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—Rel of Relz Reviewz

Ronie Kendig serves up a mix of machine gun-fast action, touching romance, and more twists than a coil of detonator wire. Get a good grip on the edge of your seat before you start reading!
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Colton “Cowboy” Neeley—former U.S. Marine Corps Special Operations Command, sniper
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS/ACRONYMS

CID—United States Army Criminal Investigation Command

HUMINT—Human Intelligence

IED—Improvised Explosive Device

JAG—Judge Advocate General

Klicks—kilometers

MP—Military Police

NVGs—Night-Vision Goggles

PTSD—Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

RPG—Rocket-Propelled Grenade

SF—Special Forces

SOG—a combat knife

Tango—military slang for target or enemy

USACE—United States Army Corps of Engineers

USCG—United States Coast Guard

VFA—fictitious Venezuelan rebel army: El Valor de Fuerzas Armadas de Bolivarian


U.S. ARMY SPECIAL FORCES CREED

I am an American Special Forces soldier. A professional!

I will do all that my nation requires of me.

I am a volunteer, knowing well the hazards of my profession.

I serve with the memory of those who have gone before me: Roger’s Rangers, Francis Marion, Mosby’s Rangers, the first Special Service Forces and Ranger Battalions of World War II, the Airborne Ranger Companies of Korea. I pledge to uphold the honor and integrity of all I am—in all I do.

I am a professional soldier. I will teach and fight wherever my nation requires. I will strive always, to excel in every art and artifice of war.

I know that I will be called upon to perform tasks in isolation, far from familiar faces and voices, with the help and guidance of my God.

I will keep my mind and body clean, alert, and strong, for this is my debt to those who depend upon me.

I will not fail those with whom I serve. I will not bring shame upon myself or the forces.

I will maintain myself, my arms, and my equipment in an immaculate state as befits a Special Forces soldier.

I will never surrender though I be the last. If I am taken, I pray that I may have the strength to spit upon my enemy.

My goal is to succeed in any mission—and live to succeed again.

I am a member of my nation’s chosen soldiery. God grant that I may not be found wanting, that I will not fail this sacred trust.
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Judicial Building, Virginia Beach



Blood dripped into his left eye.

No. Not blood. Sweat. Hands tight against his hips and fists balled, Captain Canyon Metcalfe blinked away the sting. Another salty drop slid down his temple. Eyes ahead, he focused on his reflection in the massive mirror. Between it and him sat an eight-foot table harboring a panel of three Army investigators from Criminal Investigation Command sent for his one-year evaluation. More like interrogation. And he knew they weren’t legit. Nobody got a review once they were out. This wasn’t about legitimacy. This was about them insuring he’d kept his mouth shut.

Canyon watched his reflection as a bead skidded over his forehead and nose. Felt warm and moderately sticky. So much like …

It’s not blood. Not blood.

“Captain, do you have anything to add?” Major Hartwicke lifted the inches-thick file in her manicured hands and stared at him.

“You understand, Captain, if you reveal anything about what has happened here, you will face a full court-martial and dishonorable discharge.”

The voice from twenty-one months ago forged his response. “No, sir.”

Behind the one-way mirror a ghost of a shape shifted. Or was that a shadow? No, he was pretty sure he’d seen the human outline. So there were more eyes monitoring this so-called review. They’re testing me. No surprise. As a matter of fact, he’d expected them to drag him out of bed in the middle of the night, haul him into the woods, and try to beat a confession out of him.

Innocence didn’t matter. Justice didn’t matter.

[image: ]

Only one thing mattered: silence.

Hartwicke pushed her chair back from the table and stood. “Captain, I don’t understand.” She motioned to the two investigators with her. “We’ve told you the CID believes there is enough … ambiguity in the charges and proceedings from thirteen March of last year to question the guilty verdict.” She tilted her head. “In fact, this panel believes you may be innocent.”

“You are not innocent in this brutal crime, Captain Metcalfe. No matter your role, you are guilty. As the officer in charge, you bear that responsibility. Do you understand?”

The eyes of the government held no boundaries. They saw everything. Knew everything. One way or another. Always waiting to throw him away for good. Just as they’d done with the villagers.

Her shoes scritched against the cement floor as she stepped nearer. “Why are you doing this?” she whispered. “Why would you throw away your career?”

Throw away his career? Was she kidding? It’d been ripped from his bloodied hands in a colossal mistake twenty-four months ago. Canyon ground his teeth together. Do not look at her; do not respond. She didn’t deserve a response if she thought this was his choice.

A chair squawked, snapping his gaze to the second investigator who moved from behind the table, his gaze locked on Canyon. What did they want from him? He’d kept the dirty little secret. Lived with it. Relived it night after painful night. Living when she died.

Brown eyes cut off his visual escape. “Captain Metcalfe,” Major Rubart said in a low, controlled voice. “I don’t know what they”—he rolled his eyes to the side to indicate the one-way mirror—“told you or what they used against you as a threat in retaliation for talking, but I think you know something.”

Despite his every effort not to, Canyon looked at the mirror.

“You know the truth about that fateful night, don’t you?”

The words yanked his eyes to Rubart’s. Did this officer really want the truth? Or was this another test? What Canyon wouldn’t do to tell, to right the wrong, to relieve the burden … But that’s just what they wanted him to do—relieve his mind and prove they were right, that he could be coerced into talking. That he was weak.

He flicked his attention back to the glass and the shadow moving behind it.

“You disappoint me, Captain.” Air swirled cold and unfeeling as Rubart eased away. “Your sister says you’ve not been the same since you returned from that mission.”

“My sister puts her mouth before her brain.” And for that, Canyon would have a long talk with Willow.

“Do you understand what your silence means?” A bitter edge dug into Rubart’s words as he glared at Canyon, who stared through the man.

“What I understand is that you’ve abused a relationship with my impressionable sister to extract information for the military.”

Rubart’s lips tightened. “Your silence means the people of Tres Kruces receive no justice.”

The thick-bladed words sliced through Canyon’s heart.

Quiet tension tightened the air.

“Willow says you’ve wanted to be a Green Beret since you were twelve.”

“Ten.” Canyon bit his tongue on the automatic correction. He wouldn’t do this. Wouldn’t cave under the pressure. He’d endured far worse.

“How can you let them rip it from you? Everything you love and worked for with blood, sweat, and tears?” After several slow, calming breaths, Rubart gave a single nod. “Enough evidence exists to open a full investigation that could reinstate you with full honors, full rank. Just give us one word, one inclination that you’ll work with us, and it’ll be as if you never left.”

Everything in Canyon wanted that back. Wanted the career he’d felt called to, the adrenaline rush of battle, the humanitarian work of helping villages after a tragedy or an insurgency …

Screams howled through the fires. He glanced back. Where was she? How had they gotten separated? He spun, searching the debris and crackling embers.

A scream behind him.

He pivoted. Two feminine forms raced into a hut. “No,” he shouted. “Not in—”

BOOM!

His body lifted, flipped as he sailed through the taunting flames and grieving ashes.

“Captain?”

Canyon blinked back to Major Rubart.

“Just give us some indication you’ll help. We’ll mete out the details later. Just don’t let it go at this. You know this is wrong. Don’t let them win.”

Irritation clawed its way up Canyon’s spine, burrowing into his resolve. He saw through the tactic. “Are we done, sir?”

