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PROLOGUE

AFGHANISTAN
 OCTOBER 2005

Mark Jenkins was having a meltdown.

It was not a particularly good emotional state to be in right now. It was not helping him hide in the cool autumn night just a few shadows away from the valley where the enemy was setting up camp.

He double-checked his MP4.

It was locked and loaded.

His hands, however, were still shaking.

Jenk used sheer will and several dozen steadying breaths to try to bring himself back.

Some guys in the SEAL teams, like Izzy Zanella who was eyeing him now from several yards away, operated in a perpetual state of pissed. Izzy set his anger on simmer and used it as fuel. Jenk had always thought that was dangerous—until tonight.

Because simmer was a million times better than the rolling boil of rage that had hit him at the sight of those familiar black running shoes hanging limply, lifelessly above his head.

God damn it.

He forced himself to breathe. In. And out.

Smooth, not ragged.

Focus.

He smelled the smoke before he saw the flicker of flames in the distance.

Someone had lit a campfire—proof that the enemy believed they owned this godforsaken patch of dusty land, that they thought they were alone out here in the night.

That was good.

It was also good that the new guy, John Orlikowski, was RTO for this SEAL patrol, a job Jenk himself usually handled.

Being radioman would’ve required Jenk to glue himself to Lieutenant Jacquette’s mountainous side.

Which would’ve made it hard for them both to pretend Jenk’s hands weren’t shaking.

Not that the lieutenant hadn’t already noticed.

On the other side of Izzy, Jenk could see Jacquette and Orlikowski fading back, away from the enemy’s camp. The lieutenant motioned to Izzy, who followed.

Jacquette then glanced at Jenk, signaling for him to hold his position.

Yeah, perfect. You, over there, with the emotional diarrhea: Stay put, don’t move, don’t mess this up by tripping over your no doubt equally shaking feet.

It was weird not to be in the thick of things, not to know what the lieutenant was planning.

Although, if Jenk knew Jacquette—and he most certainly did—the lieutenant was going to send someone to check out the encampment.

Which was why he’d pulled Izzy over. Irving Zanella may not have been anyone’s first choice for taking tea with the queen, but he was fast and silent and, despite his tall, lean build, he was invisible, especially after the sun went down.

Jacquette’s goal would be to find out how many of the enemy were out there. Were any of the leaders identifiable as being on the current list of top al Qaeda terrorists, wanted by the world in the GWOT?

Could the SEAL team get away with killing them all? Just gunning them down—ending their miserable lives a whole lot less painfully than the motherfuckers had done to those civilians when they’d tortured and hanged them—

No, wait. That last bit was Jenk’s own personal goal.

Which was why he was sitting over here in the virtual corner, taking a time-out, trying to turn his grief and rage into something useful.

Not that it mattered. With an eight-man platoon—larger than usual—Jacquette could simply ignore him until it was time to exfiltrate.

As it was, Jenk’s job was to carry the backup radio, in case Johnny O. fell prey to Superman Syndrome. As a newbie, John still felt compelled not to pancake when bad shit started to fly. Like he had to prove to his teammates that his cojones were extra grande. Fucking new guys took a while to learn that getting their balls shot off didn’t make ’em bigger. It made ’em gone.

If it weren’t for the fact that Jenk had been determined to be part of this op, he wouldn’t be here right now. He was only along for this ride because two was one and one was none. Because being suddenly ball-less tended to make a newbie’s voice go up about seven octaves. Dogs everywhere would come running, but talking on the radio would become a challenge, and someone else would have to do it.

Of course, the flip side of Superman Syndrome was the possibility that young John would become ball-less sans altercation—unlikely, but not impossible. Jenk had seen it happen. A guy who aced the intense BUD/S training could become immobilized when out in the real world for the very first time.

Their voices wobbled and their hands shook.

Shit.

It was flipping unfair that anger and fear were manifested in such similar ways.

Izzy elbow-crawled over to him. “Y’okay?”

Jenk nodded.

Iz was looking at him with the strangest expression in his usually mocking eyes. Coming from anyone else, Jenk would have called it concern. Sympathy. Maybe even compassion.

“Sorry about Suhayla,” Izzy said nearly silently. “That was her, right?”

Jenk nodded again, a curt affirmative.

It had indeed been Suhayla’s body hanging, with three other civilians, from the bridge that had been rebuilt after American troops had come in last year and liberated this remote mountain town.

For the third time.

Jenk had been there. He’d seen the Marines set up camp and believed what Suhayla and her friends had believed—that real assistance was finally here to stay.

Suhayla Naaz—a medical doctor educated in London—had been brave enough to step forward and help organize the local government after the first invasion, at the very start of Operation Enduring Freedom. She’d been forced to go into hiding the first two times the Americans had pulled back to Kabul, barely escaping with her life.

She hadn’t been as lucky this time around.

“That’s rough,” Izzy said. “Seeing her all dead like that.”

Jenk managed another terse nod. Yeah.

“Don’t go and get yourself killed, Marky-Mark. I don’t want to have to lug your body all the way back to Jalalabad.”

Typical Izzy. He couldn’t just say, “Dude, I’m worried about you.”

Jenk changed the subject. “You going out for a look?” Normally he would’ve used a hand signal to ask the simple question. Instead, he kept his fists tightly clenched.

Izzy nodded. “In a sec.” He paused. “Fishboy said you’ve known Suhayla a coupla years now. That you got e-mail from her just last week.”

And Jenk knew why Izzy had crawled over here. He was on a fact-finding expedition.

“Were you really banging her all that time?” Iz asked. And yes, that probably was admiration in his voice.

Izzy’s world was a simple one. He believed that a man and a woman couldn’t possibly have a relationship that didn’t include—in Izzy-speak—bumping uglies.

Jenk stared into the night.

“I’ll take that as a no. But you wanted to, right?” In Izzyland, there were only two types of women. Those you wanted to have sex with and those you didn’t.

Suhayla Naaz was, before being cruelly murdered, a beautiful, articulate, intelligent woman. She was also forty-seven years old and married to an English doctor who lived with their three children in Liverpool. In the course of the fourteen days Jenk had spent in her remote hometown last year while ridding the surrounding countryside of various bad guys, she had noted that he was very good at getting things done.

He’d managed to help her gain possession of a truckload of medical supplies and generators. Food. Blankets. Clothing and shoes for children who’d lost everything.

They’d recognized that they were kindred spirits and had become friends.

“That’s why we’re here,” Izzy continued. “Isn’t it? You pulled your usual voodoo and set it up for us to get this assignment.”

Jenk shook his head. “You’re an idiot.”

“Seriously,” Izzy said. “I don’t know how you do it, Eminem. But Gillman said he saw the e-mail—your ladyfriend said there was some serious problem, but no one would listen to her. So, you, I don’t know, mind-control some admiral so that we all come running, and you get to save the day. She’s so grateful, next thing you know you’re boldly going. Only bad luck. We get here too late. No wonder you’re freaking.”

Yeah. That was why he was freaking. Because now that Suhayla Naaz had been brutally tortured and killed, her body hung from a bridge to warn others against working with the Americans, Jenk was never going to get a chance to boldly go.

And just like that, the game was over. Izzy had pushed him too far.

“You are such an asshole. You have no clue,” Jenk whispered through clenched teeth. “Dr. Naaz was amazing. She was smart, she was brave, and she was dedicated to democracy. She was everything all the fucking politicos say we need to find over here, and they left her to swing while they sit in safety and agree that war is hell. You can tell the lieutenant I’m okay,” Jenk told Izzy. “I’m not going postal. But I’m furious at the ineptitude. Why build a bridge if we’re just going to let the sector fall back into the insurgents’ hands?”

“Good question. I’m sure some desk jockey somewhere back in the States has what they think is an answer.”

“The thought that these bastards”—Jenk pointed into the night toward that campfire—“are the ones who killed her…But we helped. God damn it.” He let out a stream of profanity that would’ve made even his father’s eyebrows curl.

Izzy, however, was unperturbed. “Maybe after we neutralize these scumbags who murdered your friend, I’ll go to DC, find the policy makers and ask some pointed questions.”

Yeah right. Jenk made a disparaging noise.

“You don’t think I’ve got the balls?” Iz shrugged. “Hey, I’m not the chickenshit whose hands are shaking.” He held out his own to demonstrate.

“Fuck you.” Jenk accompanied his words with a flip of the bird—with a hand that was finally steady.

Izzy nodded, clearly pleased that Jenk was solidly back in control. Which, more than obviously now, had been the real reason he’d slithered over here. He patted Jenk’s shoulder. “Venting, even just a little, keeps the apeshits away.”

Words of wisdom from Irving Zanella, psychotherapist.

It was a new one for the Iz—three additional syllables added to his usual descriptive postname suffix.

