Black into the fire, drawing their cue from Black’s cool, quiet command.

Time, like reality, faded to black, red and the brilliant starburst white of muzzle flashes and automatic weapons fire as Gabe ran, rolled, and belly-crawled, returning fire with his M-16 as they advanced toward the RUF stronghold.

Peripherally aware of the position of every TFM team member, he advanced, shutting out the screams, blocking out the gore of the stunned RUF who dropped like flies through their steady, relentless attack.

Dodging and ducking, Gabe emptied his magazine. He’d just hunkered behind a tree, dropped down on one knee and was in the process of replacing a thirty-round clip when he heard Reed’s war whoop.

He glanced toward a berm spewing smoke. Lang had taken out the mortar crew that had been giving them shit. Then Sam went to work on the machine gunner. Direct hit. The gunner’s finger stuck on the trigger, spraying glowing tracers into the air. Before his crewmate could take over, Gabe sighted, fired off three short bursts and tagged him, too.

With their big guns out of commission, the rest of the resistance quickly unraveled.

“Hold fire!” Although Black had to be as revved on adrenaline as the rest of them, his voice was calm through the headset. “Mendoza. Tompkins. Sitrep.”

Protocol dictated what the team already knew. The RUF patrol had been annihilated. Those who hadn’t run like hell were dead or dying. Yet the team remained on guard, searching for holdouts as Mendoza crept cautiously toward the base of what had once been the RUF assault to give a report on the situation.

“Clear.” Mendoza’s account was short and sweet.

“Tompkins?” Black called the Delta Force sergeant’s name.

No response.

Faces streaked with cammo paint and sweat, the team swept the area for Tompkins.

Gabe was the first to spot him.

“Doc!” He sprinted to the downed soldier’s side. “Doc!” he yelled again as he fell to his knees. He dropped his M-16 and pressed the heels of his hands to a gaping hole in Tompkins’s inner thigh.

Gabe’s hands were slick with blood as their medic, Luke Colter, aka Doc Holliday, dropped to his knees at Bry’s hip. The medic swore under his breath as he deftly and quickly applied a tourniquet. Behind them, several lights flashed on so Colter could see to work.

“Hold this. Tight!” Face grim, Colter turned the tourniquet over to Gabe then tore into his field kit. “And keep pressure on that wound site.”

“C… cold.” Tompkins’s lips were blue, his teeth chattering as his eyes fluttered open.

“It’s Africa, you candy ass,” Gabe pointed out gruffly as he literally felt Bry’s life draining through his fingers.

He sensed, rather than felt the presence of the rest of the team gathering round as Colter started an IV for a blood expander, handed the hanging unit to Mendoza to hold, then went back to work to stop the bleeding.

He packed the wound with dressings. Applied direct pressure on the artery.

“H… how bad?” Bry’s voice was barely a whisper.

All eyes shifted to Colter. Sweat poured down his face as he worked at staunching the blood flow.

“Femoral artery,” he said, with a shake of his head.

Bad, Gabe thought. The blood told the tale. Tompkins had to have been down a good three minutes before they had gotten to him. It only took three to five minutes to bleed out from a wound this massive.

“Itty bitty scratch, baby boy,” Colter said, with all of the cheer that his facial expression lacked. “You’ll be lucky if you have a scar big enough to justify a Purple Heart.”

“T… tell… my mom…”

“Fuck that!” Reed’s voice was angry as he knelt behind Bryan’s shoulders, made a pillow with his hands, and gently cradled Tompkins’s head. “You got something to tell her? You tell her yourself.” Tears ran down Reed’s cheeks as he glared down at his brother. “You tell her, damnit!” he shouted when Bry’s eyes closed and his head lolled to the side.

Colter leaned back on his haunches. Wiped the back of a bloody hand over his jaw.

Gabe met his eyes.

Colter shook his head.

“God dammit!” Reed pounded his fists against his thighs.

Lang laid a hand on his shoulder. Quieted him. Quieted them all as they stood, or knelt and stared.

Dead.

Their brother was dead.

Gabe clenched his jaw and swallowed back the surge of emotion that would do no one any good.