Rubart’s cheek twitched. “You’re going to walk away?”

“In a three-to-one decision, you are hereby discharged. Your actions will be mentioned in limited detail in our final report to the congressional oversight committee. Should you speak openly about this again, you will find yourself in a federal prison for the rest of your life. Do you understand the ruling, Captain Metcalfe?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I cannot express this enough—this favor we are extending you will be revoked completely if you ever again speak of Tres Kruces.”

“Captain?”

He met Rubart’s gaze evenly. “Decision’s been made.”

“You can’t mean that.” Hartwicke’s voice pitched. “Think—”

“Dismissed, Captain,” the third investigator barked from his chair at the table.

Canyon saluted, then pivoted and strode out. He punched open the door. As he stomped across the parking lot, he wrangled himself free of the dress jacket. He jerked open the door of his red Camaro and snatched off his beret. Flung it into the car. Slammed the door shut. Shuffled and kicked the wheel.

Voices behind pushed him into the car. Letting the roar of the engine echo the one in his head, he peeled away from the curb. Screaming tires fueled his fury. He accelerated. First gear. Second. He sped down the streets. Third. Raced out of Fort Story as fast as he could. He shifted into fourth.

They’d stolen everything from him. What did he have now? The last twelve months had been a futile attempt to plaster meaning to the disaster of a thing called life. Can’t serve. What was the point? They had him on an invisible leash. Shame trailed him like the dust on the roads.

As he rounded a corner, a light glinted—yellow. Speed up or slow down?

Slow down? I don’t think so.

Canyon slammed into fifth and pressed the accelerator. The Camaro lunged toward the intersection. A blur of red swept over his sunroof as he sailed through and cleared it.

Ahead, a sign beckoned him to First Landing State Park. The beach. Something inside him leapt.

Sirens wailed.

He glanced in the rearview mirror and growled. Banged the steering wheel. One more violation and he’d lose his license. Two seconds of fantasy had him tearing off into the sunset.

Yeah. Right. A high-speed chase. Wouldn’t his mother love that? She’d give him that disappointed look, and in it he’d read the hidden message—“what would your father have said?”

Dad.

His foot hit the brake. He eased the gears down and brought the car to a stop along the pylons that led to the beach. Less than a mile out, blue waters twinkled at him.

He eyed the mirror as a state trooper pulled in behind him. Lights awhirl, the car sat like a sand spider ready to strike.

Canyon roughed a hand over his face. This was it. Career gone. License gone. He gave his all for his country, and all of it had been systematically disassembled in the last two years.

Hands on the steering wheel, he let the call of the Gulf tease his senses. He should’ve taken a swim instead of unleashing his anger on the road. He was a medic. He knew better than to endanger lives. How stupid could he get?

What was taking so long?

He glanced back to the mirror, only … nothing.

Huh? Canyon looked over his shoulder. Where …?

An engine roared to the left. A Black Chrysler 300M slid past him with a white-haired old man inside.

But where was the cop? Again, he double-checked his six.

Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

With more care and attention this time, he pulled back onto the road and drove to the ocean. He parked and stared at the caress of the waters against the sand that lured him out of the Camaro and to the warm sand. Rolling up his sleeves, he made his way down the beach.

On a stone retaining wall, he stood and watched a couple of surfers ride a wave. Canyon squatted. Hands fisted against his forehead he struggled through Rubart’s promise—they’d give him his career back if he ratted out the very people who’d made the nightmare go away.

He wanted to. Wanted to set the record straight. Knew they’d done wrong, but blowing this thing open meant they’d pin every drop of blood and blame on his shoulders. He’d go down in a blaze of disgrace. It was bad enough he’d had to tell his mom he was put out of the military for “medical” reasons. She didn’t buy it. She was smarter. But she didn’t press him.

Maybe … maybe he should let the panel dig into the tsunami-sized disaster and find the truth.

But he couldn’t. They’d promised to make his life a living hell.

That happened anyway. Everything that felt right and just died. Just like her.

Canyon closed his eyes against the pull of memories and allowed his mind to drift. To everything he felt for her. To all the things he’d done wrong, could’ve done better.

I’m sorry.

Lot of good that did. She had died.

He hopped off the wall and strolled to where the waters stroked the sand. He let out a long breath and ran a hand over the back of his longer-than-normal hair. He’d tried to leave the tragedy behind. Move on. But who could move on after something like that? Even the government was scared of Tres Kruces. Nice PR disaster with the whole world as witnesses.

Canyon drew out the small vial. Shouldn’t do this. The back pain was gone. The heart pain permanent. He popped two pills into his mouth and swallowed.

His hand closed around the Emerson in his pocket. Canyon drew it out and eyed the gleaming metal. He’d used it to cut her tethers the first night his team had come up on the backwater village. Flipping the blade to the ground, he tamped down the fireball in his gut. He saved her that night only to end up killing her thirteen months later.

She was gone. His career was gone. The government had a shackle around his neck. What was there to live for?

He retrieved it and swiped the sand from the blade on his rolled cuffs. The silver glinted against his forearm. He pressed the metal against his flesh. Wouldn’t be the first attempt. Maybe he’d succeed this time. Drew it along his arm—

“Never did understand how they stand up on a piece of wood.”

Canyon jerked at the deep voice. He returned his Emerson to his pocket and eyed the old man a few feet away. Looked like the same man from the 300 earlier. What was he saying? Something about wood?

Canyon followed the man’s gaze to the water, the surfers. Ah. Surfboards. “They’re not wood.”

“Really?”

“Polyurethane and fiberglass or cloth. Depends on the board.” He might be off-kilter, but he wasn’t stupid. The man had a military cut and bearing. “What’s your game?”

A slow smile quirked the face lined with age. White hair rustled under the tease of a salty breeze. “Recycling soldiers.”

Why wouldn’t they leave him alone? Believe he’d keep his trap shut when he said he’d keep his trap shut? “Sorry, I don’t have anything to say.”

“Yes, that was quite apparent.”

Hesitation stopped Canyon from trudging back to his car. This man had been at his evaluation? Where …? “You were behind the mirror.”

“While you said little, your actions said much more, Captain Metcalfe.”

A knot formed in his gut. “In case you missed the point, I’m no longer a captain. Go back to your leeches and tell them I’m done.”

“Is your career worth cutting your wrists, Captain?”

The knot tightened. “My career was everything,” he ground out. “It’s who I am.” He swallowed. “Was.”

“Yes.” The man smiled. “You wanted to finish what your father started.”

A blaze scorched his chest. “Who are you? What do you know about my father?” Who did this guy think he was?

“Major Owen Metcalfe lost his life trying to free his spec-ops team from a POW camp during Vietnam.”

Canyon jerked his attention back to the water. Focused on the undulating waves. The way they rolled in, rolled out. Just like breathing. In … out … “How—how do you know about my father?” The only reason Canyon knew was because the government tried to use it against him in his trial.

Slowly the man turned toward him, his smile growing.

Only then did Canyon recognize him. “General Lambert.” He took a step back. “I didn’t … You’re out of uniform.”

“Yes, thank goodness. I’ve put on a few pounds since they issued the last uniform.” Lambert laughed and pointed. “Walk with me, Captain.”

What possessed Canyon to indulge him, he didn’t know. But he found himself walking the quiet beach, curious that the general would seek him out. Was it yet another trap?