“So come on,” Izzy said. “You and me, Marky. Lieutenant Jacquette wants us to take a little midnight stroll. He thought the brisk night air would cure your girlish vapors.”

And Jenk knew that even though his shaking hands were gone, they wouldn’t ever be forgotten. Girlish vapors. No doubt about it, he would be reminded of this night right up until the day he left the Navy.

Of course, he wouldn’t need any reminders from his teammates. He was never going to forget Dr. Suhayla Naaz, who should never have died.

“Although, word of advice, Mark?” Izzy stopped him.

Jenk couldn’t quite see his eyes in the darkness of the night—but he knew that the taller man was deadly serious.

“It won’t help,” Iz said quietly, definitely. “Even if we find out this is a terrorist cell with direct ties to Osama bin Laden? Even if we have proof these are the mothers who strung Suhayla up and left her hanging…Even if we make sure none of ’em ever hurts another human being again…” He shook his head. “It won’t really help.” He smiled then, morphing back into his usual irreverence, as if suddenly aware he’d given too much of himself away. “Of course, Auntie M, it sure as hell won’t hurt.”

         

There were too many of them.

It was unreal. Insurgents usually knew better than to occupy the same small piece of real estate, for fear of airstrike. Yet here so many of them were, like some kind of Taliban reunion.

Izzy had gone farther north, leaving Jenk to count heads and scan faces and…Wait a sec, wasn’t that…?

Jenk tightened the focus of his night-vision glasses.

Yes, it was definitely Yusaf Ghulam-Khan. The interpreter who’d worked for both the SEALs and the Marines, back when Jenk was here last. He’d been on the Americans’ payroll.

What was it Suhayla had said about him? “I wouldn’t trust him any farther than I could pitch him.”

She’d been a baseball fan.

Back when Jenk had known him, Yusaf had been privy to all sorts of information. He’d sworn an oath of loyalty—not that that meant anything.

Currently, he wasn’t a prisoner. He was walking around, clearly a popular guy, being offered what looked like congratulations…?

And just like that Jenk knew.

This massive gathering was the trouble that Suhayla had written about. She’d sent her brother into Kabul, where there was Internet access, to send an e-mail to one of the few people she still trusted.

Jenk.

Knowing that Suhayla would try to warn the Americans, and not knowing that he was already too late, Yusaf had helped to silence her. At the very least, he’d identified her. It was entirely possible, though, that he’d tied the rope around her neck.

Jenk’s hands were shaking again.

What was it Iz had said? Vent.

“Motherfucker, motherfucker, motherfucker,” he muttered.

Izzy reappeared, materializing from the night as if summoned. He silently signaled Jenk. He’d counted 112 men. Jenk flashed his number—147. Combined, that was nearly 260 enemy combatants.

What the hell was going on?

The insurgents weren’t amassing in preparation for a coming battle. There was nothing out here in the freaking middle of nowhere to attack.

At least not since the Americans had pulled out. Again.

Jenk faded back, far enough away from the encampment to speak, and Iz followed him.

“It’s a supply drop,” Izzy confirmed. “Ammo, weapons, explosives—they’ve got an arsenal in that cave.”

And there was the answer. A resupply. The big question about why the insurgents weren’t running out of ammunition and explosives hadn’t been a mystery for a while. It came in over the border with remarkable ease.

But this ballsy gathering was troubling. It was a show of power—a clear message to the people of this region. It was a clear shout out that the insurgents no longer considered the Americans to be a threat.

Izzy kept moving, heading back toward Jacquette. It was obvious, to him, what needed to be done. They had to report to the lieutenant, who would call in an airstrike while the supplies were still at these coordinates.

If they let it disperse into the mountainous countryside, it would come back at the Americans one bullet and mortar at a time.

But calling in an airstrike was a major problem, and not just because lately air support had to be reserved days in advance. Jenk stopped Izzy.

“How’re you feeling about the eight against two-sixty odds?” he asked the taller man. The equipment he’d seen in the enemy camp wasn’t limited to weapons and ammo. “They’ve got DF equipment—state of the art.”

Jenk had used similar radio detection-finding equipment in a training op, and the bad news was that it worked. Extremely well. Technology tended to play leapfrog. It wouldn’t be long before the whiz kids in the lab came up with a radio that wouldn’t be detectable by this latest round of equipment, but they hadn’t done it yet.

Bottom line, if Jacquette broke radio silence, it would be like announcing their presence—and location—to the enemy over a loudspeaker.

Combined with that artillery Jenk had glimpsed in the flickering firelight…No, that was not a good idea.

“So we clear out,” Izzy said. “Get out of mortar range, and then call in the airstrike.”

“They’re blocking our route down the mountain,” Jenk pointed out.

“So we go over the mountains and through the fucking woods if we have to. There’s more than one way to get to Grandmother’s house.”

Unlike Izzy, Jenk knew this area well. “That’ll take us over the border.” At Izzy’s expression of exasperation, he added, “Look, I don’t have a problem with it. The weapons came from over the border. Fucking Osama’s probably over there, too, being treated like royalty. But I can tell you right now, that as soon as we give him this information, the lieutenant is going to start muttering about not wanting to cause an…”

         

“…international incident,” Lieutenant Jacquette said grimly, just as Mark Jenkins had predicted. It was hardwired into all officers in the U.S. military. But unlike many of the top brass, Jacquette had studied under the best commanding officer of all time, Lieutenant Commander—now retired, which was a real shame—Tom Paoletti. “Other options?”

Like Tommy Paoletti, Jazz Jacquette believed in brainstorming with his men, in a give-and-take of ideas. He actually thought it was a good idea to make full use of all the thousands of hours of training his enlisted SEALs had had in thinking outside of the box.

Izzy scratched his nose as he tried now to do just that. They had to blow up those weapons and explosives, and not die doing it. This was a real Apollo 13 scenario. The SEALs were restricted extensively by the impassable mountain terrain, and the equipment, weaponry, and supplies they carried were limited.

“We could just walk right through their camp,” Izzy suggested. “Collect a few head scarves, cover our faces, and boot-scoot down the trail. Call in the airstrike when we’re out of range.”

“Like no one would notice us,” Silverman scoffed.

“Maybe they wouldn’t,” Izzy said. But if they did, the SEALs were all dead.

“They’d still pick up our radio signal,” Jenkins pointed out. “They’ll know we’re calling in an airstrike and be out of here in minutes.”

They had to figure out a way to keep the insurgents here until the bombs started falling. And not die in the process. Sheesh. It was easy to do one or the other. It was doing both that was going to be a challenge.

“I’ve got enough C4 to blow that cave shut,” Gillman said.

“Yeah, with you in it,” Silverman pointed out. Mr. Doom and Gloom.

“Not necessarily,” Izzy said.

“Are you volunteering?” Silverman came back at him, his normally half-closed eyes opening wide. “Because that’s a strong sign that a plan is totally fucked.” He looked to Jacquette for confirmation. “If Psycho here actually wants to—”

“I didn’t say that,” Izzy spoke over him. “I say we call in the airstrike, then run like hell to safety, which just happens to be across the border. With an immediate extraction, who’s going to know?”

Jenkie glanced at his watch, on top of every detail, as usual. “Helo’s not available for extraction for another six hours,” he reported.

“What the fuck?” Izzy said, speaking for all of them, looking to Jacquette for confirmation. Six hours? “Sir?”

The lieutenant nodded. “Secretary of Defense is visiting Kabul today.”

Holy Jesus. Was that really a mission with priority over this one?

So in other words, they didn’t just have to run, they also had to hide. For six freaking hours. And yes, there were caves aplenty out there in the mountains, but the enemy had the advantage. They knew this terrain inside and out. Plus, they didn’t give a flying fuck about any alleged borders.

“We can take photos, get faces for intel to identify,” Silverman suggested.

“But if we don’t stop them…” The new guy, Orlikowski, started to protest as if it were an actual possibility that all they’d do was take snapshots.

Doing that—the equivalent of nothing—wouldn’t sit well with any of them. Izzy knew that each time some boots-on-the-ground grunt was killed by a sniper or an IED, they’d all get a bad taste in their mouths and a twisting in their gut, thinking about all those weapons and ammo that got away.

“We’re not walking away from this,” the lieutenant intoned in his best voice-of-God imitation.

Jenk spoke up. “I got an idea,” he said, in that barely-old-enough-to-vote, gee-whiz-sounding voice that made Izzy think his next words were going to be We can hold the pep rally in my dad’s barn! “Permission to liberate one of the insurgents, sir.”

Lieutenant Jacquette was African American. He had a broad face, with dark skin and a nose similar to the one Jacko had traded in, back when he was handsome. Jacquette was a very good-looking man—Izzy knew because he’d dated plenty of women who’d made a point to tell him so. But the lieutenant’s default expression was of having just stepped in shit. It could have won him a fortune playing Texas Hold ’Em, because it never changed.