Bryan Tompkins with his baby face, earnest eyes, and God-and-country valor, had been one of the best damn men and stand-up soldiers Gabe had ever served with. And he’d just bled out from a shrapnel wound that had left a hole big enough to shove his fist through.

And for what?

“For what?” Gabe roared, closing his eyes. “For what?”

It wasn’t the first time he’d asked himself that question.

He rose slowly, adrenaline long gone, shock setting in, grief overriding it all. Then he walked into the thick of the jungle.

Where he bawled in the dark like a baby.

Richmond, Virginia
One month later

A life-size oil portrait of Staff Sergeant Bryan Tompkins in full dress blues hung over the white marble mantel of a fireplace Gabe could have stood up in. A fifteen-foot coved ceiling towered over the paneled great room that easily measured twenty by thirty feet.

Despite the grandeur of the architecture and the classy way it was decorated, the room exuded warmth and personality, comfort and informality. It was a family room in the truest sense of the word. A family lived here. Loved here.

Now they mourned here.

Who knew? Gabe thought as he stood at parade rest, still surprised at the wealth Tompkins had come from. And who knew that Tompkins’s old man was none other than Robert Tompkins, trusted friend and counsel to the president of the United States, which also made him one of an elite few who knew about Task Force Mercy.

Tompkins, you sly dog. Gabe mentally saluted the soldier who had fooled them all into believing that just a good ole boy of humble origins now lay in the hallowed ground of Arlington Cemetery.

“Some digs,” Reed said out of the side of his mouth as Gabe and Lang and a dozen other members of the unit stood in the Tompkins family room following an hour-long memorial service that celebrated the life and the valor of their fallen brother.

“Makes you wonder,” Reed went on, loud enough for only Gabe and Sam to hear, as Ann and Robert Tompkins, Bryan’s parents, walked around the room greeting each member of the team, trying to make everyone feel comfortable when their hearts had to be breaking.

“Yep, makes you wonder,” Reed continued when neither Gabe nor Sam rose to the bait. “Why’d he do it? Why’d he become a grunt? I mean, Tompkins seemed like a regular guy. But, Christ on a crutch, look at this place. He was rich, man. He could have been anything he wanted to be, done anything he wanted to do. Why the military when he had all this?”

Gabe knew enough about Johnny Duane Reed’s background to understand his bafflement. While Reed was vocal about everything else, his own life was pretty much off limits so Gabe didn’t have all the details. Still, he’d pieced together enough to know that Reed had had it rough as a kid. Rough had led to trouble and trouble had led to a choice of a stint in stir or the marines. So no, Reed wouldn’t understand what would make a man who apparently had everything volunteer for the dirty jobs.

Gabe did. Gabe understood in spades. He’d come from the same kind of money as Bry but he’d known the moment he’d met Ann and Robert Tompkins that money was where the similarities ended.

The Tompkinses were real parents. Loving, giving, proud, and accepting of their son and his choices. Gabe’s parents had been… gone. That pretty well summed it up.

A shrink would most likely say that Gabe had joined the army to get Senator Clayton and Judge Miriam Jones’s attention. Truth was, he’d done it mostly to piss them off since that’s about the only reaction he ever got from them anyway, when they bothered to react at all.

He glanced at the young woman who had not left Mrs. Tompkins’s side since the team had arrived. The pretty brunette with the intelligent brown eyes was Bryan’s little sister. The “kid,” Bry had called her when he talked about how smart she was, how pretty she was, and how damn glad he was that none of their motley crew would ever come within a one-night-stand’s distance of her.

Twenty-one wasn’t exactly little and a man sure didn’t think “kid” when he laid eyes on Stephanie Tompkins, but if the look on Reed’s face was any indication, Bryan had been right to be wary of the team.

“Twelve,” Reed said, zeroing in on Stephanie. “Scale of one to ten, Bry’s little sis is a definite twelve.”

Yeah. She was a looker. Like her parents she was also grieving, which kept Reed and a good many more of the team at a respectful distance.

“You would be Gabriel.” Ann Tompkins approached Gabe with a smile, her slim, delicate hands extended.

