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ONE




HONDURAS: PRESENT DAY

Major Vince “Vapor” Deluca didn’t need to ask if there were Harleys in heaven. For him, hogs and planes both transported him from this world to brush the edge of paradise.

Not to mention both had saved his hell-bound ass on more than one occasion. And right now, he needed some of that heavenly salvation—on wings rather than wheels—in a serious way if he expected to pull off this potentially explosive mission.

Flying his AC-130 gunship at twenty-five thousand feet, Vince peered into a monitor, watching the increasingly restless crowd below in the rural Honduran town. With the help of his twelve crew members, he monitored citizens pouring out of the hills to cast their votes in the special election, an election that could turn volatile in a heartbeat, the politics of this country precarious with warlords determined to stop  the process. Local government officials had requested U.S. help with crowd control, using any means possible to keep the peace.

Vince cranked the yoke into a tight turn, flying over the voting place, a white wooden church. The sensors bristled along the side of the aircraft to scan the snaking crowd lining up. His sensors were so good the guys in back were able to study faces, gestures, and even guns worn like fashion accessories.

He knew too well how mob mentality could unleash an atomic Lord of the Flies destructive force.

His fists clenched around the yoke. “Okay, crew, eyeballs out. Let’s score one for democracy.”

“Vapor,” the fire control officer, David “Ice” Berg, droned from the back, as cool and calm as his last name implied, “take a look at this dude in the camera. I think he’s the ringleader.”

Vince checked the screen, and yeah, that guy had whacko written all over him. “He seems like a hard-core cheerleader yelling and flapping his arms around.”

Copilot Jimmy Gage thumbed his interphone. “Those gymnastics of his are working.” Jimmy’s fists clenched and unclenched as if ready to break up the brawl mano a mano. He’d earned his call sign Hotwire honestly. Vince’s best bud, they’d often been dubbed in bars the Hotwire and the Hotshot. “The crowd’s getting riled up down there. Hey, Berg, do things look any better from your bird’s-eye view?”

“Give me a C for chaos,” Berg answered, dry as ever.

Vince worked his combat boots over the rudders while keeping his eyes locked on the screen scrolling an up-close look at the ground. “Roger that. All Cheerleader Barbie needs is a ponytail and a pair of pom-poms instead of that big-ass gun slung over his shoulder.” A riot seemed increasingly inevitable, which was not surprising, since human intel had already uncovered countless attempts to terrorize voters into staying home. “Barbie definitely bears watching, especially with those ankle biters around.”

He monitored the group of children playing on swings nearby while adults waited to vote. Conventional crowd-control techniques could sometimes escalate the frenzy. This mission called for something different, something new. Something right up his alley as a member of the air force’s elite dark ops testing unit. In emergency situations they were called upon to pull a trick or two from their developmental arsenal and pray it worked as advertised, since failure could spark an international incident or, worse yet, harm a kid.

Today, he and his dark ops crew were flying the latest brainchild of the nonlethal weapons crowd. A flat microwave antenna protruded from the side of the lumbering aircraft. The ADS—Active Denial System—had the power to scorch people without leaving marks. Testing showed that as it heated up the insides, people scattered like ants from a hill after a swift kick.

Uncomfortable, but preferable to a lethal bullet.

Jimmy made a notation in his flight log. “Careful with your bank there, Vapor. Getting a little shallow.” Once his pencil slowed, he glanced over at Vince. “Barbie might be providing a distraction for someone else to make a move.”

Valid point. He increased the bank and smoothed the action with a touch of rudder. “Good thing there are thirteen of us to scan the mob, because we’re going to need all eyes out.”

A string of acknowledgments echoed over Vince’s headset just as Barbie grabbed the butt of his rifle and—slam—the past merged with the present.

A group of misfit teens festering with discontent. Four  hands hauling him from his Kawasaki rat bike. Screaming. Gunshots.

A girl in the way.

Sweat stinging his eyes now as well as then, Vince reached up to adjust his air vents for like the nine hundredth time since takeoff. How could they make this airplane so high-tech and not get the damn air-conditioning to work?

“Time’s run out for Barbie.” The rattling plane vibrated through his boots all the way up to his teeth. “Crank it, Berg.”

“Concur,” the fire control officer drawled from the back. “Let’s light him up.”

“I’m in parameters, aircraft stable, cleared to engage.” Vince monitored as a crosshair tuned in on the infrared screen in front of him and centered on the troublemaker. He hoped this would work, prayed this guy was a low level troublemaker and not one of the area’s ruthless mercenaries. He didn’t relish the thought of the situation escalating into a need for the more conventional guns aft of the nonlethal ADS.

That wouldn’t go well for the “get out the vote” effort.

“Ready,” Berg called.

“Cleared to fire,” answered Vapor.

“Firing . . .”