“So that you will understand me, I have read the full file on Tres Kruces.”

Of course. He’d fallen right into the general’s trap, hadn’t he? “This conversation is over.” He pivoted and started back to his car.

“If my memory serves me correctly, the vote was three to one.”

Canyon hesitated. Cursed himself for hesitating. Just walk away. That’s what they’d done to him.

“What would you say the value of that single dissenter is worth?”

“Nothing. I still lost my career, everything.”

“What if that dissenter held the power to change everything? What would you say it was worth then?”

Eyeballing the man, Canyon tried to think past his drumming pulse. “My life.”

Lambert nodded. “Good … good.”

Good? How could he say that? What use was a dissenter now anyway? But that unflappable grin and knowing eyes—this man knew something.

“You.” Canyon stumbled back as if hit by a squall. “It was you. You were the dissenter.” He slid a hand over his head and neck. “General, I— It has to stay buried. Or I go down hard and fast. I’m not playing with this fire.”

Hands in his pockets, Lambert smiled up at him. “I am not here in any official capacity related to the U.S. government.”

Dare he hope that this nightmare was over?

“How do you like working as a physical therapist?”

Canyon shrugged. “Not bad. It’s work. I help people.” He hated it.

“That’s what’s important to you, helping people, is it not?” When Canyon shrugged again, Lambert continued. “Thought so. I have a proposition for you, Captain. One that will get you back in your game.”

Wariness crowded out hope. “What game is that?”

“The one you do best. The one that allows you to serve your country, use the medic skills crucial to saving lives, and be part of a winning team.”

“They benched me, said I was done, no more or they’d—”

“What do you say?”

A wild, irregular cadence pounded in his chest. “I’m ready to get off the bench.”
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Love is whatever you can still betray.
Betrayal can only happen if you love.

JOHN LECARRE

Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela
Two Years Later



If she had a heart, she might be capable of tears. If she had feelings, she might hurt.

But she had neither. Not anymore. Hard mortar sat in her chest forcefully pumping the blood through her veins. Curled on her side, Danielle Roark closed her mind to her naked body, to the bruises, the blood. Moving had dire consequences—namely waking the snoring slob behind her. When she made the last escape attempt, he’d beaten her unconscious.

She shoved her thoughts toward the plan. Weeks of preparation. Weeks of rape and torture. Were it not for the discovery she’d made, she would lie down and die. But they’d taken enough of her soul to stir the embers of revenge. Now, she’d make sure there was nothing left to identify of these barbaric apes. Back home in the States, her father and stepmother were celebrating Thanksgiving. Today, she’d celebrate with them, by gaining her freedom.

A loud snort and the subsequent long sigh that always signaled when the drunk general entered a deep sleep echoed in the dank room.

Now!

Using her tongue, she pushed the plastic from her mouth and moved with the grace of the demolitions expert she was. She slipped from the bed, slowed her breathing, and stretched one foot forward. Her toe touched the chilled cement. Shivers danced through her. Darting a glance to the disgusting form on the thin mattress, she glided across the room to his bag. Though she itched to put her clothes on, she knew if he awoke and found her dressing, it’d start all over again.

Eyes on him, she stealthily allowed her hands to search his bag for the thumb drive he used last night. If she could find that, if she could get the proof … then she could end this. And in days, he’d be dead.

Her fingers closed around a thin, plastic object. Exultant, she drew it out. Jaw clamped, she watched for any sign of him waking as she encased the stick drive in the cellophane. Shivering in the chilly November night, she unwound the long thread from her back tooth that she’d secured yesterday, tied it around the device, leaving just enough to anchor it to her molar, then forced herself to swallow. She might as well have tried to gulp a grenade, it felt so large.

The savage was still snoring. Temptation pushed her to the chair where his weapon lay on the cushion. All she had to do was lift it, aim, and pull the trigger. It’d be over. Right now. She could kill him. He deserved that. She deserved that. Deserved to see his blood pouring over the cement for what he’d done, what he’d ripped from her time and again.

Imbecile thought he was smart. Yeah, right. So smart he hadn’t noticed the odd flavor in his liquor. But if she killed him here, another would rise to continue his work. That, she couldn’t allow.

Dani drifted to the end of the bed. Lifted the army jacket he’d shed in his haste to have his perverted pleasure. Though she worked for quiet, the sound of her fingers against the stiff fabric seemed to scream through the cement room. Her hand trembled as she fastened the two middle buttons. When she reached for the pants, his foot dragged over the bed.

A grunt.

Her heart pinged off her ribs. Her life was more important than modesty. She snatched his gun and spun.

“Wha …?” General Bruzon staggered upward, his thick salt-and-pepper hair askew. He looked around, his movements sluggish and uncoordinated. “Guards!”

She aimed and fired—at the window. Running, she eased the trigger back again. Glass shattered. With the gun hitting the pane first, Dani dove through the portal to freedom. As the glass sliced her flesh, prickly fire chewed her arms and sides. Pain had no voice tonight. She had to make it.

Blaring and grating, a siren screamed through the night.

Seconds later the lawn lit up brighter than Times Square on New Year’s Eve. Despite pain and fear, she sprinted around the building. Rocks and burrs pricked the soles of her bare feet. She plunged onward, unheeding.

A door flung open from the side of the building, diverting Dani to a nearby truck where she pressed her back against the hull. Even this late at night in late November, the temperatures in Venezuela hit a balmy midsixties.

Can’t stop. Not now.

Panting, she glanced toward the ocean that waited beyond the cliff. Even under the glare of the searchlights, the dark water twinkled. Beckoning her. Calling. Luring. If only the wood was where Hugo had promised to leave it.

Betting your life on a man’s word—what an idiot!

A commotion rent the bright night. Dani frowned as she tried to make out the noise. It sounded hollow. Pounding, like a bad bass beat. But amid the unfolding chaos, it was indecipherable. She scooted along the truck, inching closer. From beneath the chassis, she drew out a small wooden pallet. A nervous smile skidded into her lips. Hugo had done it. Like he promised.

She peered around the truck—and froze. Dark shadows rippled toward her like a heat wave. Only it wasn’t water. Dogs! A dozen of them.

If she ran, the guards would gun her down.

If she didn’t, the dogs would rip her apart.

Bullets or teeth.

Either way she was fated to die.

Dani clamped her jaw tight. Faced the water.

God … if You’re there …

He wasn’t. Hadn’t been for the last six months. She was on her own.

With renewed determination to do everything she could to protect herself, Dani propelled herself the thirty meters toward the churning ocean that waited below the lip of the cliff.

Barking grew louder. Closer.

Snapping jaws pursued her as the killer canines lunged for her. Panic ricocheted off her ribs. Push. Harder. Had to make it …

Within a half dozen feet, she flung the three-foot square raft over the edge. As she leapt, red-hot fire tore through her calf—seconds later the needling registered in her mind. A dog had caught her leg! Sailing through the air, she kicked with both feet. The beast finally reacted to the free fall and released her.

She plummeted—feeling free! In the split second her foot stabbed the water, she spotted the wood bobbing northeast of her position. Icy liquid devoured her. Dani let the ocean take her down. Down. It’d be easy to just keep sinking. Never return to anyone or anything. Ultimate freedom.

But she couldn’t. Not if she wanted Bruzon six feet under.