“My condolences, ma’am.” Gabe covered her small, cool hands with his big mitts. He felt clumsy and self-conscious. This much grace made him uncomfortable. This much warmth made him humble. And Stephanie Tompkins’s sad brown eyes made him feel things he rarely let himself feel.

“Bry talked about you often when he had a chance to call home. He called you the Archangel,” Ann went on.

Robert Tompkins walked up behind his wife and daughter, put his arms around their shoulders. “He said you were the single most dedicated warrior on the team.”

Gabe was embarrassed now.

Ann smiled with affection. “He also said you’d react just like that if anyone ever paid you a compliment.”

Gabe swallowed around the thick lump in his throat. “He was a good man. A good soldier.”

It was the highest tribute Gabe knew to give. It was also totally and completely inadequate.

Stephanie acknowledged his sympathy with a nod. Ann squeezed his hands one more time before she and Stephanie, with Robert shoring them up, moved on to Reed, who for all of his usual bravado, had nothing to say. Thank God, or he probably would have put a move on Bryan’s sister.

The Tompkinses spoke with the rest of the team members who were there and after conferring softly with the team’s CO, they turned back to the room.

“Gentlemen.” Robert Tompkins smiled valiantly. “Bry would have been pleased beyond measure that so many of you managed to assemble here. He loved you like brothers. All of you.” His voice broke and he stopped, looked away for a moment to compose himself. “Through his letters and phone calls, we grew to know and love you all, too.”

“He wouldn’t want any of you to mourn today.” Ann’s brown eyes filled with tears. “He’d want you to celebrate the bond you all have, the life you all live.”

“So, no more long faces, okay?” Robert spread his arms wide, managing a smile. “There’s food. There’s beer.” His smile widened. “I know you guys love your beer.”

Reluctant grins made appearances around the room.

“Through the double doors is a game room. Check it out. I think you’ll find enough toys to keep you busy for the better part of the day. Go. Relax for a while. Enjoy. You need a break so take it.”

Two hours later, the BOIs were being boys over the pool table, the video arcade, and the poker table where Gabe was down fifty bucks to Luke “Doc Holliday” Colter and actually letting down enough to enjoy himself.

When it was time to leave, Gabe was as reluctant to go as he’d been apprehensive about coming. So was the rest of the team.

The Tompkinses, however, weren’t finished with them yet.

“Remember, you’re Bry’s brothers,” Robert reminded them as they assembled near their rented cars to make the return trip to the airport. “That makes you our sons. And as our sons, we want you to think of this as your home now.”

Ann’s smile was as brave as her husband’s. “Consider us a second family. We want you to come home, boys, anytime. When you need to recharge. When you need a soft place to land. Whenever you need to… just come home.”

Home. Family. It should have sounded like sappy sentiment—something Gabe had never had time for. Yet as he climbed into the backseat and their car pulled away those two words rang in his ears. Rolled around in his head, settled in his chest. Felt oddly comfortable there.

He stared out the window at the passing traffic. Wondered if the other BOIs had felt as strong a connection to the Tompkinses as he had.

Maybe he was just tired. Maybe he was just dog, dead tired of fighting other people’s fights, of burying his brothers. Still—the idea of home, of family. It was more than mildly compelling. What a surprise.

The second surprise came at the airport when they learned their flight back to HQ was going to be delayed another hour and Black said, “Fuck it. Let’s hit the bar.”

All eyes locked on Nathan Black. No one among them had ever seen him drink. That didn’t stop them from following as he led the way to the closest watering hole. The bar was empty, still Black snagged a couple of tables in a back corner and ordered a double scotch, straight up.

Gabe was suds deep in his draw before Black spoke again.

“I was going to wait and brief you when we got back to D.C., but now seems like as good a time as any,” he said, his voice low so he wouldn’t be overheard by anyone passing by.

Their next mission. Gabe figured Black was going to tell them they were wheels up in less than twenty-four and off to some third-world hellhole to do what needed to be done to whomever it needed to be done to.

For what?

As it had for over a month, the question echoed in Gabe’s mind as he remembered Bryan Tompkins bleeding out. He understood that next time it could be him.