No special sounds or even so much as a vibration went through the craft. The only way to measure success was to watch and wait and . . .

Bingo.

Barbie started hopping around like he’d been stung by a swarm of bees. His AK-47 dropped from his hand onto the dusty ground. The crowd stilled at the dude’s strange behavior, all heads turning toward him as if looking for an explanation.

Jimmy twitched in his seat. “I halfway wanna laugh at the poor bastard, except I know how bad the ADS stings.”

“Amen, brother.” Before integrating the ADS onto the airplane, they’d tested it on themselves. It was disorienting and unpleasant, to say the least, but not damaging.

He was willing to take that searing discomfort and more to power through developing this particular brainchild, a personal quest for him. He could have been on the side of the evil cheerleader today if not for one person: a half-crazy old war vet who took on screwed-up teens that most good citizens avoided on the street. Don Bassett had never asked for anything in return.

Until this morning.

Vince relegated that BlackBerry e-mail he’d received minutes before takeoff to the back of his mind. “No time to get complacent, everybody. Keep looking. I can’t imagine our activist with the automatic weapon is alone.”

The system had the capability to sweep the whole group with a broader band, but he hoped that wouldn’t be necessary, as it would likely shut down voting altogether.

Badass Barbie shook his head quickly, looked around, then leapt toward his AK-47 lying in the dust.

Berg centered the crosshairs again. “I think he needs another taste.”

Vapor replied, “Roger. Cleared to fire.”

“Firing . . .”

The rabble-rouser again launched into some kind of erratic pep rally routine.

“Stay on him.” Vince eyed the monitor, heart drumming in time with the roaring engines. “Run him away from the crowd.”

Berg kept the crosshairs planted on the troublemaker as  he attempted to escape the heat. The wiry man sidled away. Faster. Faster again, until he gave up and broke into a sprint, disappearing around a corner of the building.

Hell, yeah.

Vince continued banking left over the village so the cameras could monitor the horde. As hoped, the crowd seemed to chat among themselves for a while, some looking up at the plane, discussing, then slowly re-forming a line to the church.

Cheers from the crew zipped through the headset for one full circle around the now-peaceful gathering. Things could still stir up in a heartbeat, but the pop from the ADS had definitely increased the odds for the good guys.

God, he loved it when a plan came together. “Crew, let’s run an oxygen check and get back in the game.”

His crew called in one by one in the same order as specified in the aircraft technical order, ending with him.

Vince monitored his oxygen panel. “Pilot check complete.”

With luck, the rest of the election would go as smoothly, and they would be back in the good ole U.S. of A. tomorrow night.

Five peaceful hours later, Vince cranked the yoke, guiding the AC-130 into a roll, heading for the base, where he would debrief this mission and lay out plans for their return home.

And contact Don Bassett.

Vince finally let the message flood his mind. He couldn’t simply ignore the note stored on his BlackBerry. The e-mail scrolled through his head faster than data on his control panel:

 

I need your help. My daughter’s in danger.

That in and of itself wasn’t a surprise. Bassett’s only daughter had been flirting with death before she even got her braces off. Her parents kept bailing out Shay’s ungrateful butt. What did surprise him, however, was Don asking for help. The dude was a giver, not a taker. It meant that, for whatever reason, he must be desperate.

Not that the reason even mattered. Whatever the old guy wanted, he could have. If not for Don Bassett’s intervention seventeen years ago, Vince wouldn’t need a motorcycle or airplane to transport him from his fucked-up world.

Because seventeen years ago, he’d led the riots.

Seventeen years ago, one of his fellow gang members had been gunned down by cops just doing their jobs.

Seventeen years ago, he could have been looking at twenty-five to life.
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“Suicide hotline. This is Shay.” Shay Bassett wheeled her office chair closer to her desk. Tucking the phone under her chin, she shoved aside the steaming cup of java she craved more than air.

“I need help,” a husky voice whispered.

Shay snagged a pencil and began jotting notes about the person in crisis on the other end of the line:

Male.  
Teen?


“I’m here to listen. Could you give me a name to call you by?” Something, anything to thread a personal connection through the phone line.

“John, I’m John, and I hurt so much. If I don’t get relief soon, I’ll kill myself.”

His words clamped a corpse-cold fist around her heart. She understood the pain of these callers, too much so, until sometimes she struggled for objectivity.

Shay zoned out everything but the voice and her notes.

Voice stronger, deeper.  
Older teen.  
Background noise, soft music.  
Bedroom or dorm?


She scribbled furiously, her elbow anchoring the community center notepad so the window fan wouldn’t ruffle the pages. “John, have you done anything to harm yourself?”

“Not yet.”

