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“I’m here,” Nils said, painfully aware of how little that might mean to her. He tried again. “You’re not alone in this anymore, Meg.”

She clung to him, and he held her just as tightly, stroking her hair, kissing the top of her head, wishing . . . Christ, he didn’t know what he wished.

Maybe he wished that she could’ve been in his arms any place else in the world and at any other time but right here and right now.

He could feel Lt. Paoletti standing off to the side, giving them both some space. But they didn’t have much time.

“I need you to be tough for just a little bit longer,” he told her. “Can you do that for me, Meg? We’ve got a lot of questions that only you can answer.”

She was trembling, but somehow managed to nod, yes. She released her death grip on his neck and pulled back to look at him, wiping her eyes with one shaky hand.

“They kidnapped Amy and my grandmother,” she said. “They said they were Kazbekistani Extremists, and that, and that if I didn’t come here and abduct or kill the new Ambassador—they didn’t really care which—they’d kill them.”

Her eyes welled with tears again, but she wiped them fiercely away. “But then I thought of you. I thought if anyone could get me out of this . . .”

“You did the right thing,” he reassured her. “Calling me—asking for me—was the right thing.”
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One

MEG DIDN’T UNDERSTAND at first.

The man was smiling, and his pleasant expression and tone of voice didn’t match his words. “We’ve taken your daughter hostage.”

She was in the parking garage beneath her condo, hauling a box of files from the back of her car, when he approached her. She wasn’t even a hundred feet away from Ramon, the building’s security guard.

The smiling man must’ve seen the confusion in her eyes, because he said it again. In a Kazbekistani dialect. “We have your daughter, and if you don’t follow our orders, we’ll kill her.”

And this time, Meg understood. Amy. She dropped the box.

“Everything okay over there, Ms. Moore?” Ramon was down off his stool, starting toward them. There’d recently been a rape in another parking garage in this part of Washington, DC.

“Tell him yes,” the smiling man murmured, opening his baseball jacket, giving her a flash of a very deadly looking gun.

Oh, God. “Where is she?”

“If I don’t make a phone call to my associates within the next hour, she’s dead,” he told her as he bent down to pick up the box. “My associates are Kazbekistani Extremists.”

Terrorists. But not just regular terrorists. The Extremists were religious zealots, capable of terrible violence and cruelty, all in the name of their god. And they had Amy.

Oh, God.

“Everything’s fine,” Meg called to the guard, her voice shaking only slightly.

“We’re old college friends.” The man turned his friendly smile on Ramon. “I thought I recognized Meggie. I didn’t mean to appear before her like the ghost of Christmas past, though, and scare her half to death.”

Ramon’s hand was on the gun holstered at his waist. He smiled politely, but his dark brown gaze was on Meg. “Ms. Moore?”

Help.

She’d prepared for situations like this, back when she was working at the American embassy in Kazbekistan, an Eastern European country also know as K-stan or “the Pit” to the Americans who served time there. During her stay, she was reminded regularly that the United States didn’t negotiate with terrorists. The best solution was preventive—stay safe, stay secure, stay away from dangerous persons and situations.

It was a little late for that now—although who would have thought a K-stani terrorist would show up here in Washington, all these years later?

Meg knew what she should do in this situation. She should enlist Ramon’s help while this man held her box of files, while his hands were full and he couldn’t easily reach for his gun. She should be a strong American and refuse to negotiate with terrorists. She should seek help from the FBI.

Who, no matter how good they were, wouldn’t be able to find her ten-year-old daughter within the next sixty minutes.

After which time Amy would be killed.

Meg forced a smile. American be damned. She was playing this one out as Amy’s very frightened mother. “It’s all right, Ramon,” she lied. “We’re . . . old friends.”

“How about I carry this upstairs for you?” The man continued the charade. His English was remarkably good—he had only the faintest of accents. “We could talk about old times over a cup of coffee.”

“Great.” She smiled again at Ramon, who watched them all the way over to the elevators.

“Where is she?” Meg hissed from behind her frozen smile. “Where’s Amy? And what about my grandmother?” Amy had planned to take her great-grandmother, Eve, to the Smithsonian while Meg picked up these files she’d been hired to translate. Meg hadn’t been sure exactly who was the baby-sitter—the ten-year-old or the seventy-five-year-old.

“The old lady’s your grandmother.” He nodded as he pressed the elevator’s call button. “I thought she was too old to be your mother. We’ve got her, too.”

Meg felt a rush of relief. At least Eve was with Amy. At least Amy wasn’t alone and terrified and . . . “I don’t understand. I’m not rich, and—”

“We don’t want your money.” The elevator doors opened and he stood back, politely letting her on first—the perfect terrorist gentleman. “We want you to do us a little favor.”

Oh, God.

“You frequently do business at the Kazbekistani embassy across town, right?”

Oh, mighty God. The doors slid closed, but she kept her smile in place. Ramon would be watching through the security cameras.

“I only work as a consultant, a translator. It’s never, I never . . .”

He pushed the button for twelve. Somehow this man she’d never seen before knew she and Amy lived on the twelfth floor.