She launched upward, using her arms to gain the surface faster. Gasping, she searched the dark water for the wood. As she did, she saw the dog limping onto the shore, head down. He looked back at her and snarled, as if to blame her for the leg injury. Guess we’re even. With the salt water, the searing wound he’d given her was enough to make anyone cry.

Anyone but her.

Knowing Bruzon and his men would hop in their boats and choppers to find her and teach her yet another vicious lesson, Dani swam a mean breaststroke toward the raft. The waves struggled against her, but she pushed herself. Had to. Finally, her fingers grazed the sodden wood.

Even once she folded herself onto it, she wouldn’t be safe. Bruzon would search hard and long to find her, especially if he figured out what she’d stolen. For her, it was a guarantee the man would never rape another girl. To him, it was the loss of his entire pathetic empire. One he’d seized through brute force over her mother’s beloved country.

Gripping the slick wood, she hauled herself onto it, ignoring the chill skittering over her pebbled flesh. The handmade raft buoyed her as the waves tossed and turned on this sleepless night as if ready to belch her back onto the beach. She squinted up at the dark sky, at the thick clouds barricading the stars beyond. Much like Bruzon keeping her from home. A dull moon seemed a homing beacon against her bare legs.

Getting revenge required getting back to the States. Twenty-two kilometers stretched between Dani and hope. Twelve nautical miles that would put her in international waters.

Light stabbed the night.

She whipped around, the army jacket heavy with ocean water as she paddled.

Bruzon’s speedboat roared over the waves.

They were headed straight toward her. A metallic flavor glanced off her tongue. Watching the boat, she quickened her strokes, the wood chaffed her arm. No good. The boat gained too quickly. She’d have to go under.

Inhaling deeply, she slid off the raft and swam through the lukewarm ocean. Believing herself a safe distance away, she drifted toward the surface. With great control and tilting her head back, she eased her ears and nose above the surface.

A VFA soldier leaned over the edge of the boat and lifted the raft. “No es nada. Ella no está aquí,” he shouted toward the front and dropped the board. Plunk!

That’s right. Keep thinking it’s nothing, that I’m not here.

The spotlight swung in a lazy circle over the water. As it fractured her space, Dani stopped treading water and sank.

Even with her eyes closed against the saltiness, she could detect the brightness probing the waters, disappear, then probe again. Flutter kicking as gently as possible, she remained in place. Her head throbbed. She couldn’t hold her breath much longer. A burn emanated through her chest and threatened to drown her. She tensed, knowing she’d have to break for air. Maybe it was okay …

The light seemed magnetically drawn to her. It pierced the dark waters again. It glanced over her, pausing. Dani let herself sink again, but her pulse ramped up until it pounded in sync with the drumming motor.

Is this how she would die? Would she never get to see her sister, niece, and nephews again? While she didn’t have the greatest family, she did love her father and sister. Abigail, the wicked stepmother, could take a flying leap. It wasn’t every day your ex-boyfriend’s sister married your father.

But still, Dani wanted to see them again. Please.

Finally, water churned under the frantic thrashing of the engine. The boat tore off.

She shoved herself upward—and burst out of the water. Sucking in air, she also caught a mouthful of water. Coughing and gagging, she swatted the hair from her eyes. She spit as she searched for the raft, then swam to it. She dragged herself aboard. Water sloshed her face as the waves tossed her over one crest after another. Although exhaustion tugged at her limbs, she paddled. Had to … get … to—

Dani yawned.

International waters.

Over the next hour, she heard the grumble of more boats and the thunder of a chopper, but she’d exceeded their search radius. As one chopper loomed close, she mentally drew out an RPG and launched it. Then plotted the plastique she could rig to the rotors so the craft and crew wouldn’t have a prayer. Her eyes drifted closed, thinking of the thing raining down fire on the ocean, the craft in a million pieces. Sick how the mind of a demolitions expert worked after six months’ captivity. To think, she’d once been the sweet, compliant daughter of a senator.

Well, maybe not compliant.

A loud bang cracked the night. Brilliance shattered the darkness.

Dani jerked, terrified they’d found her. Only to spot a storm surging and racing toward her. The negative image of the lightning lingered in her eyes. Another bolt flashed through the sky. Within seconds rain unleashed and blanketed the area. The waters grew angry and threatening. Had she angered Poseidon? The thought would’ve seemed comical were she not facing an endless body of night-darkened liquid. A giant wave rose like the god himself.

It’d toss her into the deep and thrash her like whipped cream. Pulse crashing, Dani wiggled her fingers into the bindings that held the boards together.

The mountainous wall of black rose over her. Waaay over her.

Stricken, she inhaled deeply as the water towered over her, seemingly holding its own breath—then lunged at her. It slammed her into its depths. Swirling, spinning, she clung to the raft, praying it would hold. That it would keep her afloat. Finding the surface after being plunged downward often proved impossible—and deadly.

Miraculously, the raft plopped upward and crested another wave.

Dani sucked in a huge breath before clamping her mouth shut and squeezing her eyes shut as the water plunged her deep again. Then … up … up … It hurled her farther—

Crack! Thud!

Everything went black.
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Hands pawed at her.

“Careful!”

“Pull her up,” a man’s voice skated down her neck.

They’d found her! Disoriented, Dani writhed and screamed. Bruzon would beat her, rip out her soul this time. No, she couldn’t go back. She kicked. Raked fingers over flesh.

“Argh! Dad, get her,” the nearby voice growled.

“I radioed the Coast Guard, Grant.” A woman’s worried tone spiraled through Dani, easing her fears.

This wasn’t Bruzon. These people were speaking English. American English. Not the butchered form she’d heard for months. She pushed her eyes open as she was lowered onto something hard … and dry. Blurry images danced over her.

“What’s your name?” The dark image in front of her swayed and faded.
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Pentagon, Arlington County, Virginia

A light rap on the glass door jerked Olin Lambert’s attention to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs lingering outside. He punched to his feet, spine stiff, and pointed to the leather seats on the opposite side of his massive mahogany desk. “Admiral, come in, sir. Have a seat.”

“Actually,” Admiral Langston said, “I’d like you to take a ride with me.”

Halfway between returning to his seat and standing, Olin paused, looking over his silver-rimmed glasses. A ride? He knew better than to question the admiral. He straightened and lifted his hat from the desk. He strode out the door, pulling it shut behind him.

“I have something I think you’ll want to see,” Langston said.

“Very good, sir.” Olin nodded to his assistant sitting at her desk and relayed a silent signal to hold his calls until he returned. He eyed the salt-and-pepper hair of the decade-younger chief as he followed him down the hall and into the elevator.

Since assuming his role as chairman of the Joint Chiefs three months earlier, Langston had kept to himself. There was much to learn and even more to unlearn about his new boss. Would Olin be able to woo him into his court with Nightshade the way he had the man’s predecessor?

Once the door shut, Langston pressed the elevator button. “Coast Guard picked up a woman in the Gulf.”

Olin shook his head. “Illegals just won’t learn.” But Langston wouldn’t call him out for an illegal—that happened nearly every day. So something bigger was happening here.

The doors slid back with a soft whoosh, and Langston stepped into the large atrium of the building. He donned his white hat as the early morning sun embraced them. Inside the Suburban and on their way, Langston leaned on the console that saddled the space between them. “She wasn’t an illegal.”