“I’m really glad to hear that.” Still, she didn’t relax back into the creaky old chair in spite of killer exhaustion from pulling a ten-hour shift at the community center’s small health clinic on top of volunteering to man the hotline this evening. “Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

His breathing grew heavier, faster. “The line for one nine hundred do-me-now is busy, and if I don’t get some phone sex soon, I’m gonna explode.” Laughter echoed in the background, no doubt a bunch of wasted frat boys listening in on speakerphone. “How about you give me some more of those husky tones, baby, so I can—”

“Good-bye, John.” She thumbed the Off button.

What an ass. Not to mention a waste of her precious time and resources. She pitched her pencil onto a stack of HIV awareness brochures.

The small community center in downtown Cleveland  was already understaffed and underfunded, at the mercy of fickle government grants and the sporadic largesse of benefactors. Different from bigger free clinics, they targeted their services toward teens. Doctors volunteered when they could, but the place operated primarily on the back of her skills as a nurse, along with social worker Angeline and youth activities director Eli.

Bouncing a basketball on the cracked tile, Eli spun his chair to face her, his blond dreadlocks fanning along his back. “Another call for a free pizza?”

“A request for phone sex.” She pulled three sugar packs from her desk drawer.

“Ewww.” Angeline leaned her hip against her desk, working a juggling act with her purse, files, and cane.

Only in her fifties, Angeline already suffered from arthritis aggravated by the bitter winters blowing in off Lake Erie. Of course, that was Cleveland for you, frigid in the winter and a furnace in the summer.

Forecast for today? Furnace season. The fan sucked muggy night air through the window.

“I apologize for my gender.” Eli kept smacking the ball, the thumping as steady as a ticking clock.

“Who said it was a guy?” Shay tapped a sugar pack, then ripped it open.

Angeline jabbed her parrot-head cane toward Shay. “You called the person John.”

“Busted.” She poured the last of the three sugars into the coffee, her supper since she’d missed eating with her dad. No surprise. They canceled more plans than they kept.

Angeline hitched her bag the size of the Grand Canyon onto her shoulder. “Always testing the boundaries, aren’t ya, kiddo?”

Not so much anymore. “Calls like that just piss me off.  What if someone in a serious crisis was trying to get through and had to be rerouted? That brief delay, any hint of a rejection, could be enough to push a person over the edge.”

“You’re preaching to the choir here.” Angeline’s cell phone sang with the bluesy tones of “Let’s Get It On.” “Shit. I forgot to call Carl back.”

Eli tied back two dreads to secure the rest of the blond mass. “Apparently we’re in the phone sex business after all.”

“Don’t be a smart-ass.” Angeline stuffed another file into her bag that likely now weighed more than the wiry woman.

“Nice talk. Why don’t I walk you to your car?” He slid the neon yellow purse from her shoulder and hooked it on his own.

“You can escort me out, but Carl’ll kick your lily white ass if you hit on me.”

“If I thought I stood a chance with you . . .”

Shaking her head, Angeline glanced back at Shay. “Make sure the guard walks you all the way to your car.”

“Of course. I even have my trusty can of Mace.”

And a handgun.

She wasn’t an idiot. The crime rate in this corner of Cleveland upped daily. Places like L.A. or New York were still considered the primary seats of gang crime. Money and protection followed that paradigm, which sent emergent gangs looking for new—unexpected—feeding grounds. Like Cleveland.

Hopefully, her testimony at the congressional hearing next week would help bring about increased awareness, help, and most of all funds.

“Tell Carl I said hello.” With a final wave, Shay turned her attention to the stack of medical charts of teenage girls who’d received HPV vaccines. At least she had all evening to catch up—a plus side to having no social life.

She sipped her now lukewarm coffee.

The phone jangled by her elbow, startling her.

She snagged the cordless receiver. “Suicide hotline. This is Shay.”

“I’m scared.”

Something in that young male voice made her sit up straighter, her fingers playing along the desk for her pencil.

Boy.  
Local accent.  
Definitely teen.  
Frightened as hell.


Too many heartbreaking hours volunteering told her this kid didn’t want phone sex or a pizza.

“I’m sorry you’re afraid, but I’m glad you called.” She waited for a heartbeat; not that long, given her jackhammer pulse rate, but enough for the boy to speak. When he didn’t, she continued, “I want to help. Could you give me a name to call you by?”

“No name. I’m nobody.”

His words echoed with a hollow finality.

“You called this line.” She kept her voice even. “That’s a good and brave thing you did.”

“You’re wrong. I’m not brave at all. I’m going to die, but I don’t want it to hurt. That makes me a total pussy.”

No pain?  
No cutting or shooting.


“Have you taken anything?” Alcohol? Drugs? Poison? Last month, a pregnant caller swallowed drain cleaner.

“Just my meds for the day.”

On medication.  
Illness?  
Physical or psych?


“So you have a regular doctor?”

“I don’t want to talk about that.”

She knew when to back off in order to keep the person chatting. “What would you like to discuss?”