Meg took a deep breath and tried again. “Look, I’m not allowed into any areas inside the embassy that contain confidential information or—”

“We don’t want you to spy for us. We already have an agent in place inside the embassy for that purpose.” He laughed and it wasn’t purely for the cameras. This man was enjoying himself, amused by her fear.

A fear that morphed hotly into anger as she turned her back to the security camera. “Then what do you want, damn it? How do I even know you’ve got Amy and Eve?”

The elevator doors opened at the twelfth floor. He stepped back, again to let her go first. “If you like, we’ll send you the old lady’s head in a box—”

“No!” Oh, God.

He laughed again. “Then I guess you’ve just got to trust me, don’t you, Meggie?”

Meg’s hands were shaking so badly, she couldn’t get her key into the lock.

He shifted the box to one arm and a hip as he gently took her key ring from her, opened the door, and pushed her inside, following her into her living room. “I’m afraid I can’t be as trusting,” he continued, setting her box next to the couch. “After we discuss strategy and negotiate terms, I’m going to drive with you over to the embassy. I know it’s after five, but there’s a function tonight. Nothing formal. You can wear jeans. In fact, I want you to wear jeans. With those boots you have. What are they called? Cowboy boots. Or should it be cowgirl boots?”

“Negotiate terms?” Meg didn’t give a damn what she wore. “What terms?”

“Well, it’s actually a pretty simple negotiation with only one or two minor points. But the bottom line is that if you want to see your daughter and grandmother again, you’ll do what we tell you to do. If you don’t . . .”

“I do.”

“Good.” He crossed to the windows, pulled the curtains. “Once you’re in the embassy, our inside agent will keep an eye on you. If you make any attempt to get help or to contact the authorities at any time, we will kill your daughter. Have absolutely no doubt about that.”

His smile was gone.

Meg nodded. She didn’t doubt him. After living and working in Kazbekistan for years, she knew quite well what the Extremists were capable of.

“What do you want me to do?”



Eve was certainly old enough to recognize real trouble when she found herself in it up to her hips.

And regaining consciousness on the hard metal floor in the back of a moving cargo van with her hands and feet tied was something of a clue that this day had taken a real turn for the worse.

It hadn’t started out as a real swell day anyway, considering it was her seventy-fifth birthday and she’d long since given up celebrating the fact that she was continuing to get older. A faceful of wrinkles, sagging breasts, thin gray hair, loose skin, brittle bones, failing memory—wah-hoo! Let’s have a party!

She hadn’t minded so much while her husband was alive. He’d always managed to make her feel twenty years old and impossibly beautiful. But he’d been gone for two years now, and for two years, all she’d felt was old.

She could smell cigarette smoke, hear the hum of low voices drifting back from up front.

When she’d first awakened, she’d thrashed about a bit, searching desperately in the dimness for her great-granddaughter. She’d found the little girl right away. Amy was still unconscious—knocked out from whatever drug they’d been given, there on the sidewalk outside the Smithsonian.

Eve had made sure the girl was breathing, made certain her pulse was clear and strong, then had sunk back onto the floor, the rope digging into her wrists and ankles, the cold metal biting into her tender hips.

They were moving steadily forward, without any radical turns. The van was on the highway, Eve decided. Lifting her head slightly, she caught the final glow of the sunset out the front windows, to the right. They were heading south, probably on Route 95.

How had this happened?

Eve closed her eyes, struggling to remember.

She and Amy had been headed to the Smithsonian, ready to spend the day taking it all in. They’d packed a picnic lunch as Meg had rushed out the door, promising a birthday that Eve would never forget.

Eve doubted that this was what her favorite granddaughter had meant.

She and Amy had just gotten out of a cab and were there on the sidewalk in front of the museum when a man had approached them, hopelessly lost, asking for directions.

He had a map, and as Eve had leaned over it, trying to read the tiny street names, she hadn’t noticed someone else coming up behind them until it was too late. Until they’d grabbed her, grabbed Amy.

She could remember Amy screaming. She could remember her own struggles to reach the little girl, and the sharp stab of a needle that made the world wobble and waver and finally just plain disappear.

There was no doubt about it. She and Amy had been kidnapped.



She had to find Osman Razeen.

Meg could feel a bead of perspiration trickle down her back as she tried to move purposefully up the stairs toward the new Kazbekistani ambassador’s office. She tried to look as if she had a real reason to be here, tried to look as if she couldn’t feel the gun in her boot, hard and cold against her leg. She tried to look as if her insides weren’t tied in a knot of fear for Amy. Please God, don’t let them hurt her . . .

This was impossible.

Ridiculous.

Although it had been absurdly easy getting into the embassy with a loaded gun. The decorative chains on her cowboy boots had set off the metal detector at the front entrance—the way they’d done many times in the past. She knew the guard on duty—Baltabek was his name—and he just rolled his eyes, laughed, and waved her through.

Obviously the Extremists had been watching her for a while. Obviously they’d targeted her specifically for this because they knew she could get into the embassy unquestioned.

What else did they know about her?

They knew that she’d do anything—anything—including give her life to keep Amy safe.

Including smuggle weapons into the Kazbekistani embassy, intending to kidnap or—if it looked as if she couldn’t get her target out—to kill.