Olin arched his eyebrows. He studied the brown eyes that held his, as if a hidden meaning should exist. He shouldn’t have waited so long to figure out the madness to Admiral Langston’s methods. Should’ve taken the admiral to lunch to familiarize himself with the man who now advised the president and the secretary of defense.

Regardless if the woman in the Gulf wasn’t an illegal, if it hadn’t made CougarNews yet, then things were about to get interesting. “Who is she?”

“For security concerns, her identity is being withheld until we can debrief her fully.” He huffed. “Not that it’s done any good. She’s not talking.” Langston peeked up at an orange light as they slid through the intersection without slowing. “We think she’s Senator Roark’s daughter.”

“Roark?” Heat prickled the back of Olin’s neck. Jacqueline.

He’d never forget the night the report came in that a Corps of Engineers team had been taken captive in the Venezuelan jungle. Then his heart sank when he saw the name of Jacqueline’s daughter on the list of missing. Although he tried to discreetly search back channels to find out what happened and locate her, he’d been stifled at every attempt. And doing that made it risky to send out his black-ops team to find her; besides, the team had been shelved when Connelly, the former Joint Chiefs chairman, tried to salvage his career. And failed. Thus the new chairman sitting next to him.

“We’ve had her twenty-three hours. Not an iota of information.” Langston dragged his gaze from the road. “She said she’ll only talk to one person.”

Olin waited.

“You.”

Surprise sparked through him. “Me?” Why would Danielle ask for him? The last time he’d seen her, she was thirteen years old and standing beside an oak coffin, begging her mother not to leave her.

Olin held the dash as they rounded the corner to Walter Reed, then parked outside the emergency entrance.

Keeping pace as the admiral worked his way to the third floor, Olin ached for the young woman. If she’d been captured by Venezuelan rebels, held for six months, and managed an escape, no telling what condition she’d be in—mentally or physically.

“Take care of her, Olin.” The decade-old admonishment raked over his conscience.

Langston marched to the end of the hall where two Marines jerked to attention, eyes forward. Another man sat across from them in a metal chair, looking haggard in his unzipped navy jacket. He rose as they approached and offered a salute.

“At ease,” Admiral Langston said as he scowled at the loner. “You family?” The growl in Langston’s voice could not be missed. No doubt he was ready to throttle whoever had violated the security order and contacted family.

The man’s pale eyes widened. “No, sir. Chief Petty Officer Range Metcalfe, U.S. Coast Guard, sir.” He nodded toward the secured room. “I lifted her from the sloop that found her. I was ordered to remain here until debriefed.”

Ah, that explained the messy hair and exhaustion ringing his eyes. Olin eyed the name over the man’s chest pocket. Metcalfe. Was it possible …? His gaze flipped to the eyes. Same blue eyes. But black hair, and a bit less suave looking. Could this young officer be the brother to Nightshade’s team member, secretly designated “Wolfsbane” in Olin’s reports?

“Let’s talk.” Langston pointed toward a corner as he motioned to Olin to join them. “Tell us what you know.”

Back against the wall, CPO Metcalfe stifled a yawn. “The distress call came in at 0217. Vacationers found a woman drifting on a makeshift raft eight klicks from St. Thomas.” He shifted his gaze between the two of them. “When I arrived on deck, she was clothed only in an army jacket.” His nervous gaze bobbed on that info. “Nothing else.”

“Army?” Langston again scowled.

“Venezuelan—VFA, sir.”

Olin narrowed his eyes. “Are you certain?”

Determination glinted in the rugged face. “The name on the jacket was Bruzon.”

Mind awhirl with that beauty of a piece of information, Olin schooled his response. He met his superior’s gaze. Langston went silent, his face like a stone.

Metcalfe leaned forward. “You know who that is, right?”

Olin ignored the question. “Did she say how she came by the jacket?”

“No, sir. Wouldn’t talk. And I can’t blame her. In the condition she was in, I’m floored she’s alive.”

It felt like grease chugged through Olin’s veins. “What condition is that?”

“Sir, she’d been beaten. Visible signs of rape, torture, too. She wouldn’t let anyone touch her. Well, except me when I lifted her out.” His throat processed a swallow. “I’d kill whoever did this, given the chance.”

Admiral Langston patted Metcalfe’s shoulder and thanked him. He shifted to Olin. “Get what you can from her. We’re running out of time.”

With a large exhale, Olin started for the room. Palm on the door, he looked back to the chief petty officer. “Metcalfe.” He toyed with what he was about to do. He already knew the answer, but he wanted the man to trust him. Trust bought loyalty better than any greenback. “Happen to know Captain Canyon Metcalfe?”

Shoulders up, the Coastie looked between Olin and Langston, then slowly nodded. “Yes, sir. My brother—older by a year, and I never let him forget it.”

Sibling rivalry. He wasn’t surprised. “I don’t doubt that.” With a knowing grin, he pushed through the room. And froze.

A frail slip of a woman sat curled on her side, legs drawn close under the pale blue blanket she’d pulled over her shoulders. Her gaze rested on the bank of windows overlooking the city, but the vacant expression told him her mind wrestled somewhere else. Dark brown hair hung down her back, stringy and tangled as if she’d showered but never combed it.

She hadn’t flinched at his entrance. Or turned to see who entered. Did she even hear him?

He took a few tentative steps to bring himself into her direct view.

No response.

“Danielle?”

She blinked. Her eyes darted to the floor, where they skidded and leapt from one object to another.

Noting her nervous reaction, Olin lowered himself into the vinyl chair nestled under the window. His heart sagged at her gaunt face, her right eye swollen shut. Her lower lip ballooned and cut. Butterfly stitches winged over her eyebrow and another on her chin.

If Jacqueline saw her once-vibrant daughter haunted and distant like this, she would roll over in her grave. I’ve failed you, Jacqueline.

Tucking aside his shock, he scooted to the edge of the seat. “Danielle, it’s me, Olin Lambert.” He set his hat on the table next to her bed.

She followed his movement, her gaze staying on the hat.

He rested his forearms on his knees. “You’re home, Danielle. Back in America.”

His chest thumped, remembering CPO Metcalfe’s description: “clothed only in an army jacket.” Everything paternal and primal rose up. He fought the urge to go to her, wrap this young woman in his arms, and promise to avenge whatever had happened. But the Coastie’s comment about her not allowing anyone to touch her kept him seated.

The clock over the door ticked down the minutes in the haunting quiet. Olin thanked God there wasn’t a window in the door because Langston would no doubt have his face glued to it.

“I’ll wait, Danielle,” he said, keeping his tone soft, fatherly. “You asked for me; I’m here.” Sitting back, he crossed his legs. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Silently, he prayed. Prayed hard. That God would reach into this woman, stop her from disappearing from reality and delving into madness and delirium that sometimes happened to those who endured captivity.

After nearly thirty minutes of silence and one interruption when Langston peeked in and Olin gave a grave, glowering shake of his head, Danielle let the blanket fall from her shoulder. She pushed out of the bed and plodded to the small bathroom in flannel pajamas and bare feet. Bent over the sink, she cupped her hand under the stream and sipped.

Olin stood. Did she need a drink? He looked at the pitcher by her bed. Should he offer water from it? When he glanced back to her, she stood over the toilet, hunched. A minute later, a gagging noise clenched his stomach.

“Danielle!” He rushed to her side. “Are you ill?” Only then did he notice she had a hand in her mouth. “What’re you doing?”