Never.

Well, okay, maybe it changed a little, depending on whether the shit he’d stepped in came from a dog or a bull. But you had to know him really well to be able to tell that difference.

The man was also about twice the size of Jenkins. But Jacquette clearly knew Jenk well enough not to be fooled by his about-to-turn-nineteen, grade-A student, baby-faced Boy Scout appearance.

“Anyone in particular?” he asked Jenk dryly. “Or just any old insurgent?”

“His name’s Yusaf Ghulam-Khan,” Jenk said, because no matter where they went and what they were doing, he automatically knew everything and everyone. And the best way to manipulate them. Izzy knew right then that the SEALs were not going to leave this mountainside dissatisfied. Or in body bags.

Jenk continued. “Let me tell you, sir, exactly how he can help us….”

         

“Yusaf! Thank God!” Jenk dug deep, using all of his experience and talent as the team’s best liar to give the man a sincere-sounding greeting. It took everything he had in him to look into the bastard’s eyes without fear of betraying his true desire, which involved use of his KA-BAR knife.

The man was terrified. Who wouldn’t be after getting grabbed by Izzy and Danny Gillman and dragged into the night? He was also more than a little confused that he was still alive. He was making random not-my-fault, please-don’t-kill-me noises from beneath Danny’s hand, which was securely covering his mouth.

“Relax, dude,” Jenk said, playing the role of the stupid American soldier. “We were out on a sneak and peek—just a standard op, you know, a small squad? Then we ran into this mess.” He gestured toward the insurgents’ camp. “I saw that you were with them, working undercover”—yeah, right, but Yusaf stopped weeping—“and realized that, together, we can bring these fuckers down.”

Yusaf was nodding now—loyal to whoever held the gun to his head. At least for as long as the weapon was locked and loaded.

Jenk nodded at Danny, who took his hand from Yusaf’s mouth.

“Thank God you are here,” Yusaf threw his arms around Jenk. “I didn’t know what to do. They killed Mrs. Naaz—”

Jenk may have been good at lying his ass off, but there was no way he was going to stand here and discuss Suhayla with this scumbag.

He pushed free from the embrace. “We don’t have much time before someone notices you’re missing. Here’s what we need you to do.”

Jenk went into detail, outlining a seriously flawed plan to “fool” the insurgents into thinking they were surrounded by coalition forces. The SEALs in his squad would move into place around the perimeter of the camp, to send up flares that would mark the “position” of each of two “battalions.”

Jenk, meanwhile, would man the radio—ready to contact the insurgent leader, to “negotiate” their surrender.

Of course, Yusaf would return to the insurgents’ camp and tell the leader exactly how many—or in this case how few—SEALs were out there in the night.

They’d send up those flares, and the insurgents would charge up into the mountains, leaving the downward-heading trail clear for the SEALs to make their escape. After calling in that airstrike, of course.

And this was where Jenk’s plan got a little sketchy. With that dog and pony show going on in Kabul, an immediate airstrike might not be possible.

So Jenk embellished, filling his story with the usual diplocrapic debris: They were virtually certain that they’d identified one of the men in the cave as a high-ranking official of an allegedly neutral country, which would help provide proof that that country had terrorist ties.

“Which is why we can’t just call in an airstrike and blow them to shit,” Jenk lied. “We need the weapons and ammo as proof of this man’s criminal activity, do you follow?”

Yusaf nodded.

Jenk dropped his final disinformation bomb. “We just need to stall them,” he told the man. “For a solid twenty-four hours, until the real coalition forces arrive.” He paused, giving his words added weight. “Will you help? Will you go in there and tell them that these mountains are filled with American soldiers? Will you tell them we’ll be contacting them via radio to negotiate their surrender?”

Yusaf just kept on nodding. “Of course,” he said.

Of course.

Jenk clasped the older man’s hand and poured on the sincerity. “We’re counting on you.”

“I understand,” Yusaf said.

Jenk nodded at Izzy and Danny, who’d volunteered to set up those flares. “Move into position. Let’s do this.”
[image: image]

Lieutenant Jacquette was brilliant—letting Marky-Mark have free rein with this sitch.

The lieutenant and the rest of the team in place, ready to boogie down the mountain, no border crossing necessary, as they destroyed the insurgents’ ammunition and didn’t die in the process.

Izzy positioned his flare, rigging it with extra det cord. After he lit this puppy, he didn’t want to be anywhere in the neighborhood, and having a superlong fuse would allow him to get out of Dodge.

Mark Jenkins had known just how to put a similar slow-burning fuse on Yusaf and his insurgent cronies.

He’d even given them a reason to stick around—SEALs in them thar hills. If these insurgents could not just kill but capture a team of SEALs, they could parade them on al-Jazeera television and be real heroes.

Little did they realize, thanks to the simple wonder of a slow-burning fuse, that the SEALs would be nowhere near the flares. The bad guys would charge the mountain and find nothing. No one.

Well, except for Marky-Mark Jenkins. But he was small and fast and good at hiding.

The coolest part of Jenk’s little subterfuge was that he had told Yusaf that he would be sending a radio message to the insurgents—an attempt to negotiate, aka stall for time, before the additional fictional American troops arrived.

Hence, it was a given that the insurgents would pick up the SEALs’ radio signal on their DF equipment.

Izzy knew that Jenk was banking on the fact that the insurgents wouldn’t know how to use that equipment as skillfully as he himself apparently did. An important but as of yet still unknown part of the plan depended on the insurgents failing to recognize that, while sending his “Prepare to surrender” message, Jenk would also be simultaneously calling for the aforementioned airstrike.

Which brought them to goatfuck factor one. Jenk had to convince the numbnuts at command to send an airstrike now, rather than three days from now. That was important.

Once Jenk made radio contact, much depended on his ability to connect with someone back at HQ who would forgo the red tape and paperwork and actually send the help they needed.

Nah, on second thought, the goatfuck factor was handled. Jenk knew everyone. And he knew how to charm, trick or mind-control them into getting exactly what he wanted. No human on earth was immune to Jenk’s talent.

From his vantage point overlooking the enemy camp, Izzy scanned the area, searching for Yusaf. He was still back in the cave, no doubt deep in conference with the insurgent leaders, like a good little turncoat, helping to work out the details of their counterplan.

But the level of activity around the radio, the DF equipment, and an entire array of rocket launchers had increased. And, yes, slowly but surely the insurgents were moving—away from the trail down the mountain and into attack position.

Excellent.

Izzy looked at his watch.

Showtime.

         

Jenk sent the coordinates for the airstrike on the backup radio, then fired off his flare.

The other two flares lit the sky as he ran like hell.

Luck and the small-world factor were on their side. Jenk had gotten through to HQ, to an Air Farce colonel he’d actually met once at an airport bar. Dude was smart for an officer—he was a regular guy. He’d gotten the picture immediately.

He was getting them the air support they needed. And, instead of days or even hours, it was going to arrive in minutes.

Which meant they all had to haul ass out of this area.

Which also meant breaking radio silence.

“Seven minutes,” he informed Jacquette and the rest of the SEALs over the headsets they all wore, as he scrambled down the mountainside.

“Get out of there,” the lieutenant thundered.

“Working on it,” Jenk replied.

Jenk’s position was the most vulnerable. In working within the parameters of the worst-case scenario—the one where they’d had to be put on a waiting list for that airstrike—they’d had to make sure that Jenk was close to the radio that was sending the surrender demand—recorded and on a loop—to the insurgents. The theory was, if the baddies picked up the two different signals, maybe they’d think the second was some kind of shadow or reflection.

At least that was the theory as Jenk had described it when proposing his plan to the lieutenant.

At the time, though, he’d left out the maybe.

The possibility that the insurgents had a radioman who was as well trained as a Navy SEAL was still floating around out there, about number fifteen on the list with the heading “Ways that Mark Jenkins Could Die Tonight.”

Possible but unlikely.

Of course, now “friendly fire” had been moved to the very top of that list.

As opposed to “Hudson River sailing accident,” which was still down at about thirty thousand.

As Jenk slipped and slid in the dust and rocks, making his way toward the surer footing of the trail, he could hear distant shouting from the campground. Although languages weren’t his particular strength, he could tell from the inflection and tone that the words he was hearing were military commands.

Yeah, that was definitely a “Ready, aim, fire!”

It was followed by the thump and hiss of rockets launching.

Thump. Thump, thump-thump, thump. Thump thump. Thump.

Shit, lots of them.

He’d misjudged the insurgents’ bloodlust. He’d thought they’d have a hard-on for capturing a team of SEALs. Apparently, they preferred to blow the Americans off the face of the earth. Which made the next few minutes of Jenk’s life both easier and harder.