That target was a man named Osman Razeen, the leader of a rival terrorist group known as the GIK—the Islamic Guard of Kazbekistan. The Extremists hated the GIK and thought Razeen disloyal to their cause and deserving of death. They wanted to bring him back to K-stan for a public execution. But they’d settle for his assassination right here, right now.

And the Extremists seemed confident that Meg, in order to protect her daughter, would be capable—if she had to—of pulling that trigger and ending his life.

Meg didn’t know for sure that this Osman Razeen was really here, inside the embassy. But the thought that he could be here, that the leader of the GIK might have worked his way so thoroughly into the political trappings of his country’s government, was mind-boggling.

Still, at this moment, she didn’t give a damn if the K-stani government had been penetrated by spies or terrorists or even the Easter Bunny himself.

At this moment, she wanted only to save Amy and Eve.

And to do that, she had to find Osman Razeen.

She couldn’t get help without the Extremists finding out. There was no one inside the embassy that she could speak to, no one she could trust.

She couldn’t even dare to approach the Americans that were here at the embassy on business. One of them could just as well be the Extremists’ inside man.

Meg looked back at the K-stani guards standing at the foot of the stairs in their ornate formal uniforms. Despite the bright colors and the flash of gold braids, those uniforms weren’t half as resplendent as the U.S. Navy’s dress whites.

No, there was no one and nothing that could compare to an officer of the U.S. Navy when he was dressed to shine. . . .

Meg gripped the banister, stopping short at the top of the stairs. She needed help—there was no doubt about that. There was no way in hell she could do this alone. And in a flash of clarity, she realized exactly whose help she needed, and how she just might be able to get it.

But first she had to find Osman Razeen.

He was believed to be a tall man, about six-one or -two, dark hair, brown eyes, about forty years old. The Happy Terrorist from the parking garage had shown Meg a blurred and faded photograph taken a good fifteen years ago. It was apparently the only picture in existence of the elusive Razeen.

She’d studied the photo, memorizing his chin, his nose, his light brown eyes and his rather unremarkable face, praying that she’d recognize this man when she saw him.

In the picture, he didn’t glare the way a terrorist was supposed to glare. He didn’t have a heavy, furrowed brow or thin, cruel lips. In fact, his lips were rather full, and he smiled crookedly, charmingly, at whomever was taking the photograph.

And now he was fifteen years older. His hair might be gray. It might be gone. He might’ve gained fifty pounds, might’ve aged into someone unrecognizable.

And to add to her problem, Razeen could be virtually anywhere. He could be in the kitchen, disguised as part of the serving staff, cutting lamb into cubes for shish kebab for tonight’s dinner. He could be the aide to the ambassador. God, he could be the new ambassador. . . .

Then Meg saw him. It had to be him, didn’t it? Osman Razeen, only slightly heavier than the man in the photo, dressed in a dark business suit, deep in conversation with three other men as they headed together down the hall. But she wasn’t sure. How could she possibly be one hundred percent certain it was him?

He was about the right age, the right height, the right coloring.

His companions were speaking in Russian as they passed, one of the men, heavyset and balding, making a cruel joke about Putin.

All four men laughed, and it was the smile, that same slightly crooked smile that was in that photo, that convinced Meg.

She’d found Razeen.

As she watched, he went into the men’s room with the other three men. And she knew. It was now or never. She couldn’t have asked for a better location.

Meg crossed the hall, heading directly for the ladies’ room, right next to the men’s. She pushed open the door and went into a stall, where she pulled up her pant leg and reached into her boot for the gun.

She took off the safety the way the Extremist had shown her, slipped the compact weapon into her jacket pocket, finger wrapped around the trigger.

Pushing her way back out of the stall, Meg purposely didn’t look at the big mirror above the sinks. She refused to look at the reflection of her face, pale and grim, refused to think about the fact that these next few moments could well be her last. By pulling out that gun, she would be making herself a target, damn near begging to get herself shot and killed.

But she’d do it. She’d kill Razeen if she had to. And if and when it came down to it, she’d even die herself. For Amy.

Yes, the Extremists knew quite a lot about her.

But they didn’t know everything.

They didn’t know about John Nilsson.

She yanked open the door, hung a sharp left, and went directly into the men’s room.



Alyssa Locke missed her uniform.

She hated waking up each day and staring into her closet. She despised having to decide which pants to wear with which blouse and which blazer.

And then there was the matter of accessories. Locke wished she could wear a tie, but unfortunately the Annie Hall look had come and gone before she was out of grade school. So she also had to worry about whether or not to tie a scarf around her neck for a splash of color. Would that make her look too feminine, or would it counteract the message sent by her extremely sensible, flat-heeled shoes?

Yes, she missed her uniform.

She also missed the order and regulations, and the inherent respect that was so often absent in the civilian sector.

But that was about all that Locke missed since resigning her commission as an officer in the U.S. Navy.

What she didn’t miss was the frustration. Frustration caused by the knowledge that despite her talents and skills, despite the fact that she was the best sharpshooter in the entire U.S. military, she was destined to be kept far from the real action. Despite the fact that she could meet the fitness requirements, there was no chance in hell she’d ever be welcomed into the hallowed ranks of a spec-op group like the U.S. Navy SEALs.

Simply because she’d been born without a penis.

Not that she particularly wanted one.