“I’m getting out.”

Black’s statement echoed like a rifle shot. It was met by fog-thick silence. No one blurted out a nervous you’re joking. They all knew that Nathan Black didn’t joke.

They waited. Like they waited before a mission. Hearts in their throats. Adrenaline pumping.

Black stared steadily at his scotch. “Three years ago when they tagged me for the job, I jumped at the chance to lead Task Force Mercy. I applauded the president’s foresight and commitment to the mission statement and the needs of the team. I have celebrated our victories. Mourned each loss.”

He lifted his head, encompassed them with a sweeping gaze. “And I’ve been honored and proud to command each and every one of you.”

“Then why?” Reed dared to pose the question they had all swallowed with their shock.

Black’s dark eyes were hooded, his expression weary and grim. “Pick a reason. Bureaucratic B.S. Armchair warriors in the Pentagon. Bad calls that get good men killed.”

All thoughts momentarily returned to Bryan.

“How about the new administration that’ll be taking over soon and is already making noises about making TFM go away, yet still take care of the bad guys?” Black tacked on with a disgusted shake of his head.

“Bottom line, there are factors at work wanting to integrate us back under the Spec Ops umbrella. And the intel fuck-up at Sierra Leone—well. It proved another point. We’ve become dispensable.”

“Like Bry was dispensable,” Reed added bitterly.

Black dragged a hand over his face. Nodded. “I’m timed out the end of next month. I won’t be reupping.”

Which meant if Task Force Mercy stayed intact, they’d have a new CO.

Quick, shared glances told the story. They didn’t want a new CO.

“So,” Black began again, “a funny thing is about to happen on my way home from the war.” He met their eyes. “I’m going private, boys. I’m starting up my own firm.”

“Private?” Mendoza asked. “Private how?”

For the first time, a small smile tipped one corner of Black’s mouth. “Private as in Uncle has expressed interest in paying my asking fee to do the same work I’m doing now.”

“But without any culpability on the part of the U.S. government,” Sam concluded with pinpoint accuracy.

“See how swell that worked out?” Equal measures of sarcasm and cynicism colored Black’s voice. “Task Force Mercy fades away, but Black Ops, Inc. will be there to take up the slack when the fire gets too hot.”

“This is bullshit,” Gabe spat, thinking about all the team had accomplished.

“This,” Black said soberly, “is politics. But if I can keep doing what I do, get paid through the nose for it, and do it my way?” He lifted a shoulder. “Then hell, I’m there.”

He cut a hard gaze around the table. “I’m open for recruits. Any takers?”



1

[image: images]

Landers, Wyoming
Nine years later

“Okay, problem child. Back you go,” Jenna McMillan murmured when a white-faced calf made a break from the herd. Then she hung on and let the sturdy bay she was riding have his head.

A week ago, on the first day of the cattle drive when they’d started moving her dad’s herd down the mountain, Jenna had learned that the gelding didn’t need her help. The horse knew exactly what he was doing and like he always did, he cut that little doggie off at the pass.

Not so long ago, Jenna had known what she was doing, too. Now, not so much, she thought.

Dewey Gleason rode up beside her and flashed her one of his contagious grins.

“What are you smiling at you old trail dog?” She tried to sound put out with her dad’s long time foreman, but she couldn’t stall her own grin.

“You, baby girl. I’m just smiling at you.”

Dewey was one of those born on a ranch, work-on-a-ranch, die-on-a-ranch cowboys. The genuine article. He’d been with her dad for close to thirty years now. Dewey sat a saddle like a train sat a rail. Jenna strongly suspected that her rusty horsemanship was the source of his amusement.

“So I make you laugh, do I?” she asked. “You and the boys weren’t laughing last night when I cleaned you all out at the poker table.” Cleaned out to the sum total of eleven dollars and twenty-three cents from the lot of them. Big spenders all, she thought, remembering Dewey counting his pocket change and deciding whether to call.

“I ain’t laughin’, Jenna Rose. Just thinkin’.”

“Now there’s a scary notion.”

“I was thinking,” he went on, “that before you went off to see the world and write your news stories you were a real cowgirl,” he said, but not unkindly.