He couldn’t tell where the rockets were heading—there was never any way to know. Although if you heard the whine of one falling toward you, it was probably too late to duck.

Damnit, he hated artillery attacks most in the launch phase.

But then he changed his mind. He really hated them most as the bombs started to fall, exploding with a roar of noise and sprays of fire and dirt, shaking the earth.

The urge to hit the deck and crawl for cover was overcome by the need to move as quickly as possible, so he stayed on his feet.

Thump. Thump, thump. Thump-thump. Thump.

At least the trail was clear. It opened up ahead to a fork, and Jenk didn’t hesitate. He went toward the river.

Bad choice.

He heard the rocket screaming and he knew he was dead. But survival instincts were hard to overcome, and he dove headfirst beneath an outcropping of rocks, even while thinking, too late, too late.

The pain was immediate as he scraped and bounced across the grit and dirt. It was like sandpapering the palms of his hands, his chin, his cheek.

And still he tried to go farther, to fit in a narrow little crack between the ground and a rock. He’d never been a quitter, not ever in his life, why should he start now during his impending death?

The noise of the explosion was deafening, and the force of the shock waves lifted him, pushing him even farther back.

Dirt and dust and smoke filled his lungs and stung his eyes and he found himself thinking about his mother, his sister Ginny, his dad. He saw their faces clearly, like a slide show. It was not his life as he’d lived it that flashed through his mind, but rather the people he’d loved. Ex-girlfriends. Amanda. Christy. Heather. Even Shelly the perfectionist, who had annoyed the hell out of him whenever they weren’t having sex.

Little Charlie Paoletti, with his big, drooly-chinned grin…

Jenk coughed, ears ringing, choking on both dust and regret. There was so much more he’d wanted to do, so much of life yet to live.

But then he realized the fact that he was choking meant that he still had lungs—that his head was still attached to his chest.

He moved his right leg. His right arm. His—

Pain shot through him—proof along with the choking thing that he was still very much alive.

His entire left side was pinned. He shifted, trying to pull himself free, or at least to see how badly he was injured, and he heard himself howl.

He checked to make sure his microphone was turned off, and realized that his entire headset was broken. He couldn’t hear his teammates, and they couldn’t hear him.

His watch, however, was still ticking—and still counting down. There were two minutes and seventeen seconds before the enemy artillery—which was still coming—would be the least of his worries. Two minutes and seventeen—sixteen—seconds before the U.S. airstrike wiped 260 insurgents off the face of the planet.

And Jenk with them.

He was too close. And he had no idea how badly he was injured. There was no way he could crawl to safety in two minutes, even if he got himself out from underneath this rubble.

There was also no way that one of his teammates would find him in time since he was heading away from, not toward, the planned extraction point.

But his litany of no way’s wasn’t going to get him out of here. It hurt like hell, but he started to dig, twisting in a way that would have made his middle school gymnastics coach proud.

Another rocket fell, but this time Jenk was able to cover his mouth and nose, burying his face into the crook of his elbow.

And as the roar of the explosion turned to ringing in his ears, as he got back to work, he heard…

“Jenkins!”

Izzy?

“Over here!” Jenk shouted, and then, thank you Jesus, Izzy was there, helping to dig him out, tossing aside the smaller chunks of rock, rolling away larger pieces, pulling him free.

The pain was incredible as Izzy helped haul him to his feet—feet that were still attached to his legs, feet upon which he could miraculously still stand.

His left shoulder was a different story.

Of course, he didn’t need his shoulder to run.

Or did he? Jesus, every step he took sent pain knifing through him.

Izzy seemed to know, and he looped Jenk’s good arm over his shoulder. He was talking to the lieutenant over his radio headset, even as he pushed Jenk to move faster. “Got the radio. Oh, yeah, and bitsy little Jenkins, too. I almost couldn’t find him. He’s so tiny, he’d crawled beneath a rock. Don’t tell the other guys, but I think he might’ve shit his pants.”

“Fuck you, dickhead,” Jenk gasped, laughing despite the pain, through the pain.

“It’s going to be close,” Izzy reported to Jacquette, “but we’ll make it.”

They were going to make it. It was a miracle—the most painful miracle of Jenk’s life, but a miracle just the same.

And Izzy Zanella was his angel sent from heaven.

Somehow Iz had known where to find him. He’d known just where Jenk would be.

“I cut her down for you,” Izzy said, talking now to Jenk, who realized they’d made it over to the bridge.

Sure enough, the bodies—Suhayla and the others—were lined up along the road, faces respectfully covered.

“I figured you’d be heading over here,” Izzy told him. “When you didn’t show, I did the job before heading back to fetch you. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No,” Jenk managed. “Thanks, man.”

“FYI, they shot her, Mark. In the head. It was quick. Before they, you know, strung her up. I know it doesn’t make it better. Dead is dead. I just thought…you’d prolly want to know.”

Izzy had known Jenk was headed here, to the bridge, to make sure that Suhalya’s body was cut down. It didn’t make it any less of a miracle—the idea of Izzy being that sensitive and perceptive was almost as absurd as the idea of Izzy-the-Omnipotent-Angel.

“We’ll make sure she gets buried,” Izzy promised him now, his voice quiet in his certainty.

There was no time to stop to pay his respects.

They were barely out of range when the first of the American bombs began to fall. Through the haze of pain, Jenk heard Izzy singing. “And the rockets’ red glare! The bombs bursting in air…”

He sounded practically gleeful—more like the Izzy Jenk had thought he’d known and kept his careful distance from after hours. The Izzy that no one really called friend, but everyone wanted by their side when out on an op.

They paused on the mountain trail as the insurgents’ ammo dump took a direct hit. The explosion was massive—all those weapons and ammunition and dynamite going up in smoke.

Weapons that would not be used to kill Americans—or innocent people like Suhayla, who had only wanted to live and work in her own country, free from oppression, free from fear.

As they started back up the trail, heading for the team’s extraction point, Jenk knew that Izzy had been right.

It didn’t help. As far as Suhalya was concerned, it was too little, too late.

But it sure as hell didn’t hurt.




CHAPTER
 ONE

TWO MONTHS LATER
 SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
 FRIDAY, DECEMBER 2, 2005

Lindsey Fontaine knocked on her boss’s door. It was ajar, so she pushed it open, peeking in. “You wanted to see me, sir,” she started, but then realized there was someone in a Navy uniform sitting across from his desk. “Oh, I’m sorry.”

“No, come on in, Linds.” Her boss, Tom Paoletti, waved her into the room. “You’ve met Mark Jenkins, haven’t you?”

“Not officially,” Lindsey told him. She’d seen Jenkins earlier this morning. Hanging out at the new receptionist’s desk.

Reading rank wasn’t one of her strengths, but Tom was a former Navy SEAL. His company, Troubleshooters Incorporated, did a great deal of business with the government, including the military. Which meant lots of uniforms walked through their door.

The very young man—Jeez, were they really taking them this fresh out of diapers these days?—pushing himself to his feet while favoring his left side was a petty officer, first class.

And oh, yes, he was definitely first-class—in more ways than one. Extra cute, with muscles.

But wait. His rank meant he’d been in the Navy for a number of years, because petty officers started at third class and worked their way up to first. And that meant he couldn’t be as young as he looked.

Shame on her for making assumptions. She should’ve known better—as someone who still got carded. At the movies. When she went to see an R-rated film.

Lindsey knew firsthand what a pain in the butt it was to look far younger than her years.

“Nice to meet you, Lindsey,” Jenkins said as he shook her hand.

Good grip. Solid eye contact. Pretty, pretty hazel eyes. Great smile. Cute freckles. And not too tall, either. She liked him already.

Except for the fact that he was clearly infatuated with Tracy Shapiro, Troubleshooters Incorporated’s remarkably inept new receptionist. Of course, most men seemed to turn into idiots around women who looked like Tracy, the brainless hairdo.

Not that Lindsey had exchanged more than a casual greeting with Tracy, who’d started working there just a few days ago. But there was no doubt about it, Tracy had set Lindsey’s Brainless Hair-Do-o-meter clacking right away. It might’ve had something to do with Tracy bumming five bucks for lunch off of Alyssa—after flat-out flirting with Alyssa’s husband, Sam.

But okay, to be fair, it wasn’t the flirting-with-Sam part that was a problem. Alyssa had to be good and used to that.

The Real Hair-Do Action came from Tracy lamenting her lack of money for lunch, accepting a fiver from Alyssa with only the vaguest of promises to pay it back, and then, without taking a breath, launching into an explanation of how she’d seen the shoes she was wearing on sale, and she just had to buy them, and could they believe she’d actually gotten them for only three hundred dollars?