Locke smiled as she got into the elevator and headed skyward toward her office. Now, that wasn’t entirely true. She did happen to want one. At times, she wanted one quite badly, in fact. Unfortunately, though, penises came attached to men. And therein lay one of her biggest problems.

Men wanted to own her.

Alyssa Locke was a beautiful woman. She could state that without any ego involved. Why should her ego have anything to do with it? It was pure genetics that gave her green eyes, flawlessly smooth mocha-colored skin, and a face that combined the best features from all of her various African American, Hispanic, and white parents and grandparents.

Sure, maybe she worked out to keep the body God gave her trim and in shape, but the basics were there to start with.

Now, her skills as a shooter . . . That was something about which she could be extremely egotistical. And rightly so, because she was as good as it got. She’d honed that skill with hard work and endless practice, until hitting a target dead-on became as natural and effortless as taking a breath.

Yeah, when it came to shooting, she was all that, and more.

The FBI wouldn’t have sought her out for their top counter-terrorist unit if they didn’t think as much, too.

And when the FBI recruiter said the magic words field work, Locke shook hands on the deal, resigned her commission, and went out shopping for black business suits and a pair of dark sunglasses.

The elevator opened onto her floor, and she moved briskly down the hall, keeping eye contact with the mostly male agents to a minimum. She’d give a nod of acknowledgment if she knew them on a first-name basis. But God forbid she smile. The male interpretation of a friendly smile in the hall was somewhere between “I’m extremely interested, let’s have a drink after work” and “I want to jump your bones right here, right now.”

She’d stopped smiling at a man—unless he was a close friend—right about the time she’d turned fifteen.

She breezed into her office, opened the drawer of her desk, and dropped her fanny pack inside.

Jules was already in. He’d poured her a cup of coffee and left it steaming in a mug atop her desk, bless his strange little soul. Even though it wasn’t morning, their day had just begun.

He stuck his head in the door, and today it was quite a head. FBI Agent Jules Cassidy had gone blond. Garishly, glaringly blond, with dark brown roots.

The dye job and the new cut made him look about seventeen years old, which was exactly the idea. With his handsome baby face and vertically challenged stature, he could gain access to places more traditional FBI suits could never get into.

“Any word?” he asked.

Locke shook her head, settling behind her desk. “Nothing yet.” And she didn’t want to talk about it. “That nose ring real or—”

“Nah. You think I would risk scarring this face?” He took it off as he came all the way into her office. He was wearing a silk shirt and leather pants that were impossibly tight. Amazingly tight. If she had a thing for gay seventeen-year-olds, she’d be in big trouble. “I was doing the club circuit—the early happy hour crawl—searching for Tony Ghilotti. I forgot I had it on.”

“Find him?” she asked.

“Nah. Son of a bitch’s long gone. I’m sure of it. But try telling that to the boss. . . .” He gazed at her, his brown eyes concerned. “I’m the one doing double shifts, but you’re the one looks like shit. Sleep much lately, girlfriend?”

With anyone else, she would’ve lied. But this was Jules, so she shook her head. Over the past few months, they’d worked too closely together too often to keep any secrets.

He watched as she took a sip of her coffee. “You know, it’s got to happen soon. And your sister’s going to be all right.”

Locke nodded and smiled because he wanted her to nod and smile. “It’s the waiting that’s killing me,” she admitted.

“Maybe you should take some time off,” Jules suggested. “Go hang out with her—”

“Bad idea.”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He ran his hand across the top of his head. “So. You hate the hair.”

Locke had to laugh. “You are so vain,” she told him. “You know exactly how gorgeous you look, Mr. Fishing-for-a-compliment.”

He grinned, turning to give her a view of his backside. “Check out my ass in these pants.”

“Already did, thanks.”

“And . . . ?”

“Thanks for the coffee,” she said. “Get out of my office.”



“Hands up! Move it! Come on, hands high—up where I can see ’em!”

Two of the men were standing by the sinks, two—Osman Razeen and the heavyset man—were still over by the urinals. They all looked up in surprise as Meg burst into the men’s room.

“What is this—”

“Freeze!” she shouted, holding the gun in both hands, the way she’d seen on cop shows on TV, shifting her aim from one group of men to the other. “Don’t move, don’t talk, don’t do anything but put your hands in the air! Now!”

Oh, God, was she really saying this, really doing this?

It worked. Four pairs of hands went up, and the heavyset man peed on his shoe.

His pants were unzipped and . . .

Oh, this was just perfect.

She waved her gun at the men over by the sinks. First things first, then she’d deal with . . . other issues. “Get over with the others. Move it, let’s go!”

They moved.

The K-stani embassy men’s room was much larger—at least five times more so—than the women’s room. The walls were covered with blue tile, the floor a paler shade. Urinals lined one wall, the stalls were across from the sinks. There were no windows and only that one door.

It was the perfect location for holding off a siege.

“Keep your hands high.” Meg quickly checked to make sure there was no one else in the room, no one hidden in one of the stalls.

“Do you mind if I—”

“Yes.” She cut the heavy man off. “Keep your hands up.”

She wanted to apologize. So sorry for the humiliation but I can’t let you lower your hands, not even for that. . . . But she knew she couldn’t risk coming across as weak. She had to keep them believing that she knew how to use this gun, that she would use this gun if they threatened her.