“Tell me about it,” she agreed, shifting in the saddle to relieve the trail-weary ache in her butt.

Yeah, once she’d been a real cowgirl. Now she was just playing at it. Playing and passing time as she rode along with the real drovers. Still, her pride was wounded.

“Do I really look that green?”

Dewey shifted leather reins from one gnarled hand to the other. “You’ll always look good to me, Jenna Rose,” he said, then true to form when he realized he was waxing a little sentimental, Dewey blushed to his ear tips.

“You’re still an old softy, Dewey Gleason.”

Jenna would always have a soft spot for him. He’d taught her to ride. Taught her to rope. Taught her that the measure of a man wasn’t determined by education or how much money he had.

Yup, Dewey was the real deal. She loved that about him.

Like the gentleman he was, when another stray tried to run, Dewey tipped his fingers to the brim of his old stained Stetson before kneeing his mount and giving chase.

Her gelding decided to follow. The bay lunged and did a little crow-hop, almost unseating her.

Almost.

See, Dewey, she thought, dredging up a small kernel of satisfaction, I still sit pretty tight in the saddle.

“Don’t be lookin’ too smug there, Missy.”

There was a hint of amusement in her dad’s warning as his voice drifted through the fall chill and the dust two hundred odd head of Angus stirred as they ambled down the snaking trail from the high plains and summer grazing to the south pasture where they would spend the coming winter.

“That little bay’s got spunk.” He reined in his buckskin to keep pace beside her. “He’ll dump you yet if you don’t watch him.”

Because he wanted her to smile, Jenna grinned at her dad and gave him a thumbs-up sign.

Unlike Dewey, who looked like a piece of scarred, worn leather, her dad was still a handsome man despite the deep creases etched around his eyes from sun and time and smiles. But like Dewey, her dad had reason to be concerned about her riding. She was rusty, and they all knew that she’d been dumped from the back of a horse more than once. X-rays would show a hairline crack in her left forearm to commemorate one of those falls.

Long time ago, she reflected, buttoning the top button of her shearling jacket and turtling deeper into the wooly collar to ward off the cold.

Not so long ago, she’d been dumped again, she mused as she and her dad rode in companionable silence. Well, not so much dumped as dismissed. In her book, that amounted to pretty much the same thing.

Gabriel Jones had despised her at first sight, on general principle and because he was a narrow-minded, heartless alpha dog. She’d walked away from him and Argentina nine months ago. She hadn’t been able to get him out of her stupid head since.

It royally ticked her off.

So did her reaction to the note Hank Emerson, her editor at Newsday, had sent by overnight mail two days ago. Guilt. Hank had managed to make her feel guilty. He wanted her back on the job.

I need you down there, Jenna. You’re the only one who can do this story. Maxim asked for you. Said he wouldn’t trust it to anyone but you. Besides, you know the territory.

Yeah. Jenna knew the territory, all right. That’s why the thought of going back to Argentina scared her.

And yet, the story enticed her.

Hank was right, Emilio Maxim was big news. There was a story there. Maybe a big story. It was a story she could nail if she could just dredge up the guts to go back and face a contingent of demons.

“How long are you going to distance yourself from the hard news with those little fluff pieces you’ve been turning in, Jen?” Hank had asked yesterday when he’d followed up his note with a phone call. “I don’t want the plight of the caribou in Alaska from you. I don’t want to know what you know about the disappearing honey bees, for chrissake.

“I want a Jenna McMillan story. Something with teeth. Something with fire.”

He’d softened his tone then and Jenna could almost see him raking his fingers through his gray hair. “Jenna. What the hell happened to you down there?”

What happened in Argentina was something Jenna had never shared with anyone. That wasn’t going to change. Hank would never know. Neither would her parents.

How could she tell them that when she’d been in Buenos Aires searching for a man by the name of Edward Walker, she’d been abducted, blindfolded, and driven to a dust and adobe village in the middle of nowhere then locked in a six-by-six-foot, vermin-infested cell without food or water for days?