When Lindsey came to work, she wore sneakers or clunky-heeled boots, bought on sale for $29.95, so…No. She could not believe that any pair of shoes, even those made by mermaids off the coast of Sicily, could be worth three hundred dollars.

“Jenk found Tracy for us,” Tom Paoletti told Lindsey now. “They were friends back in high school.”

“Ah,” she said. They were friends back in high school was guy code for Jenk had always wanted to jump her bones. Apparently, he hadn’t given up trying. He no doubt thought helping her get a job might work. “That explains it.”

Oops, she probably shouldn’t have said that aloud.

“I mean, I’m sure she’s just feeling her way, first days and all,” Lindsey added, putting on what she hoped would be perceived as an optimistic expression. “I mean, we’ve all had ’em, right? First days. Kind of scary. Kind of overwhelming…”

“Absolutely,” Jenk said, flashing her a grateful smile.

And first days of work had to be doubly hard for Tracy, who’d apparently been intercepted midway through her quest to see the Wizard and finally get a brain.

Cleverly, Lindsey didn’t say that aloud.

“Have a seat,” Tom ordered in that easygoing way he had of making a demand sound like an invitation.

She sat. Jenkins sat, too.

Tom Paoletti was the best boss Lindsey had ever had. Not only was he good-looking in that Captain-Picard-make-it-so, bald-men-can-be-sexy way, but he was also smart and unbelievably kind.

Maybe too kind. Lindsey made a mental note to offer to volunteer to fire Tracy for him. After the past few years she’d had, firing someone would be a cakewalk. She wouldn’t even blink.

She’d mention that to Tom later, when Mark Jenkins wasn’t around.

“We’re going to be playing the part of Red Cell—the terrorists—in a training op with SEAL Team Sixteen,” Tom told her now. “Jenk is going to be liaison as we work out the logistics.”

“Really.” Lindsey looked at the SEAL. “How…” Convenient, she was about to say, since his being liaison would give him even more access to Tracy. Except, Tracy was not a multi-tasker, and his distracting presence would be far less convenient for everyone else in the office. She, for one, was extremely tired of answering the phones because Tracy had managed to screw up the voice mail system again. “Interesting,” she said instead, because they were both waiting for her to finish her sentence.

Day-am, the freckles across Jenk’s nose were positively adorable, especially when he frowned. Combined with those hazel eyes, rimmed by thick, dark lashes…

He was beyond cute, but it was probably in a way that he himself hated. Baby-faced cute. His mouth tightened slightly, because he misunderstood her comment. Interesting…. “I’m twenty-eight years old.”

“Oh,” she said. “No, I wasn’t—”

“You were wondering,” Jenk said. “I could see that you were wondering, so…Now you know. I’m old enough to vote.”

“Actually, I wasn’t wondering.” Lindsey glanced at Tom, who smiled, apparently in no hurry to talk about that training op. Red Cell. That was going to be some kind of fun. “I mean, I was earlier, but then I did the math, figuring that you probably went to college and then…I had you at more like thirty, if you want to know the truth.”

She’d surprised him. “You really thought…?”

She shrugged. “Hey. Without makeup, I look about twelve.”

He looked at her—really looked.

“Being flat-chested helps with the illusion,” she said. “I’m five feet and three-eighths of an inch tall—you better believe I count every eighth. I’m also the same age as my bra size—30A. The A is for my four-oh average at UCLA, which I attended before my seven years with the LAPD.” She smiled at him. “I’m one of Tom’s best bodyguards, by the way. I specialize in the protection of people who might not want their friends, business associates, and/or enemies to know they’re being protected. Because I could tell that you were wondering.” She’d stunned him, so she turned to Tom who was now flat-out grinning. “Red Cell, huh? So you called me in here, boss, because you want me to play the part of Dr. Evil, the terrorist mastermind, right?”

Lindsey liked Tom for a lot of reasons, but particularly because she made him laugh. Some people didn’t get her sense of humor, although Cutie-pie Jenkins seemed to be on the same page after he’d shaken off his shock.

“Sorry, I’m the terrorist mastermind of this one,” Tom told her. “It was a direct request from Admiral Tucker.”

Ah. “Which makes me…” She let her voice trail off. “Mini Me?”

Tom laughed again. “Tempting, but no. Not quite.”

Uh-oh. “Please don’t say that I’m—”

He spoke in unison with her. “The hostage.”

Lindsey stared at him.

“Someone’s got to be the hostage,” Tom pointed out, undaunted by her scathing disbelief.

“Yeah, but come on. How realistic is it for the hostage to weigh only ninety-two pounds?” She leaned forward to argue. “Don’t you want to give the SEALs a challenge?” Lindsey turned to Jenk. “Tell him you want a challenge. Tell him you want, I don’t know, Sam Starrett to play the hostage. What is he? Six and a half feet tall? Two ten? Now if only he had a heart condition, too, he’d be a perfect hostage.”

“This time it’s going to be you,” Tom told her.

She knew when to stop pushing, so instead she sighed heavily. “All right.”

“We’ll talk more later,” Tom said, four little words made even more intriguing by the gleam in his eyes. Was it possible she was going to be more than the hostage? Suddenly this was back to maybe being fun.

Maybe.

“I just wanted you to meet Jenk,” Tom continued. “If he needs help with the scheduling—or really anything,” he added addressing Jenkins directly, “he’s going to come to you, Linds.”

Oh, good. She was going to get to be the secretary, as well as the hostage, helping out with scheduling. Whoo-freakin’-hoo. She would have complained that she never saw Tom assigning Sam Starrett to help out with the scheduling—except for the fact that Sam was bitching about Tom giving him a similar task just last week.

“I was thinking it might be a good idea to have the two teams meet, sometime in the next week,” Jenk suggested. “Maybe over at the Ladybug Lounge?”

“Really?” Lindsey was skeptical. “That doesn’t seem very realistic. Meeting in advance, at a bar?”

Hello, Osama, can the boys in your San Diego sleeper cell make it to a party on Tuesday night?

“This is a silver bullet assignment,” Jenk informed her, then translated. “Just short of R&R. Or it was supposed to be. Before Admiral Tucker got it into his head that it would be a kick to pit Tommy here against the new CO of Team Sixteen.”

Yikes. Lindsey looked at her boss. “Your old team versus your new?” she asked. “That’s gotta suck. For your old team.” She turned back to Jenk. “We are so going to kick your butts.”

“Yeah, I don’t think so. We’re SEALs. And—no offense, Tommy—Commander Koehl’s a good CO, so—”

“The poor guy,” Lindsey said. “Because, like, isn’t Team Sixteen still referred to as ‘Tom’s Team’? I mean, that’s gotta sting. Koehl’s been there, what? At least a year already. That must be frustrating. And now if he loses—when he loses—”

Tom interrupted. “Training ops are not about winning and losing. They’re about learning. About improving.”

Lindsey looked at Jenk, who was looking back at Lindsey with an expression equally disbelieving. Not about winning? Who did Tom think he was kidding?

“And yes,” Tom continued. “This was supposed to be fun. So let’s see if we can’t find the time for that social event. Don’t forget to invite Lew Koehl. Let’s try to downplay the winning and losing thing. Starting right here and now.”

Lindsey looked over at Jenk again. “I’m down with learning,” she said, even as she gazed pointedly at the spot where his rear was planted in that chair, making a tiny kicking motion with her foot.

“Totally into improving,” he agreed, shooting her back a discreet L for loser, shaped with his thumb and forefinger, out of Tom’s line of sight.

Lindsey couldn’t help it. She laughed, covering it quickly with a cough.

Tom, of course, wasn’t fooled. He rubbed his forehead. “I’m serious, people. This is going to be…at best, difficult. Both for Commander Koehl and for me. I want you working together. Let’s turn this into a win for everyone.” He smiled tightly. “Except maybe Admiral Tucker.”

“We should look at a calendar,” Jenk told Lindsey. “And exchange cell phone numbers.”

Those words coming from those lips should have made her heart beat harder. Mark Jenkins wanted her phone number. He was cute and funny and smart—and tremendously flawed. He had, after all, the hots for the Hair-Do. And his wanting Lindsey’s number was purely work-related.

No doubt about it, he was Lindsey’s type. Perfectly, cleanly out of reach, unless, of course he got a little drunk and ended up going home with Lindsey as his solid second choice.

Oh, yeah, if she played her cards right, she could get totally skewered by this one.

Although it had been quite some time since she’d been skewered—or preskewered, which was far more enjoyable.

Still, a little distance would probably be prudent.

“Wouldn’t Tracy be a better person to assist Jenkins with this?” she suggested, even as she took one of the Troubleshooters Incorporated business cards off of the little holder on Tom’s desk. She wrote her number on the back. “I mean, I’m happy to do it, of course. I was just thinking, since they’re, you know, old friends”—wink, wink—“Jenk might appreciate spending time with her.”