And she couldn’t let them lower their hands. Not if she wanted to stay alive.

Sure, the ambassador’s staff weren’t supposed to carry weapons in the embassy. But there was also a rule stating that she wasn’t supposed to have a gun, either. And here she was. Fully armed and dangerous.

“Do you honestly think you can take the Kazbekistani ambassador hostage inside his own embassy?” the heavy man asked. He was sweating, and Meg realized that he didn’t fear a hostage situation. He was afraid she had come here on a suicide mission, to gun them all down. Such were the ways of the violent world from which he’d come.

Razeen was silent, just watching her, his dark gaze impossible to read, but another man spoke up. “Perhaps we could negotiate. If you would tell us what it is that you want . . . ?”

“I want silence,” Meg told them sharply. “I want your hands in the air. I want you—” She pointed with her gun at the heavyset man in all his unzipped glory. “—to take a message to both your government and mine. I want all guards and police to stay far away, I want this entire floor cleared. If someone so much as touches this door, I’ll start shooting. You make sure they understand that—they breathe funny on the door, and these men are dead.”

He nodded his understanding, his double chins wobbling.

“Tell them,” Meg continued, “that I have a list of demands, but the only person I’ll consider negotiating with is Ensign John Nilsson of the U.S. Navy SEALs. Tell them to find him and bring him here, and then I’ll talk.”

Please God, let John be somewhere close by . . .

“Do you understand?” she asked.

He nodded. “John Nilsson. U.S. Navy.”

“He’s a SEAL. Make sure you tell them that.”

“A SEAL,” he repeated obediently, his eyes longingly on the door.

“Go.”

Hands still high, the heavyset man took his various exposed parts and lunged for the door.

And Meg sat down, her back to the tile wall, her gun on her remaining hostages.

Waiting for John Nilsson to come and save the day.



Two

LIEUTENANT JUNIOR GRADE John Nilsson was on a mission. Under his leadership, a six-man team of SEALs had been ordered to break into an Iraqi compound and rescue Captain Andy Chang, a downed American fighter pilot.

Getting inside would be easy. It was getting back out after their presence had been detected and an alarm had been raised that was going to be the hard part.

Nils’s original plan had been to insert and extract without waking even the lightest sleeping Iraqi soldier. But—what a surprise—there were ten times as many soldiers in this compound as intel reports had indicated, and what was described as a sleepy little ill-equipped and poorly manned outpost was in truth a brightly lit, teeming center of activity, even at 0300.

Going in after that pilot with only a six-man team would be little more than suicide.

Still, he’d sent Ensign Sam Starrett and Petty Officer WildCard Karmody in to verify that the pilot was being held at this location. And at least naval intelligence had that much right. Sam and WildCard returned in short order with a report that Chang was indeed there. And, overachievers that they were, the SEALs Nils thought of as his best friends also came back with the complete layout of the compound.

Nils lay just behind the scrub brush growing on a small rise and gazed at the roof of the two-story building through night vision glasses. That roof was the way Sam and WildCard had gotten inside undetected. It was the route his team would take, too.

If this didn’t work, he was going to get hammered. He knew damn well that his correct response to the additional security was to accept failure. He should cut his losses, turn his team around, and slip back over the border.

But he’d never been fond of losing. And accepting failure wasn’t the only option. Not when he’d prepared for exactly this possibility.

Nils felt more than heard Senior Chief Petty Officer Wolchonok move beside him, and he glanced at the older man. Even clean of the camouflage greasepaint he currently wore, Stanley Wolchonok had a face only a mother could love—a mother, and an entire team of SEALs, who’d come to trust the senior chief with their very lives. There wasn’t a single man in SEAL Team Sixteen—including their CO, Lieutenant Tom Paoletti—who wouldn’t jump off the edge of the Grand Canyon without hesitation if the senior chief assured them they’d sprout wings midair and be able to fly safely to the other side.

But right now Wolchonok was shaking his head. “Don’t even think about it, Lieutenant.”

“I can get Chang out of there.”

“No, you can’t.”

Nils always thought God would have a voice like the senior chief’s. Deep and resonant and filled with such absolute certainty. And with just a hint of a Chicago accent. “As always, I appreciate your opinion, Senior Chief. But if it’s all the same to you, I’m going to try.”

Wolchonok leaned closer, lowering his voice even more, speaking not as a senior chief to his commanding officer, but as an older, more experienced man to one much younger. “Johnny, come on, you know what this is. It’s the no-win scenario. You know as well as I do that you win by admitting defeat. Don’t screw this up for yourself.”

Nils knew the senior chief was right. An officer needed to assess a situation and make decisions based on what was best for his men. But they were SEALs, and being SEALs meant that sometimes they had to take risks. It also meant that sometimes they had to cheat the rules. He looked back through the NVs. “I’m not ready to admit defeat.”

Wolchonok gave him a look designed to make men squirm—men with far higher rank than Nilsson. “Cut the Hollywood heroics, Lieutenant. This is only a training op, and today’s lesson is all about backing down. You lose Chang, yeah, but you avoid a total goatfuck—and a little black mark next to your name. By walking away, you keep the Iraqis from getting their hands on six more hostages—a situation that would be politically damaging to the United States. Need I remind you that we’re undermanned and—”

“How many more men do you figure we’ll need?” Nils put down the NVs and met Wolchonok’s evil eye. He knew damn well that this was only a training op, that this was, indeed, the no-win scenario that, as SEALs, as officers, as human beings, they were forced to come up against again and again out in the real world.