A demonic-like sound erupted. Splat! Vomit launched from her mouth and hit the commode, wall, and floor. A long string of orangeish spittle dangled from her mouth—wait, no! Not spittle. A string, tethered to something.

His own stomach roiled as he watched her unhook it from her teeth. Spitting in the sink, she held the thing in her hand. An acidic stench devoured the air. The smell proved sickening, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the object.

Stunned, he waited as she peeled back what looked like film from … some gray thing. His pulse ratcheted. A thumb drive! His gaze shot to hers.

Danielle cupped water, slurped, swished, then spit. Delicately patting the edges of her injured mouth with the back of her hand, she turned to him. And stretched out her hand, palm open with the device.

Cold, dark, unfeeling eyes came to his. “Everything you need to kill him.”
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Undisclosed Location, Virginia



Stacked on either side of the point of entry Nightshade waited. The seven members of the team were split into two groups—Alpha Team, led by Max, and Bravo Team, led by Colton “Cowboy” Neeley. They’d been a team for less than two years and when Reyes died, that left them one man down. Instead of merely replacing body count, the Old Man added two former spec ops men to Nightshade. Duty demanded the team work efficiently and with stealth. They’d trained for weeks.

Today would decide if they were ready to face an enemy with cohesion.

After a firm nod, Max trained his gaze on the point of entry. Griffin “Legend” Riddell, who had helped put the team together, stood behind him and patted his shoulder, signaling readiness. Max took a step back, raised his foot, and rammed the heel of his boot into the door. Vibrations rattled through his leg as the door flung open, hinges groaning. Dust filled the air. He snapped up his weapon and supplied cover as Legend moved forward and tossed in a flash-bang.

“Flash out!” Legend returned to the stacked position.

As the tink-tink-tink of the canister seemed to count down the seconds to its detonation, Max focused on the dimly lit corridor beckoning them. Itching to take them down.

He glanced aside for a second, waiting for the white-hot flash of the detonation.

Boom!

A gust of warm wind and dust rushed from the building, as if fleeing the chaos descending upon it.

Familiar with the precision and maneuvering required to clear a building and not shoot or kill one of his own, Max hustled across the threshold. He went right, crisscrossing the point of entry with Legend, and buttonhooked.

A tango leapt from the corner. Tat-tat-tat!

The target fell.

“Tango down,” Max called as he swept his gaze until it intersected with Legend’s line of fire.

“Copy.” Legend didn’t hesitate. “Clear.”

The rustle of tactical pants and the soft squeak of boots on the dirty vinyl floor helped Max keep tabs on the team as they filed into the boxed corridor.

He rushed past a kneeling Legend who held a corner, his weapon aimed across the L-shaped juncture that fed them into the rest of the building. The hostages were believed to be in Red Three on the upper level. First order of business: clear Blue Two, Three, Four and find the stairs.

Back to the plaster, Max sidled up to the corner where yet another hall presented itself. T intersection. Not good. They’d have two routes to address in tandem and not get killed.

First things first. The hall that banked to the right. It could hold numerous tangos. Or none.

Canyon “Midas” Metcalfe pied out, starting at the left and sweeping in an arc to the right. He pied out as far as possible, moving forward to increase his angle of fire farther into the dead space, Marshall “the Kid” Vaughn right behind him. The former Army Ranger had grown up a lot since the team’s first days together.

Keeping tabs on Cowboy allowed Max to slip into position at the corner, trusting the man would alert them to trouble before anyone ended up exposed. He signaled back to Legend to cover the far corner where they were blind to make sure more tangos didn’t pop up.

Finally, Midas stopped pieing. He paused, squeezed his eyes, then shook his head and continued.

What was that? With the muzzle of his weapon almost flush with the corner, Max knelt. More rustling brought up the rear as Alpha and Bravo fell into place. He felt the presence of Legend and Aladdin at his six. He nodded his readiness.

“Move!” Midas hissed.

Simultaneously they entered the dead space. A sniper, Cowboy’s movements were stealthy and silent as he hurried forward. Max stayed on his knee, pivoting around the corner, sighting shadows, dust, smoke, searching for—

Tat-tat-tat!

Cowboy fired before the dust cleared enough for Max to spot the tango flipping around the corner at the other end of the corridor. “Tango down.”

Using hand signals, Max sent Bravo Team snaking down the hall in a bound-and-cover approach. They’d already met with resistance, so caution should be exercised more than ever.

With the others executing their plan, Max prompted his team to proceed. On his feet, he hustled forward. At the T intersection he waited, knowing Legend had swept to the opposite side. Max and Legend cleared their immediate areas along their respective walls, starting from the corner and continuing to the farthest. For Max, that meant staring down a door marked STAIRS. The hostages should be up there.

Poised to the left of the door, Max nodded to Aladdin, who provided cover for their six.

Like before, they teamed up and provided protective cover as Max busted open the door. His heart rammed into his lungs as he sighted figures at the opposite end of the hall. He got a bead on the closest.

“Friendly, friendly!” Cowboy’s whispered call stayed Max’s trigger finger.

He blew out a breath. Stairs now. It’d been an easy insertion so far. No doubt they’d meet heavy opposition up that stairwell. Max stalked onward. Up the stairs he went, sweeping his weapon side to side, checking for ledges where bad guys could take out the team. He knew from instinct, from training with these men, that Legend was one step behind him, covering.

Despite their efforts to remain stealthy, the iron stairs rattled as the guys followed. Reaching the point just before he could be engaged from above, Max turned around and covered overhead, searching for an opening, an opportunity for someone to take his head off or add another hole. Sure enough, a clear angle.

Tension mounted. Quick and quiet, he blew out another breath. Another step. He ascended stepping backward. Ever so carefully … backward … covering the side and above. Legend still covered him and a sea of tactical gear snaked upward. Fluid. Smooth. Man, he loved this team. At the top, Max shifted to cover overhead as Legend remained front oriented.

Groan!

Max snapped his weapon to the right as something flew up. He fired. The tango collapsed. “Tango down.”

Like an undammed river, the team flooded onto the second level. Left and right engagements ensued with multiple “tango down” calls. Partitions and cubicle walls created a nightmare of a logistical challenge. As chaos fell quiet, he heard it.

Whimpering and grunts carried through the air.

The sounds drew him onward. Adrenaline sped through his veins. Bravo Team swept wide left, coming around the back side of the stairwell.

Alpha team cleared right. Then left. The place is like a maze. With each advance, the rooms brightened. A window? Light? Hopes rose. Had to be close now. Another L intersection. He stepped around—

Snapped back, his pulse drumming. Held up a closed fist, eyed the team. Nightshade had grouped into strategic positions, all within a dozen feet of each other. Working in teams they protected the hostages but also themselves—no friendly fire.

His split-second recon revealed the scene that faced them. A brightly lit open space. Though the floodlights worked to blind him, he used hand signals to relay the layout, as he could decipher it: Two tangos guarding three hostages. In the corner. Guns to the hostages’ heads.

Legend nodded.

Max whipped into the open.

Flashes of movement. Max nailed a tango to the right of a hostage. He buttonhooked as more gunfire rattled off and cordite filled the air. Smoke and dust spiraled through the blinding setup.

A shadow flickered to the extreme left. Max turned.

So did Legend.

In the second it took Legend to turn, panic spiked through Max.