Jenkins liked that idea. “Thanks,” he said, pocketing the business card, still rummaging for one of his own. Yeah, she had been right about him favoring one side. He definitely didn’t have full range of motion in his left arm.

Her own shoulder—her right one—twinged in sympathy.

If she hadn’t just decided to keep her distance, she could’ve given him some rehab and recovery tips.

Tom, meanwhile, wasn’t as thrilled as Jenk was about her Tracy idea. “You’re the official TS Inc liaison,” he told Lindsey. “If I need answers, I’m going to come to you. But you can absolutely let Tracy help. That’s what she’s been hired to do. In fact, you can use this opportunity to get to know her, help bring her up to speed.”

Oh, whee.

Tom was an excellent leader. He was capable of reading his subordinates even when, like Lindsey was doing right now, they were wearing their best poker faces.

“We’ll talk about that later, as well,” he said. “I’ve got a few more things to discuss with Jenk.”

“First days are always tough,” Jenk reminded them, as Lindsey got to her feet. He rose, too, terminally polite, as he handed her his card.

“I’ll see if I can’t find the office calendar,” Lindsey said.

“Are you going to be around for a while?” Jenk asked.

“All afternoon.”

He nodded. “Great. Then I’ll catch you after lunch.” No doubt he was going out with Tracy. What a waste. Still, his smile was infectious, and Lindsey smiled back—but distantly, she hoped—as she closed the door behind her.

Out in the reception area, Tracy was making copies as she tried to keep up with answering the phones. Slender, but with curves in all the right places, with long brown hair, startlingly blue eyes, and an exotically beautiful face, she could have made a fortune as a fashion model if only she were five inches taller.

She teetered precariously on the too-high heels of those ridiculous three-hundred-dollar shoes, as she ran back and forth between the copier and the phones.

“Oh, hi, Sam,” she said, as she answered the phone, putting on a sugary voice reserved for anyone who had dangling genitalia. “No, Decker hasn’t called in. Can I help?” The other lines were all lighting up, and the copy machine had stopped, but Tracy ignored it all because Sam Starrett was on the phone.

Lindsey sighed, and went to the other desk, picking up the ringing lines. “Troubleshooters Incorporated. Hold please. Troubleshooters Incorporated, sorry, can you hold?”

Tracy Shapiro was beautiful, there was no question about that. She had a body that all women wished for but few ever achieved. She seemed friendly enough—a little too friendly where Sam Starrett was concerned, though. And, yes, okay, maybe Lindsey was wrong about the no-brains thing. Maybe she was a rocket scientist. Some of the rocket scientists Lindsey had met at UCLA couldn’t answer more than one phone at a time, either.

There was a lot Lindsey didn’t know about Tracy, but there was one thing she would’ve bet big money on if she’d found a taker.

And that was that the Tracy Shapiros of the world didn’t hook up with the Mark Jenkinses.

The man didn’t have a Smurf’s chance in a wolf fight.

Which seriously increased Lindsey’s odds of getting skewered.

She pushed the last lit button as Tracy dragged out her phone call with Sam by asking him about the traffic on the Five. Jesus. If Lindsey were Sam’s wife Alyssa, she’d sit down right here in the lobby, at this desk across from Tracy’s. And she’d clean her entire collection of handguns. Hint, hint, beeyotch. “Troubleshooters Incorporated, how may I direct your call?”

LOCATION: UNCERTAIN
 DATE: UNKNOWN

She was cold. Always cold.

Hungry, too.

He kept the damp basement freezing, kept her carefully underfed.

And almost always in the dark. There were no windows. No way to tell the difference between night and day.

Sometimes he turned on the lights just to disorient her. There was never any rhyme to it, never any reason.

She tried to keep track of time, but it was impossible to do, especially during days like these, when she hadn’t heard his footsteps in the kitchen overhead for what felt like weeks on end.

She couldn’t remember the last time he’d brought her food. All she knew was that the supply she’d been hoarding was gone. She started to believe that she would starve to death, locked down here, cold and alone.

She tried to tell herself that that would be okay. It would be better than what he’d done to Number Four.

But then she heard it. Footsteps overhead.

His footsteps. She’d know them anywhere.

He was sliding something across the kitchen floor.

Someone.

She knew that he hadn’t been shopping while he was gone all that time. She knew it wasn’t a hundred-pound bag of potatoes that he’d dragged in from his car.

There was little she could be certain of in her life—in this nightmare that her life had become. But that he hadn’t come home alone was definite.

And sure enough, he opened the door and came partly down the stairs. The glow from the kitchen spilled into the basement, lighting him from behind, making it hard for her to see his face.

“I’m back, Number Five. Did you miss me?”

She couldn’t remember what he looked like. And she’d never really seen his eyes. Not without the sunglasses he’d worn when she’d gotten into his car. Time was a blur, but she knew it had been months since he’d first locked her down here. Maybe even years.

She’d had a name once—Beth. But now she was a number. Five.

He called her that, called her his champion, too, in his flat Yankee accent, when he opened the door to bring her food. Sometimes he brought fresh water, so she wouldn’t have to drink the brackish liquid that seeped up in a pool, in the corner of this prison.

Lord, how she hated him, how she feared him—yet how she looked forward to those dazzling moments of light.

This time, he threw something at her. She ducked, and it hit the wall before she realized what it was. A loaf of bread. A jar of peanut butter. She tore it open and ate it, as quickly as she could. Because she’d learned that everything he gave her, he could easily take away.

She would have liked to save it, because she never knew if the food and water he’d brought was all she’d get for God knows how long. If he’d gone right back up the stairs, she would have rationed it, both dreading and praying for his swift return.

Sometimes he left food well out of range of her chains, with no way for her to reach it. She’d sit in the darkness, starving, smelling it, even over the constant stench of death.

Sometimes he took and emptied the bucket he’d given her for her waste. Sometimes he wouldn’t bring it back downstairs again for days on end. Sometimes he did. Sometimes he threw it at her, covering her with her own filth if she didn’t move quickly enough out of the way.

All the while calling her Number Five. “You’ve been a good girl, Number Five.”

“You’ve been a bad girl, Number Five.”

It didn’t matter what she did. God knows she tried being good, doing what she thought he wanted, but it soon became clear that the very thing she was praised for on one day would invoke his wrath on the next.

It was an awful way to live.

Only one thing was certain.

After he’d been gone for so long, he’d tell her it was time to get cleaned up. He’d get out his hose and spray her with water that stung and bruised her, that left her soaked and colder than ever. He’d toss her the key that would unlock the chain around her ankle.

But before that, he’d say the words she dreaded hearing, words she could count on hearing, words he spoke to her now.

“I’ve brought you a new friend.”

SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
 FRIDAY, DECEMBER 2, 2005

Dave brought two mugs of coffee into her office.

“Did you make that?” Sophia asked.

He nodded as he slumped down into the chair across from her desk. He had terrible posture. Maybe his brain was just too heavy, and he didn’t have the strength to hold his head up for great lengths of time. “Yeah. I arranged for an accident with the previous pot.”

“So,” Sophia said as she took a sip. “She can’t make coffee, she can’t work the voice mail system, the copies of my report went out missing page five…”

“She’s only been here a few days,” Dave said mildly. “Give her a chance.”

“The Phoenix client was on hold for twenty minutes,” Sophia said. “And I’m sorry, but it was a six-page document. How hard could it be to make sure page five was there?”

“I’ve taken a nonscientific poll. Lindsey hates her as much as you do.” Dave leaned even farther back in his chair, stretching his legs out in front of him. “Alyssa grits her teeth and Tess rolls her eyes whenever her name is mentioned. The men, on the other hand, all agree that the job just might be harder than it looks.”

“So what are you saying?” Sophia asked. “That we’re insecure and jealous? Or that you’re all just blinded by the wonder of Tracy’s sweater?”

“It is a lovely sweater,” he agreed. Out of all the people she’d met since coming to work for Troubleshooters Incorporated, David Malkoff was the most unassuming. He dressed like tech support, in stoner T-shirts and baggy shorts, with long hair waving around what was very definitely not a long-haired face. “It matches the color of her eyes.”

Sophia laughed. “Yes, I’m sure the color was what everyone noticed.”

“I did,” he told her. He looked, in fact, like an accountant dressed up as Jerry Garcia for Halloween.

“Right.”

Dave sat up slightly, blinking at her in mild offense. “I did.”

He looked, well…silly, to be honest. Ignorable. The gelding in a stable of stallions.

He was, in fact, a former CIA operative—brilliant and extremely capable.