However, none of this was real.

They were in the California desert, not the Middle East. Those weren’t real Iraqis he’d been watching through his night vision glasses, they were jarheads—Marines—assigned to participate in this exercise in futility. The assault weapons they were all using didn’t fire bullets. Instead they fired lasers and were hooked into an intricate computer system. If a soldier was “killed” by a laser “bullet,” he’d get a small jolt and his weapon would be disabled by the computer and would no longer fire.

Captain Andy Chang of the U.S. Air Force was really Captain Andy Chang, but after they finished here tonight, whether Nils and his SEALs managed to rescue him or not, he was going to grab a beer with the rest of the guys before heading home to his pregnant wife.

The most real thing about this entire scenario was that black mark Wolchonok had mentioned—the one that would show up on Nilsson’s fitness report if he tried this and failed.

He had, however, absolutely no intention of failing.

“I think six more men will do it,” Nils continued, still holding the senior chief’s gaze. “Four to create some well-placed diversions and a couple of snipers to even up the odds if and when the shooting starts.” He switched on his radio, pulling the lip mike closer to his mouth. “Team Bravo, stand ready.”

Wolchonok blinked. And then he laughed—just a short burst of disbelief as his eyes narrowed and he tried to see inside Nilsson’s head.

As Nils gazed back at him, he couldn’t keep a smile from escaping.

And then Wolchonok smiled, too. Senior Chief Stan Wolchonok had a smile about as bright as a sunrise after a solid week of rain. It transformed his butt-ugly, weathered face into a thing of true beauty.

“What have you done?” Wolchonok asked.

“It’s not what I have done, Senior Chief,” Nils told him. “It’s what I’m going to do.”

He was going to win the no-win scenario.



Johnny Nilsson was one of those guys who was going to make admiral some day.

It was more than just his fancy degree from Yale and his silver spoon “mumsie’s playing tennis at the yacht club today” childhood that had Sam Starrett convinced of that fact. There was something he could see in Nils’s eyes, even when his friend was shit-faced, even when he was puking and feverish with the flu, even when he was half asleep and muttering in Zamboorian or Chinese or God knows what languages.

It was in the way Nils walked, the way he smiled, the way he took a piss. It surrounded him at all times, hanging about him like some freaky-deak aura that was so powerful, even mere mortals like Sam could see it.

And Sam could see it super clear tonight, as Nils outlined his revised strategy for getting them in and back out of the compound with Captain Chang in tow.

Somehow Nils had found out that tonight was no ordinary training op. Tonight he was in command of a no-win scenario, and knowing that, he’d not only restacked the deck in his favor, but he’d reshuffled and redealt the damn thing as well, making arrangements for six additional SEALs to join in on the op.

And now Sam had the point, leading the team stealthily through the corridor, toward the room where the jarheads were holding Chang. There were no booby traps here, no alarm systems, not even any guards in the hallway, which was typical brute-strength thinking. Figuring no one could penetrate their densely guarded perimeter, the Marines had left their vulnerable interior unprotected.

He knew from his earlier visit that there were only two guards in with Chang. The SEALs would take ’em out fast, kicking open the door at the exact moment Team Bravo set off the first of their diversionary explosions.

Sam checked his watch as they silently moved into position outside the door. He glanced at Nils, who gave him a nod and something that looked a hell of a lot like a smile. The son of a bitch was enjoying himself.

He was enjoying himself, too, Sam realized as he nodded back at Nils. Of course, it helped knowing that the bullets weren’t real. Ever since last summer when he’d felt firsthand what it was like to be a target, his hands got sweaty at the prospect of getting shot again.

Not that he’d ever mention that to the shrink he still met with, although far less frequently these days. God, no. He’d lie through his teeth first, without any guilt. Because Sam knew a truth no shrink would be able to understand. Yes, he understood that being scared was part of being alive. But admitting that fear was something he simply could not do, not to a shrink, not to a girlfriend, not to his mother, not even to John Nilsson, his teammate and best friend.

Lieutenant Jazz Jacquette was gently turning the knob so that the door was unlatched. As Jazz nodded at Nils, Sam could see his full lips twitch. From another man, it wouldn’t have meant anything, but from SEAL Team Sixteen’s grim-faced executive officer, it was the equivalent of an all-out grin.

The Marines were expecting an easy victory. They were expecting that the SEALs would back down and go home. But in approximately seventeen seconds, Nils and his men were going to kick some serious Marine butt.

Nils gave a hand signal. Stand by.

Sam held up fingers as he watched the seconds tick down. Four. Three. Two . . .

He used all of his weight to kick the door open, and it went like clockwork. He and Jazz went in first, moving fast, in sync, shoulder to shoulder to stay out of each other’s firing range. He saw the absolute surprise on the guards’ faces, saw the weapon down on the table, saw Chang safely off to the side.

Sam’s weapon was already up, and he fired, neatly taking out the guard on the right as easily as Jazz handled the guard on the left.