As if in a slow-frame action shot like a cheap movie, he saw the scene unfold. Saw Legend’s finger coiled in the trigger well. Saw the shadow take shape. And saw who it was.

“No!”

Tat-tat-tat! Tat-tat-tat-tat!

Max lunged, slammed Legend’s weapon down. “Hold your fire!”

The reel skipped into real time.

Aladdin stepped from the far side.

“Hold your fire. Hold fire!” Max made sure the entire team saw his raised fist. “It’s over.” Well, at least the drill. The fury roiling off Legend was a totally different thing. When Lambert intro’d the new guys, Legend had been more than clear about his feelings regarding John “Squirt” Dighton and Azzan “Aladdin” Yasir, especially the latter.

“Fool!” Puffed up and tensed, Legend cursed. “What’re you doing over there?”

Shrugging, Aladdin pointed to the walled space from which he’d appeared. “Half dozen tangos waiting in ambush for the team.”

It seemed Legend’s chest and biceps swelled. “You should be with the team!” He stormed forward. “With them, protecting them.”

When Legend clenched his fists, Max leapt in front of him. “Hold up, stop.”

“I just saved every man on this team.” Aladdin raised his arms. “What’s your problem?”

Brows slamming down and whites of his eyes practically glowing, Legend took another step forward. “You want to know my problem?”

“No, no, he doesn’t.” Midas rushed into the fray as he pulled Aladdin back.

“Legend,” Max snapped. Waited for the big guy to acknowledge him.

Finally, brown eyes came to his. Though tamed the storm still raged. “I told you.” Lips tight, nostrils flared, Legend scowled. “He’s trouble. He don’t know how to work with a team. Bravo Team is dead because he wasn’t there to back them up.”

“They’re not dead.” Aladdin wasn’t backing down. He’d worked solo for too long and didn’t know when to yield. “They’re alive because I detected an ambush and intercepted.”

It sure sounded like Aladdin had moved closer. The man had brains, right? He wouldn’t be that stupid, stepping into the cauldron of Legend’s fury.

“This team works together.” Legend came forward as if Max didn’t exist. “If you can’t work with the team, following protocol, maybe you don’t belong. Know what I’m saying?”

Angling to the side, Max realized he had essentially been sandwiched between the two, who were ready to throw down. “Hey!” He sent a fierce warning through his expression to Aladdin. “Stand down.”

Aladdin’s green eyes flickered to Max. The tension in the man’s face reduced, though not much.

“Look at this, ladies and gents. The assassin knows how to take orders after all.”

Aladdin went rigid. “I just executed four tangos who would’ve split your heart in two. That is, if you have one.”

Air behind him swirled. Images of his friend killing the newest team member flashed through his mind. Max flipped around to Legend. “No. Don’t. I’ll handle it.”

Hands out to the side, Griffin all but snorted. “I’m good. I’m good.”

Max glanced to Aladdin. From his periphery he saw—but could do nothing to stop—the hammer of a fist sailing into Aladdin’s jaw. Thud! Aladdin stumbled back.

Max shoved Legend away. “Stand down!”

Legend took a step back. “I’m good—better.” He grinned, then flicked a narrowed gaze to Aladdin. “I nearly killed you, fool. Why Lambert accepted you, why you agreed, I don’t know. What I do know is that the men on this team”—Legend shifted, indicating the other four hanging back—“they’ll put it on the line for you.” With a swagger, he moved backward. “Tell me, Lone Wolf, will you do the same for them?”

“I did—I saved their lives!”

“No.” Max tried to harness his own anger. “You abandoned your team. Who had Midas’s six while you were playing hero?” He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “We’re a team. Nightshade. Looking out for each other is number one because without that commitment, we cease to exist.”

“So you don’t care about the six tangos.”

Max walked over to the plastic dummy dangling from a spring-loaded axle. He stuffed a finger through a hole in the head of one, where clearly Aladdin had killed the tango. “This guy?” He patted the dummy’s head. “No, because I knew he’d be there.”

Aladdin grunted his disapproval.

“This exercise was to find out—would you be where we expect and need you to be?” Max let the smirk slip from his face. “Don’t fail the team again. Or you’ll be gone.”

[image: ]

Roark Residence, Virginia
New Year’s Eve

Pain turned her inside out.

Darkness held her captive. Pushing her down, farther … farther …

Fire shot through her pelvis. She screamed—but no sound came out. Instead, gushes of water poured into her throat. She coughed. Gagged.

A sickening, sweaty body pressed on her.

“No!”

Dani bolted upright in bed. Shuddering, she searched the darkened room for the predator, for the man bent on stealing her virtue. But … it was too late. That was gone. She had nothing left for him, or anyone else.

The massive room closed in on her. Billowing curtains around the four-poster bed danced like ghosts. A ceiling fan circled lazily over the sitting area. Marble shone brightly against the light she’d left on in the bathroom. All taunting her. This had been the room of a spoiled, naive rich girl. A girl now gone. Dead.

Everything in her trembled. She drew her legs to her chest and hugged herself tightly. Would the shame ever go away? Tears stung her eyes. Slipped past her tight hold and scalded her cheeks. A sob erupted.

Outside her door, light scampered and grew brighter as footsteps thudded to the threshold. Was it Alexandra or her father? She thought about the soft, quick steps. Her sister.

She cupped a hand over her mouth to stifle the cries, ignoring the chill seeping into her bones. If Alexandra heard her crying, if she heard her moving around, she’d come in. Try to act like she knew what to say. Comfort her with empty words.

As quietly as possible, Dani lay back against the pillows and drew the covers over her chest. When had it gotten so cold?

Facing away from the door and peering out through the slit in the heavy baroque curtains, Dani spied the moon. Full and brilliant. After two weeks in the hospital, she’d come home. Life blurred past, Christmas a vague memory—what gifts had she given or received?—and here she lay, still wishing she hadn’t survived that tormented water. Back in the States a month, but even now she still didn’t want to be home. Where things were normal. She didn’t want to go on as if nothing happened. Didn’t want to face her friends. Her family. Her niece and nephews. Her father. Anybody.

She watched light invade darkness until it eventually overtook her. Out there, beyond the curtains and small balcony, the world continued as if no tragedy had ever taken place. As if she didn’t matter. She was insignificant. The emptiness of the word mirrored the emptiness within her.

A knock at the door made her blink.

“Danielle, I’m coming in,” Alexandra called, softly but firmly.

Soon came the creak of the heavy oak door, a click of the lock, then soft padding over the wood floor … then stifled steps as Alexandra walked on the handcrafted Persian rug. The lower portion of the bed near Dani’s feet sunk down under the weight of her sister. Warm pressure rested on her ankle.

What? Was her sister going to once again tell Dani that she knew she was hurting? That while Alexandra had never been … violated—her sister was apparently unable to even say the word rape—she understood the depression, yet she didn’t want to watch her waste away?

“You might want to get dressed,” Alexandra said, a surprising strength in her words. “Because in five minutes, I’m sending someone up. He dropped by, brought flowers.”

He? Dani whipped around, disbelief and shock overtaking her empty mood.

Alexandra pushed off the bed, a triumphant expression on her face. “Five minutes. If you don’t want Chief Petty Officer Metcalfe to see you with hair tangled, clothes wrinkled, and bad breath, I’d suggest you clean up.”

Panic beat a wild rhythm in her chest. “No.”

Already at the door, Alexandra didn’t hesitate.