“You know, you’ve got a shirt that you sometimes wear,” he continued earnestly. “It’s kind of like a T-shirt only fancier. It’s the same color blue as your eyes. It’s striking. And of course the fabric manages to…hang isn’t the right word, but you know what I mean. It clings. To you. As does the shirt you’re wearing right now, which is…” He was actually starting to blush. “Also very nice. But it’s the color. Blue. Of the T-shirt. It’s the same color as your eyes, that…I noticed. First.”

It was quite possible that Sophia was blushing now, too. Considering her checkered past, she made a point never to dress provocatively. The blouse she was wearing today was nothing special. It covered her—even with the top button comfortably undone. Yet it wasn’t a cardboard box. The fabric did drape around her body.

A body that Dave—among plenty of others—had seen, completely unclad. It wasn’t something they’d ever discussed, but there were times—such as this one—where Sophia could see the memory of her nakedness in his eyes.

“You can’t not know that your…figure is…what it is,” Dave slogged on, hip deep in dangerous territory, but honing in on his point. “And yet you wear that blue shirt. Or the shirt you have on. Instead of a Kevlar vest, which would completely conceal…you know. You. Tracy is a beautiful woman, too. It’s not her fault that she—same as you—looks good in the clothes she wears to work.”

“Maybe I should get a Kevlar vest,” Sophia said. She slipped her arms into her jacket, needing to feel more covered. Dave, the least threatening man on the planet, was aware of her body.

“I’m sorry,” he said, visibly distressed. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” Like a true gentleman, he changed the subject. “Have you decided yet if you’re going to Boston?”

Leave it to Dave to leap upon the one subject that made her equally uncomfortable. Going to Boston—or not—was not something she wanted to think about, let alone discuss. Not even with him.

“Have you talked to Tom about that team leader position he wants you to take?” she countered.

He grimaced, clearly recognizing her subtext. His answer was as giant a no as hers. Still, he hesitated. “You know, if you decide you want to talk about it…”

“Ditto with the job thing,” Sophia told him.

Their boss, Tom Paoletti, was convinced Dave would make a top-notch team leader. Sophia agreed. Dave was fair, he was honest—yes, sometimes brutally so—and he was highly respected. It was time for him to start giving orders, not taking them.

But the words that Dave had used when they’d last discussed it included “not a chance in hell” and “over my dead body.” There was no need for it, he insisted. Not so long as he worked for a company where there were already plenty of people with team leader written all over them.

Alyssa Locke, Tom Paoletti’s second-in-command at TS Inc, was former FBI, as well as a former naval officer. Her husband, Sam Starrett was, like Tom, former SEAL. Lindsey Fontaine was former LAPD. Tess Bailey and Jimmy Nash had both worked at a mysterious no-name agency. PJ Prescott had been an Air Force Pararescue Jumper.

“Deck’s coming in this afternoon,” Dave reported now.

And then there was Lawrence Decker.

Former chief in the Navy SEALs, former Agency operative, champion of freedom, protector of the downtrodden, dedicated to truth and justice, Decker was quietly, relentlessly a true American hero.

He’d made only one mistake in his entire life—and it was when he’d first met Sophia Ghaffari.

He’d yet to forgive himself for it.

He’d yet to forgive her, as well.

Sophia nodded, shuffling the files on her desk, unable to meet the now-steady kindness of Dave’s gaze. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

This was the real reason he’d stopped in. The coffee was just a cover, the talk about the new receptionist just a distraction. Even the mention of Boston was a warm-up to an even more difficult topic.

Dave was a good friend—always looking out for her. He was always taking care of her, even while making it clear that he knew she was completely capable of taking care of herself.

“I overheard Tom talking to Lindsey,” Dave told her. “We’re doing some kind of war-gaming thing with SEAL Team Sixteen.”

Sophia nodded, her heart sinking. She already knew. About the impending op, not about Decker.

Lindsey had stopped in to see if Sophia wanted to help out. The way she’d described it had sounded fun. A training mission—low-key and casual. A chance to get to know the SEALs in Team Sixteen.

It was, at the very least, an opportunity to get dressed up in cammie gear and war paint, and run around in the woods. Sophia didn’t have that kind of training—the work she did for Troubleshooters Incorporated was mostly client interface. Presentations, meetings, business matters.

She’d actually been excited at the idea of trying something new.

But now…

“Deck’s coming in to be part of that,” Dave confirmed her suspicions. “We’re all supposed to participate. Everyone who’s not currently on assignment. Which includes you, by the way.”

She looked up at him at that. She’d just finished that report for Cleveland and hadn’t yet scheduled her impending trip to Phoenix. But…“Deck won’t work with me.”

Dave shrugged. “I don’t think he has a choice this time.”

She put her hand on her telephone, ready to call Phoenix. That’s all it would take—one phone call—to change her status instantly to on assignment. But Dave knew what she was thinking, and he leaned forward, covering her hand with his own, so she couldn’t lift the handset.

“Deck comes in, you go out for lunch. Or to Cleveland,” he continued.

“I make him uncomfortable,” Sophia said. “The least I can do is—”

“Why do you always do what Decker wants?” Dave asked her.

It was a good question.

But the answer was easy. “I owe him,” she whispered, “so much. You know that.”

She still had nightmares. Her dreams were a twisting of her memories, of fleeing for her life on the streets of the lawless city of Kazabek, hunted by a man who wouldn’t have hesitated to separate her head from her shoulders. Sometimes, in her dreams, he caught her. Sometimes, though, it was Decker who found her first.

Either way, she woke up with her heart pounding.

Dave moved her hand off the phone, squeezing it before he let her go. “It’s been almost two years,” he told her. “I think you probably paid him back. It’s time to start thinking about what you owe yourself.” He stood up. “If you want to go out to lunch, my schedule’s clear—I’ll go with you. But maybe, today, we should eat in.”

         

After he got back from grabbing a quick sandwich, Jenk found Lindsey Fontaine in Troubleshooter XO Alyssa Locke’s office.

She was showing Alyssa how to input information onto the office calendar, leaning over her shoulder to gaze at the computer monitor.

“That’s right,” Lindsey said. “Now, see, it comes up in blue on the screen because it’s a personal appointment. And you don’t need to be specific, because it’s no one’s business why you’re taking lost time, but at the same time, it lets the rest of us know that you’re unavailable on Tuesday between two and five.”

Jenk knocked on the door, and both women looked up at him—one African American, one Asian American. With white boy Jenk in the room, it was like being part of the “Small World” ride at Disney.

Or in a video game.

More than Lindsey’s name was androgynous. With her black hair cut short, almost like a bathing cap on her head, she reminded him of a character in a Japanese anime adventure. Of course, much of that had to do with the way she dressed. In that Hawaiian shirt and cargo pants, sandals on her feet, she could have passed for a Japanese boy.

A very, very pretty Japanese boy, with huge brown eyes, a heart-shaped face, delicate gracefully shaped lips, and an almost-elfishly pointed chin.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” he addressed Alyssa. “Lindsey, when you’re done here, would you mind…?”

Alyssa glanced at the smaller woman. “We’re done. I get how the program works.”

“Yeah, well, see, there’s more to it than getting it,” Lindsey told her. It was impressive—she was talking to Alyssa as if Alyssa didn’t totally intimidate her. Jenk had known the Troubleshooters’ executive officer for years, and he still ma’amed her to death whenever he spoke to her. Maybe it was out of fear that if he didn’t, she would smite him with her evil eye.

Of course, since she and Jenk’s old teammate Sam Starrett had gotten married, her use of her evil eye had dramatically decreased. Probably because—in the past—it had been Sam himself that she’d used it on most often.

Lindsey actually leaned on Alyssa’s desk. And spoke to her sternly. “The calendar program doesn’t work unless we all use it. Which means that after I leave here, you will actually have to take the ten minutes and input all of your upcoming appointments. And I’m talking now, not later. Not an hour from now or tomorrow. Not even in a minute. Now. Do we have an understanding here?”

“Now,” Alyssa repeated obediently.

“If you’re lying to me,” Lindsey warned her, as she came out from behind Alyssa’s desk, toward Jenk, “I’m going to come back here, and it’s going to get ugly.”

“I’m doing it,” Alyssa said. “Right now. See? Doing it…”

Lindsey sent her one more dark look as she followed Jenk into the hall. “I’m leaving the door open so I can hear you,” she called back to Alyssa, who was obediently clacking away on her computer keyboard. She turned to Jenk. “You’re welcome—because I know that you’re thinking thank you. You know, for doing your girlfriend’s job?”

Of course. Tracy should have been in charge of maintaining the office calendar. “She’s not my girlfriend,” Jenk pointed out, leading the way into Tommy’s conference room.

“You mean yet, right?”

“We’re friends.”

Lindsey wasn’t convinced. “Yeah, and you’ve only been crushing on her for how long? Since, what? Ninth grade?”

He had to laugh—she’d pegged it so exactly. He closed the door behind her. “Seventh.”