How could she confess that just when she’d thought she was going to rot there, she’d been hauled away again by rifle-toting thugs who had thrown her in the back of a battered pick-up and taken her to a camp full of their warthog kind?

She shivered. The bastards had had all kinds of vile acts in mind for her before she’d finally been rescued.

By Gabriel Jones.

Then the real nightmare had begun.

But don’t cry for me, Argentina, she thought sourly.

She’d been doing enough crying on her own, thank you very much. All of that boo-hooing and poor-meing had turned her into a cowardly, spineless wimp.

That knowledge stuck in her craw like glue because the old Jenna McMillan didn’t quit. Didn’t cower. Didn’t back down. Her mom was fond of saying that Jenna had been all of two years old when her dad had set her on the back of a horse and she’d been galloping full speed at life ever since.

If she fell off—and she’d fallen off plenty in both her career and her personal life—she always climbed back in the saddle.

Where was that woman? she thought grimly. And when is the old Jenna McMillan going to report for duty?

She forced a bright smile when she realized her dad was watching her with a puzzled frown. “So, how ya doing?” she asked before he could ask her.

She already knew the answer. He was getting older, that’s how he was doing. So was her mom. Jenna worried about them. The difficult Wyoming winters and hard work had taken a toll. A lot of years had passed while she’d been off to college as a nursing major before switching gears. A stint as a volunteer for the campus newspaper had led her into journalism and an unending chase to capture stories around the world.

Haven’t chased too many stories lately, though, have you, hotshot?

No, not so many, she thought with a defeated breath. Hank was right. She’d checked out. Bailed out. And now she was hiding out.

“I’m doing fine, Jenny. I was about to ask the same of you.”

She shot him a wide grin. “Me? I’m great.”

She breathed deep of the crisp mountain air, looked skyward, watch a jet trail heading south dissecting the pristine perfection of a vast blue sky. Once she’d have been itching to be on that plane—on any plane—following the next big story. Chasing the next big lead.

She wasn’t chasing anything but dust now, much to Hank’s dismay. She’d been his go-to guy for several years, covering assignments in every political and war-torn hotspot on the globe—Mogadishu, Beirut, Gaza, Kabul, Baghdad, to name a few. Many of those stories had been for Hank. She’d thrived on the action and adventure. Even relished the very real threat of danger.

Until Argentina.

Argentina had gotten to her. Argentina had debunked the myth of “fearless Jenna McMillan.”

The standard joke among her colleagues was a takeoff on an old breakfast cereal commercial: “Let’s get Jenna to try it. She’ll try anything once.”

Well, she wasn’t fearless now. She was gutless. After Argentina, she’d turned down stories baby reporters would wet their pants over.

What the hell happened to you down there? And when are you going to get over it?

Yeah, that was the question, all right. And that’s why last week she’d thrown a few things in a bag, locked up her D.C. apartment, and come home. To get over it.

Only no Houdini type had shown up to make the boogie man magically disappear. Which meant that she was the only one who could make it happen.

“Jen?”

The brim of her dad’s brown Resistol shadowed his face from the autumn sun but didn’t hide the concern in his eyes. Even before he spoke again in that slow, thoughtful way he had, she knew he had her number.

“If you’re so great, what are you doing here, sweetie?”

She’d never been able to lie to him. She felt weary suddenly. And guilty again for lying now.

“I’m resting, Dad. Just resting.” She hedged because she couldn’t tell him that she’d lost her nerve. About a lot of things.

“Hold that thought.” Her father veered off to reunite a mother and her calf.

Jenna rode on. The sound of shuffling hoofs, lowing cattle, and crooning drovers, the scent of cow dung and autumn faded into the background and damn if thoughts of Gabriel Archangel Jones didn’t rise out of the dust to complicate things even more. Just like thoughts of him had been complicating her life since she’d left him.

Gabriel Jones. They called him the Archangel, but she’d figured out early on that there was nothing angelic about that man. Or the about the Arc-Angel Butterfly knife perpetually strapped to his side or to his leg or wherever he could get to it when he needed it.