It was over in less than two seconds.

Nils moved toward Chang—he and WildCard cut the captain free.

“You’re badly outnumbered,” Sam heard Chang say.

“Just stay close, stay down, and we’ll get you out of here, Captain.” When the light hit Nils a certain way, he looked a little like that movie star, Ben something. The one who’d dated Gwyneth Paltrow. Except Nils could play earnest and sincere better than any Hollywood actor Sam had ever seen.

And they were off, back out into the hall, moving swiftly toward the front entrance.

Sam could hear the sound of explosions, more of them now, one right after the other, rapid-fire. It sounded like an all-out frontal assault. And knowing the Marines, they would respond to it as if it were an all-out frontal assault, sending their men out in force to meet the threat.

Except the threat was already behind them. Within them. Inside them.

Team Bravo had set off smoke grenades in the lobby, bless their devious little hearts. It made it impossible to see—or to be seen.

They led Chang right out the front door, pretending to cough and choke along with the Marines, hiding amidst the chaos.

The area around the compound was thick with smoke as well. And all of the big floodlights had gone dark—Chief Frank O’Leary’s handiwork, no doubt.

There was only one sharpshooter in all of the U.S. military who was better than O’Leary, and that was Lieutenant Junior Grade Alyssa Locke. Who, rumor had it, had resigned her commission as an officer in the Navy just shortly after she and Sam did an op together up in New England, last summer. Was it something he’d said? Was it everything he’d said? God knows they hadn’t hit it off the way Sam had wanted them to. . . .

Focus, he ordered himself. This was neither the time nor place to devote even the smallest percentage of his concentration to Alyssa Locke.

The coldhearted ice bitch.

The coldhearted, drop dead gorgeous, impossibly beautiful, achingly exquisite ice bitch. With her eyes that were the color of the ocean, a startling contrast to her smooth, light brown skin, and that mouth. That incredible mouth. Lord have mercy, Alyssa Locke had the kind of lips that would have sparked erotic fantasies in a Puritan.

Sam had a recurring dream in which Locke would turn to him and smile that certain kind of smile that meant heaven was just a heartbeat away. She’d moisten her lips with just the very tip of her tongue and . . .

“Watch it, Starrett!”

Oh, Jesus, he’d stepped on Lopez.

“Sam, we’re almost there, but I need you with me,” Nils said softly.

Crap. Scolded out by his best friend.

Damn Alyssa Locke.



Nils did a quick head count as he approached the extraction point, the men around him barking like seals to let the Marines know who’d bested them.

Chief O’Leary, Ensign Mike Muldoon, Jenk, Rick, Steve, and Junior. His Team Bravo was all there, as were the trucks that would take them back to the base.

Nils had done it. He’d fucking won the no-win scenario.

There was a helo there as well, he realized. A puddle jumper.

And—surprise, surprise—Lieutenant Tom Paoletti, commanding officer of SEAL Team Sixteen, was standing beside it, arms crossed. Nils hadn’t expected to see his CO tonight. Not out here, anyway. And there was another man next to Paoletti, but he was even farther in the shadows and Nils couldn’t make out his face.

Was the CO mad or was he merely cold? It was too dark to see his eyes, but there was something of a chill in the desert air.

Petty Officer Second Class Mark Jenkins more than made up for Paoletti’s seeming lack of enthusiasm. Jenk practically did a cartwheel. “You did it, Lieutenant! You beat the no-win scenario!” He started another round of barking among the men.

“By cheating.” The man beside the CO stepped into the light, raising his voice to be heard over the din.

Shit. It was Admiral Larry Tucker. What was he doing here?

Senior Chief Wolchonok came and planted himself beside Nilsson, an unmovable rock, ready to go into battle with him for a second time that night. And the rest of the team fell right in behind him—including Captain Chang. Nils nearly laughed aloud. The elation he’d felt at winning was nothing compared to this show of support from his teammates. He looked Tucker straight in the eye. Come on, dickhead, give it your best shot.

“There was a security breach of the computer system last night.” Tucker glared at Nils. “I assume you’re behind that, Lieutenant? Or maybe you’d like to go back to being an ensign again? Maybe three years wasn’t enough.”

Ah, Christ. Bring that up, why don’t you?

But from behind him, Nils heard Sam Starrett cough into his hand, “Asshole,” and he had to struggle not to laugh.

Lieutenant Paoletti stepped forward. “Admiral Tucker—”

But Tucker had fixed his death-ray gaze on WildCard, who was doing his best to look angelic—not an easy task for a guy who looked an awful lot like the devil incarnate. “This smells like one of your stupid tricks, Mr. Karmody. Before this is over, we’re going to find that you’re involved, aren’t we?”

“No, sir,” WildCard said.

Nils knew he meant “No, sir, you’re not going to find anything.” WildCard was a hacker extraordinaire. He didn’t leave calling cards. At least none that Tucker or his staff would be able to find.