“Oh, you poor thing.” She sat on the table, putting them more at eye level, which was a shame. He liked the fact that she had to tilt her head to look up at him. That didn’t happen very often. Even women who were shorter than average, like Tracy, tended to wear heels. In fact, the shoes she was wearing today, combined with her hairstyle, made her seem to tower over him.

The beach. He had to invite Tracy out to the beach. Get her barefoot…

“You’re even further gone than I thought.” Lindsey was talking to him, and he forced himself to focus. “May I be honest with you?” she asked.

“More than you’ve already been?” Jenk was bemused.

“In my opinion, Tracy was not born with a receptionist’s gene,” she said. “You may want to take her out to dinner tonight, ply her with wine, and prepare her for the fact that a gold watch upon retirement after thirty years of employment is probably not in her future. Maybe you can convince her to bear your children. You know, it’s actually been proven that space-shots—both male and female, I’m not being sexist here—they become more efficient and organized after having kids. I think it’s part of that whole Darwinian survival of the fittest thing.”

Jenk wasn’t sure what to say, especially since Lindsey kept going.

“It’s a full moon tonight, too. People act impulsively during a full moon. More knife fights, but also more sex. I’m betting that Tracy might not be so good at knife fights.”

Was she honestly suggesting that he…? It was hard to tell when she was serious and when she was kidding.

“I’m, um, babysitting tonight,” Jenk told Lindsey. It was nice to surprise her, for a change. “For Tommy and Kelly. They’ve got some kind of rehearsal dinner thing.”

Tommy’s niece was getting married tomorrow.

“Wow,” Lindsey said. “Okay, I’m totally impressed. An alpha male who isn’t terrified by the idea of spending an evening with a seven-month-old?”

This time she wasn’t kidding. At least he didn’t think so. Her smile was sincere, her eyes warm, her admiration more than evident. She was definitely attracted to him. He hadn’t just imagined that back in Tommy’s office. Wasn’t that…interesting? At any other time, he would’ve taken advantage, because the attraction was definitely mutual.

But the woman of his dreams was finally available. She’d moved to San Diego, she’d broken up with her longtime scumbag boyfriend, she was looking for a change. These days Jenk was setting his sights higher than a mere mutual attraction. So he took a step back, tried to make his smile more friend-ish.

“It’s going to be fun,” he said. “I mean, kids, you know? Kids are great.”

Lindsey’s smile was definitely sincere. And his suspicions were confirmed. Women really did have a soft spot for men who liked children. Running out of cash during last month’s poker game over at Tommy’s house had been a gift in disguise. He just hadn’t realized it at the time.

Jenk had been holding a beautiful, beautiful boat. Aces and kings. But Tommy had refused to fold, betting everything he’d had to try to force Jenk out of the game. He’d written up an IOU for five nights of babysitting, just to call Tommy’s bluff.

Of course, Tommy hadn’t been bluffing. He’d had a straight flush, beating Jenk’s full house. The man had incredible luck.

Not just at poker, but in life and in love.

Tom Paoletti had actually gone and married his high school crush. He was Jenk’s inspiration. If Tommy could win his wife Kelly’s heart, then Jenk could win Tracy’s.

He’d yet to tell her he was babysitting tonight—telling Lindsey had been a practice run. But now he couldn’t wait to see that same softness in Tracy’s eyes.

As for the babysitting, Charlie Paoletti was pretty cute. How hard could it be?

“Have you ever babysat before?” Lindsey asked him. The softness had been replaced by concern. And quite possibly amusement. It was hard to tell, because the amusement was usually always present in Lindsey’s dark brown eyes.

Jenk shook his head no. “A friend is coming along, to help.” It still felt weird, calling Izzy his friend. “He has something like nine brothers and sisters. He’s the youngest—all his older brothers and sisters were having kids when he was, like, ten.”

Tom had been uncertain about leaving Charlie alone with Jenk—until Izzy had volunteered to assist. Apparently the Iz-Meister had sat for Charlie before.

Strange, but true.

“That’s good,” Lindsey said. “That you’ll have help. It’ll also be better for, you know, your shoulder.”

“Did Tommy tell you…?” He realized that he’d unconsciously reached up to rub it.

She shook her head. “You’ve been favoring it. Only slightly, though. I only noticed because I can relate. I was in an accident about five years ago. Really messed mine up.” She rotated her right arm. “I’m now prone to dislocating it, which is barrels of fun.”

“I’m still rehabbing,” Jenk admitted.

She nodded. “Pain in the butt, huh?”

And there they were, just smiling at each other again. Friendly smiles, he reminded himself. Tracy, Tracy, Tracy. “Tommy thinks very highly of you,” Jenk told her.

She waved the compliment away. “I’m serious about Tracy,” she said. “I know she’s your…friend, but this just isn’t the right job for her.”

“Working the front desk is not that hard.”

“That’s right,” she said. “It’s not. And yet…”

Tracy wasn’t getting it done. Damn it. “I’ll talk to her,” Jenk said.

“What this office really needs is a Mrs. Landingham. You know, the President’s old secretary from…? I guess you don’t watch West Wing.”

“I don’t watch much TV.”

“Not even Lost?” she asked.

Jenk shook his head.

“Or Boston Legal? I’m thinking of starting a new religion, with William Shatner as my god.”

“When do I have time to watch TV? All the stories are connected, I turn it on, and it’s like watching the Spanish station. What the eff is a hatch doing in the freaking jungle, anyway? So I flip to ESPN. You can come into the middle of a football game and know exactly what’s up. Some of these shows—you have to plan your life around watching them.”

“Yeah, I don’t have a life,” Lindsey admitted. “I go to work, I come home. My most intimate relationship is with my TiVo. I’d get a cat, but I’m allergic. And by the way, it’s okay if you drop the f-bomb on me. After seven years with the LAPD, I’ve heard it before. At least, oh, six, seven times.”

Jenk laughed. “That many, huh?”

“Back to Tracy,” Lindsey reminded him. “How well do you know her?”

“Not very well,” he admitted. “I mean, it’s been a long time since high school. I’m sure she’s changed. I have, too.”

“It’s just that she’s so easily distracted. She seems so much more suited for retail sales. Working at the mall with all the twinkly, shiny things to sell?”

“We can help her get up to speed,” Jenk said.

“We,” Lindsey repeated.

She was sitting there, enormously skeptical. But not uninterested. That was good. She had a solid sense of humor, which was important when dealing with Tracy, who sometimes spiraled into one of her “I’m not good enough” moods.

Lately that attitude had been front and center. Jenk’s sister, Ginny, had told him Tracy’d been fired from her job of appointment scheduler at a dentist’s office in the same week that she’d walked in on her cheating lawyer boyfriend and his latest affair. Her move out here, to California, was part of an attempt to start fresh.

But playing the pity card wasn’t likely to work with Lindsey. No, Jenk knew just how to get her on board this particular train.

“If you help me with Tracy,” he told Lindsey, “I’ll talk Tommy out of using you as hostage during the op.”

Her eyes widened. “Wow. You could do that?”

“Yes, I could.” Considering he was the one who’d orchestrated this entire training op. But he didn’t want to cop to that, not after Admiral Fucker stirred some of his ugly into the pot by making it a showdown between Tommy and Commander Koehl.

“Wow,” she said again.

“Do we have a deal?”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I talked to Tom while you were at lunch. I’m good with the hostage thing now.”

She was serious. He found himself searching her eyes. They were totally unreadable—except for the amusement dancing there. And as for that small smile playing about the edges of her delicate lips…If he weren’t a SEAL, it might’ve scared him.

Particularly when she continued. “We both know that, no matter what Tom says, this training op is going to be a competition. You against us. So here’s the deal. I’ll help you try to help Tracy over the next few days, until the op. If your SEAL team wins, I’ll give her another full month. But if you lose, then you’ll have to get her to hand in her resignation within that month, so Tom doesn’t have to fire her.”

Jesus. What had Tom told her? Something that had made her convinced the TS Inc team was going to win this thing.

Of course, Tommy didn’t really know Commander Lew Koehl all that well.

Lindsey reached out with her foot, kicking him lightly on the leg. “Unless you don’t think your SEALs can win. I mean, that’s understandable. You probably know Tommy better than I do. He’s formidable. And Sam Starrett, Alyssa Locke, Larry Decker…We’ve got quite the team. I personally wouldn’t agree to this deal. I mean, if I were you.”

She was totally manipulating him, working and molding him like a piece of clay. He oughta know, he’d used similar tactics himself, plenty of times before.

Still, Jenk found himself holding out his hand. “We’ve got a deal,” he said, as they shook.

She had small hands with slender fingers that were cool to the touch.

Her smile, though, had one hell of a spark. “You,” she told him happily, “are totally toast.”
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