Jenna was tall. Five-nine. Gabe was taller. Possibly six-five. A very big man. He probably weighed a good two-twenty, two twenty-five pounds, and he had the skills to use his size to lethal advantage. She’d seen him in action, and she had no doubt that he knew how to deliver a fatal blow to virtually every vulnerable area on the human body, both in theory and in practice.

The man was dangerous. Times ten. The truth was, Jenna didn’t really know much about him other than he knew how to operate damn near every kind of weapon in any army’s arsenal, knew how to stage an assault that made mincemeat out of the bad guys, and that he could piss her off with a look.

Oh, yeah—and that he could kiss like no man had ever kissed her.

Not that she’d admitted it to him. You didn’t give Gabe Jones any advantage. He’d use it to cut you off at the knees.

Weak knees, she thought grimly and ducked low over the pommel to avoid an over-hanging aspen branch. God, he was something.

He wasn’t only a big man, he was a hard man: hard, brittle eyes, hard, deep scowl. He was also darkly attractive and perilously intense.

Even before she’d met him, she’d heard rumblings about the Archangel on the streets of Buenos Aires. Some reports had said he was dead, killed in Colombia in a raid on a drug cartel stronghold gone bad. Some said he was a ghost. An angel come back to avenge those who had dared cross him. No doubt he found it amusing and to his benefit that he was somewhat of a legend on the Patagonia and the back streets of the city.

She’d seen how men stepped aside when Jones walked within striking distance. At the airport, before she’d left for the States, she’d seen how women responded to him. They’d watched him with sexy cat eyes, clearly wondering what it would take to tame this man with the darkly alluring aura of the devil.

Jenna could have told them. One long piercing glare from his hard, dark gaze, and she’d understood: No woman was going to tame the Archangel.

Not that he’d have trouble finding willing bed partners. He attracted interested looks the same way he attracted danger. Make no mistake, though, and she’d thought about this a lot: Gabriel Jones would not make love to a woman. He’d have sex. Sweaty and rough. Raw and primal.

Another shiver ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the chill mountain air and everything to do with an image of Jones, naked, needy, and demanding, in her bed.

It made her think about the last time she’d seen him. The Argentinian sun had glinted off the sheen of his thick dark hair; his broad shoulders had cast a long, imposing shadow across the tarmac at Ezeiza, the Buenos Aires International Airport. He hadn’t had much to say. His lips had been compressed in thought, his jaw unyielding, while a look fathoms dark, coalmine deep, masked any emotions that might be seen in his eyes.

Yeah. A very hard man. Not to mention mysterious and cynical. Maybe in another lifetime, she’d thought then, she might have wanted to get to know him and find out what he hid behind that warrior’s face that gave away nothing.

Her dad, astride his buckskin, ambled back to her side and picked up on their lapsed conversation. “You know that old sayin’, Jen? The one that goes, ‘you can’t go home again’?”

She looked at him sharply, distancing herself from the vivid memories of Jones.

“Well, the thing is,” he went on when she didn’t respond, “there’s more than a grain of truth to it. At least you can’t go home to the ‘home’ you knew as a young’un.”

“Home is home,” she said, feeling defensive suddenly as the herd meandered down the ravine. “The sky’s still blue. The mountains are still high. You’re still my dad.”

“And you said good-bye to all of it a long time ago.”

Yeah. Because she’d had things to do. Worlds to conquer.

“You know you’re always welcome here, darlin’. Your mom hasn’t stopped smiling since you showed up. Well, except at night. After you turn in, she looks at me with those worried eyes of hers and tells me to talk to you. To find out what’s eatin’ you.”

They were too perceptive, her mom and dad. She felt bad that they worried about her.

“Me, I figure you’re hiding out,” he went on in that wise, gentle way he had. “From what, I don’t know. And that’s your business.”

Way too perceptive.

“But I do know one thing,” he added in his steady, reassuring tone. “Whatever’s working on you, you aren’t going to find the answer here. And you aren’t going to fix it by running away from it. The thing about you, girl, is that no matter how many times you got thrown off a horse, you always climbed back in the saddle. It’s not in your nature to deal with a setback any other way.”