“Alexandra Norah! Don’t—”

The door closed.

Dani darted to it, her head spinning. She braced against the wall, waiting until the hazy darkness faded. She caught her breath—just in time to hear Alexandra speaking in a singsong voice and telling the guest it’d be just a few minutes.

Slapping her hand against the elaborate paper lining the wall, she groaned. Anger morphed into rage. She spun, staring at the bed. If he came up here … he could …

No. She squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t stay here with him. If she hurried, she could head this off. Get rid of him before he ever made it to her door.

Fury pushed her to the closet. She stared at the twenty-by-twenty space with its tufted, round bench and chandelier. Row upon row of color-organized clothes hung in obscene order. Cedar drawers. Shoes lined one wall. Gowns another.

Had she really been this spoiled? Why was it just now hitting her? Shirking the annoyance, she tugged a pair of jeans from a drawer. She then stuffed her legs into them, surprised at how they hung off her hips. Six months in captivity did a lot for a girl wanting to lose a few pounds. Nothing a belt wouldn’t fix. She strapped one on and flung on a sweater. In the bathroom, she snatched the brush from the marble vanity, raised it—and froze.

There in the full-length mirror hovered a phantom. A girl she no longer knew. A girl with shattered dreams and faded bruises who looked like a bad makeup job. A girl who once believed in happily ever after. Who was a bit naive but every bit as stubborn and determined.

Oh, God …

Laughter from somewhere in the house broke into her awareness.

Dani jerked the bristles through her hair and tied back her long brown strands. She hurried to the door, whipped it open—and stood before a man.

Her heart hitched. She gulped the fear, her gaze diving to the floor. Friend not foe. Friend not foe. She pushed her gaze back to his.

A slow smile spread over his face, lighting his bluish eyes. He gave a curt nod. “I don’t know if you remember—”

Dani eased past him, then closed the door to her room. “Coast Guard, right?” She tucked a rogue strand of hair behind her ear, trying to forget that he had carried her almost completely naked body to safety.

“Yes, ma’am.” He raked a hand through his short black hair. “I … uh … just wanted to check on you. See how you were improving.”

If she was right, he’d checked on her twice a week, every week. Eight times. “I’m fine.” A sure, tight answer that kept her from having to go into the truth. Or go into anything all. Could she get rid of him? “Look …” She saw the hope in his gaze and lost the gumption. How could she be cruel? He’d rescued her. Kept watch over her.

Didn’t matter. The last thing she wanted in her life was a man. “You can go back to your superiors, tell them I’m fine. You did your job.” She feigned a smile. “You should get a gold star or something.”

His expression fell. She could’ve sworn she heard it thunk against the floor. “I’m sorry.” He glanced down. “I’m not here because of my job.”

Was he blushing? Dani’s nerves jitterbugged over the realization. Being in the narrow hall closed off her throat and brain. She stumbled toward the light at the end of the tunnel … er, hall. The balcony. Chief Petty Officer Metcalfe remained with her, his steps even and steady.

“Some place your dad has.”

Her gaze darted to the paintings that had captured his attention. “Yeah. I guess.” It was called overkill. And she hated it.

Stepping into the brilliance of the sun, Dani was startled at how good it felt. A shudder rippled through her.

“Are you cold? Should we go back inside?”

“No,” she snapped, glancing toward the dark hall—and her mind plunged into the prison she’d spent so many months being dragged through. Screams. Banging. Sizzling sounds of electrical torture.

Her feet felt like bricks. Her heart careened into her stomach. Hearing hollowed.

A face burst into her vision.

With a yelp, she shoved the man back. Fight!

He grabbed her arms.

Dani yelled and writhed.

“Miss Roark, please! It’s okay.”

Shock rippled through her at the urgency in the voice and her own name. She stilled and stared back at pleading blue eyes. She wasn’t in the prison. She was at home. He wasn’t here to hurt her. Humiliation crowded out her panic. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Leave. Get away. You’re an idiot.

“If … excuse me.” She stepped around him and skipped a step back into the house.

“Miss Roark, wait.”

His words sent her running. She dashed into her room and slammed the door shut. Knowing Alexandra would come after her, Dani locked the door, leapt into the bed, and yanked the covers over her head.

Buried, she stemmed her tears. Focused on just being … safe. Alone. Quiet. He must think her an imbecile, going nuts at the sight of a lonely, dark hallway. She just wanted to be normal again. Wanted to get back to work, wanted to have a life. Not feel the stinging sensation of being raped with every step she took.

Minutes later, Alexandra’s frantic voice called from the other side of the door. The handle jiggled. Her sister’s quiet crying eventually faded into the oblivion of sleep that claimed Dani. By the time her eyes fluttered open, the soothing blues of dusk had plowed into the sky. She nudged back the comforter—and stopped short.

“Good evening, Danielle.” Soft lines creased the eyes under white, short-cropped hair.

Instant panic bottomed out, embraced by relief. She pushed herself upright. “General Lambert.” She looked to the door. It sat open. She could run. Evade. Her eyes drifted back to his. Kind. Compassionate. Fatherly. “What’re you doing here?”

A sad smile tweaked the sides of his mouth. “Keeping a promise to an old friend.”

Mom. The thought pushed her back against the bed.

“But I’m afraid I have bad news, Danielle. Out of respect to your mother and to you, I chose to deliver the news personally.” His expression faltered in a very subtle way. What was that look? Sadness? Anger?

Braced against the edge of the bed, she waited. What could be so horrible? It wasn’t like he would send her back there. It wasn’t like Bruzon could come and get her. So she waited, believing she could brave whatever he told her.

He stood and walked to the windows where he peered up at the sky. Finally, he turned to her. “I’m afraid the government has … concerns about the validity of the information you delivered.”

The veiled accusation drew her from the mattress. “Concerns?” Chest heaving, she tried to calm herself. “Validity? I gave them Bruzon’s blueprints!”

He held up a hand as his gaze lowered. “I know. I know.” A sigh. “But they question that he would leave that out for you to steal, that he would be walking around with that information. They think it’s too tidy, too clean a scenario. In fact, they discovered a significant amount of evidence on your computer.” He nodded to the Dell she hadn’t touched since returning. “There are pieces of this so-called evidence that anyone with a brain would question the validity of, but the ‘proof’”—he hooked his fingers for air quotes—“was too strong for them to deny. There were images of you with Bruzon—”

“Hello? He held me for six months. Of course I was with him!”

“Two years ago. At his vacation home.”

“That’s impossible!”

“And they’ve found an offshore account in your name. With a significant amount of money deposited recently.”

Dani gulped.

“They believe you’ve helped Bruzon in some way to obtain either the technology or the contacts to secure the technology you say is in that underground bunker.”

“Are they out of their minds? How would I gain the technology for nuclear weapons or WMDs—and that’s exactly what’s he’s building down there!”

Lambert nodded. “I’m just trying to help you understand.” He huffed. “Never mind. There is no way to understand it. But that’s their position.”

She sucked in a breath. That meant— “No …”

Sorrow clung to his handsome, weathered features. “I’m sorry, Danielle, but the FBI has been reviewing your debriefing transcripts as well, and they’ve requested an interview. The Senate Subcommittee on Select Intelligence is launching an investigation, which could lead to criminal charges.” He drew himself straight.

“They are investigating you regarding espionage or treason.”
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