“Personally, Admiral,” Paoletti said mildly, “I’m of the opinion that if Lieutenant Nilsson and Petty Officer Karmody did hack into the computer to gain knowledge of tonight’s training op, they should be commended for their attempt to go into this mission as fully prepared as possible. If this situation were real, and that was an Iraqi computer they’d compromised—”

“But it wasn’t an Iraqi computer. It was a U.S. Navy—”

“I really don’t see the difference.” The CO had the balls to interrupt the admiral. “SEALs are trained to seek unconventional alternatives and options for every given situation. Lieutenant Nilsson should be commended for his initiative.”

Nils realized that while he was speaking, Paoletti had managed to move so that he, too, was standing beside him, with the team. “Good job, Lieutenant,” Paoletti said. He held out his hand.

Nils shook it. “Thank you, sir.”

From over on his left, Wolchonok let out a resounding, “Hoo-yah!” It was a cry that the rest of the men, both officers and enlisted, echoed.

The senior was grinning at him, and Nils smiled back, knowing he’d remember this moment for the rest of his life.

A vein stood out on Tucker’s forehead. “Lieutenant Paoletti, are you—”

“Going to have a beer with Lieutenant Nilsson and my men? Definitely.” Paoletti cut him off again, turning this time to the men in Nils’s Bravo Team. “What, do you guys have tomorrow off or something, staying out like this all night?”

They shrugged, and Jenk answered for them. “No, sir, muster’s at oh-five hundred. We’ll be there.”

“Let’s see if we can’t spell this out so Admiral Tucker will be sure to understand,” Paoletti said. “We have here an ensign, a chief, and four petty officers who—even though I didn’t hand out this assignment, even though this was their time off, including their time to sleep—have spent an entire night participating in a training op. And the reason they’ve done this is . . .” He looked at O’Leary. “Can you help me out here, Chief?”

The taciturn chief shrugged. “Because Nils—Lieutenant Nilsson—asked.” The other SEALs nodded.

“Because Lieutenant Nilsson asked,” the CO repeated.

Tucker was finally silent, and Nils actually felt sorry for the SOB. When was the last time anyone did anything for him simply because he asked instead of ordered?

“You guys have tomorrow off,” Paoletti told them. “Good job tonight. All of you. Lieutenant Howe,” he called to the waiting helo pilot, “I think the admiral’s ready to return to the base. I’ll be driving back with my men.”

Poor Teri Howe. She had to fly back to Coronado with only Admiral Tucker for company. She sent a longing glance in Mike Muldoon’s direction, but as usual, the newest member of Team Sixteen was oblivious. He was already in deep discussion with the senior chief.

Nils held his breath until Tucker was safely on the helo and off the ground.

Lieutenant Paoletti turned to Nils and sighed. “What am I going to do with you, Johnny?”

“Just promote him to admiral, L.T., and get it over with,” Sam Starrett drawled. “Then he can fight it out with Tucker himself.”

“Let’s get moving.” Wolchonok began herding the team.

“I support your creativity, Lieutenant,” Paoletti said to Nils as they headed for the trucks. “You know I do. But we’re going to have to have a talk. Tomorrow. Fifteen hundred. My office. This stunt’s going to get some attention, and not just from Admiral Tucker.”

Nils shook his head. “Please don’t ask me to apologize for winning, L.T.”

“I’m not going to do that. But we might need to do some explaining.” Paoletti’s cell phone shrilled. He glanced at his watch, and Nils automatically checked his own timepiece.

It was 0343. Who was calling the CO at this hour? Was it possible Tucker was so determined to crucify him that he’d already started spreading the word?

Paoletti found the pocket that held his phone as it rang again. “This can’t be good.”

“Oh, Tommy,” WildCard singsonged obnoxiously. “It’s your wife!”

As Paoletti opened his phone and stepped aside to take the call, Nils quickly moved to intercept WildCard. He wasn’t the only one. Wolchonok and Jazz Jacquette also made a beeline for the gangly SEAL.

“She’s not his wife,” Wolchonok said bluntly. “So shut the fuck up.”

“Whoa,” WildCard said, blinking. “I was just kidding, Senior. I was—”

“It’s becoming something of an issue for L.T.,” Nils explained, his voice low. “He wants to get married, and she keeps putting it off.”

“Who, Kelly?” WildCard was genuinely surprised. It was obvious that for once he hadn’t meant to be an asshole.

“Yes, Kelly,” Jazz told him. “Every time L.T. tries to pin her down to a wedding date, her pager conveniently goes off.”

WildCard laughed. “No way. She’s crazy about him. Whenever she comes to see him at the base, I swear, it’s not even five minutes before he locks the door to his office and—”

Jazz gave him a silencing look as Lieutenant Paoletti shut his phone with a snap and approached them.

“Problem, sir?” Wolchonok asked.

“That day off’s going to have to wait,” the CO announced. “That was Admiral Crowley on the phone. He wanted to know if I knew where Lt. John Nilsson was.”

Oh, shit. Nils had always thought of Crowley as one of the good guys. The admiral was a SEAL himself. If he was pissed about this . . .

“We’ve got to move,” the CO continued. He was talking to Jazz and Wolchonok now, but the rest of the team had stopped to listen, too. “The entire team’s going wheels up ASAP. We’ve been ordered to provide assistance to an FBI counter-terrorist team in DC. There’s a hostage situation in the Kazbekistani embassy.” He turned and looked at Nils. “And the hostage taker will only negotiate with Johnny Nilsson.”
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