Moments passed to the creak of saddle leather and cattle sounds. And in those moments, Jenna thought of her friend, Amy Walker, and the horrors Amy had endured at the hands of Abu Sayyaf terrorists in the jungles of the Philippines. What Amy had endured would have broken most women. Yet Amy, at great risk and at great cost, had confronted an even bigger threat and come out stronger for it.

Amy hadn’t hidden out.

Like Jenna was hiding.

“What if that’s changed?” She fixed her gaze on the distant horizon. She couldn’t look at her dad and let him see the uncertainty in her eyes. “What if I’ve lost my nerve?”

“There’s no shame in that,” he said after mulling over her confession. “We all get tested in this old life. The shame comes from not trying to find it again. I say that only because I know you. You aren’t going to like yourself much until you square yourself away, and that’s not going to happen playin’ cowpoke around here.”

But I want to play cowpoke, the pouty little girl in her whined. She wanted to stay right here, pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist, and pray for some obscure sense of safety to kick in. She wanted to recapture the security of her childhood that had cushioned all the hard blows and cocooned her from life’s ugly truths.

She wanted to forget about the nightmare she’d discovered in Argentina. Stop seeing the flames as the MC6 compound had exploded. Stop smelling the stench of burning flesh and the scent of blood from the bodies that had fallen around them.

And she wanted to quit thinking about Gabriel Jones.

But guess what? So far, none of that had happened, had it? The truth was, somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d known it wasn’t going to. Not hiding out here. She just hadn’t wanted to acknowledge that her comfort zone wasn’t all that comfy anymore.

Her dad was right. She had to find her nerve again, and Hank was offering her the opportunity to do it. Which meant—God, she hated to admit it—that she had to suck it up and get herself back to Argentina.

Something her dad already knew. Something she’d known but just hadn’t wanted to admit.

“How’d you get so smart, Daddy?”

Her father chuckled and resettled his hat. “I married a smart woman. Stands to reason that some of it would rub off after all these years.”
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Jenna could have heard Hank’s whoop of triumph even if they hadn’t been connected by phone when she called him the next morning and said she’d take the assignment.

“Hot damn! My girl’s back in the saddle!”

She couldn’t help but grin. Hank Emerson was one of the most shrewd, insightful, and respected news editors in the business. He was also one of the most irreverent. “Let’s remember your blood pressure issue, okay, Hank?”

“Screw the blood pressure. I love you. I want you to have my baby.”

Jenna laughed. Hank was sixty-four and for the past forty years had been married to one of the most amazing women Jenna had ever met. “Lil might have something to say about that.”

“We won’t tell her. Welcome back, babe, I’ve missed you. Not to cut this joyride short, but we need to move at warp speed if you’re going to nail this sucker down. Did you look at the info Maxim sent on the intel stick?”

Along with the overnight letter, Hank had included a memory stick Maxim’s people had sent as prep info for their potential interview.

“Yeah. I reviewed it.” The memory stick included a PowerPoint presentation overview of Maxim’s company, Ventures, Inc., painting a picture of entrepreneurial excellence. “Quite the propaganda tool.”

“Yeah, Maxim’s pretty taken with himself and his accomplishments,” Hank agreed. “Guess he wanted you to be, too.”

“So that I’d write a nice, friendly piece on him and his empire, no doubt.”

“Yeah. So you’d do that. Now what did you find out on your own?”

Hank knew her well. She’d been up until the wee hours this morning, researching Maxim on the web. “Emilio Maxim. Ventures, Inc. Big fat cat investor out of Boston.”

“And formerly of Argentina,” Hank added. “Made his billions playing the futures markets in livestock.”

“Yeah, but for all of his squeaky-clean, might-want-to-run-for-public-office-someday appearances, my gut tells me something might be a little off here. I have a hunch the man is as dirty as a hog in a mud wallow.”

“See, that’s why I want you back. You and your gut are rarely wrong. And did I ever mention that I love it when you talk animal husbandry?”

“So now Maxim’s making a move to get back into the Argentina cattle market,” she went on, used to Hank’s sidebars. “His meeting this week with the National Congress in Buenos Aires is about cutting a deal that will give him a majority slice of the market.”
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