“Nothing.” His voice grew more agitated, angry even, as it cracked an octave. “This is stupid. I shouldn’t have called.”

She rushed to speak before he could hang up, “Why are you scared?”

Voice changing.  
14-15 years old?


“I told you already. I’m scared of the pain. It hurts if I live, and it’s gonna hurt to die. I’m fucked no matter what.”

She tried to keep professional distance during these calls, but sometimes somebody said something that just reached back more than a decade to the old Shay. The new Shay, however, shuttled old Shay to the time-out corner of her brain.

“You called this number, so somewhere inside, you must believe there’s a third option.”

The phone echoed back at her with nothing more than labored breathing and the faint whine of a police siren.

“Who or what makes you hurt?”

Still no answer.

“Hello?”

“Good-bye.”

The line went dead.

“No! No, no, no, damn it.” She thumbed the Off button once. Twice. Three freaking frustrated times before slamming the phone against the battered gunmetal gray desk.

She sucked in humid hot-as-hell air to haul back her professionalism. She had to finish her notes in case the boy called again. Please, God, she hoped that he would call and that he wasn’t already as dead as the phone line.

Shay glanced at her watch. A four-minute conversation. Would that kid be alive to see the next hour?

She scrubbed her hand over her gritty eyes until the folder holding the rough draft of her upcoming congressional report came back into focus. It was a good thing after all that her dinner plans fell through. She was in no shape to exchange trivial chitchat with her father, who she barely knew and who knew even less about her. The report would make for better company anyway.

Each cup of coffee bolstered her to keep plugging away on fine tuning her stats and wording. Maybe she really could find a ray of hope through political channels rather than picking away one shift at a time. She just had to hang on until next week for her congressional testimony at Case Western Reserve University.

The old Shay ditched the time-out corner to remind her that even one day was an eternity when every sixteen minutes someone succeeded in committing suicide. Thinking of how many people that could be by next week . . . The math made her nauseated.

Flipping to the next page, she spun her watch strap around and around over the faded scar on her wrist that still managed to throb with a phantom pain even after seventeen years.




TWO

Across the street from the free clinic, the teenage boy pitched the prepaid cell phone in the industrial trash can chained to a streetlight. The receiver rattled to rest beside soda cans and a used condom.

He ducked back into a shadowy alley beside the crappy corner market run by a snarky old bitch who stroked her Louisville Slugger anytime he walked through the door. He normally wouldn’t come near this store at all anymore, but he could see the community center good from this spot.

He could see her. Shay.

The fan in her window swirled the light along the sidewalk. The pieces of her tall shadow were chopped up by the blades and spat outside along with the glow.

Was the skinny chick reckless or just plain stupid? Didn’t she know how dangerous it was to sit like that with the window open? Anybody could climb through and pin her to the floor before she could even shout rape. And the  center’s old rent-a-cop couldn’t find his ass with both shaking hands, much less handle the nightstick he carried.

Like the billy club would protect anybody against knives or guns anyway. Did she think she was safe just because she wasn’t a big-boobed street corner skank? Most of the guys he hung with got their rocks off from slapping around somebody smaller.

The same kind of guy who’d “asked” him to get close to her. To watch her.

Fingers tracing the damp paint he’d sprayed over a rival gang’s tag on the brick wall, he looked past the blades to Shay. The fan lifted her short brown hair as she hunched over her desk, writing. About him? He’d been watching her taking notes while he talked. She’d seemed upset when he hung up. Like she cared.

She hadn’t even recognized his voice. Yeah, he’d changed it some. But still.

He couldn’t let that matter. The clueless do-gooders around here only made things worse, interfering in a war they could never understand. Shay would have to look out for herself the same way he took care of himself.

Because while his life didn’t matter, there were others’ that did.
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When Vince had agreed to hop a plane the minute he got back to the States and meet Don Bassett in Cleveland, he’d expected something along the lines of a discussion over a beer in a bar. He’d even been looking forward to that brewski, a drink he would no doubt need when talking about Shay and whatever trouble she’d landed in now.

Instead, Vince found himself driving with Don to a cut-rate hotel.

“Uh, Don, is Shay in there?” Vince stepped out of the sedan and looked at the older guy over the roof. “If so, I’m not sure what help—”

“She’s at a local community center where she works.” News to Vince, since they never talked about Shay. “Everything will make sense soon enough. Patience.”

What was up with all this covert crap? Had Don Bassett gone off his rocker? Don strode away from the rental car, quick strides eating up the walkway.

Oh-kay. Still no details. He hadn’t been able to pry jack shit from Don on the phone or on the way from the airport to the—he looked up—Lake Erie Inn.

A rusted security light flickered erratically over Don like an off-tempo disco ball. The old guy hadn’t packed on the pounds like many did after leaving the military regimen. Still lanky—sorta like Richard Gere in a brown leather flight jacket and dress slacks—he had a distinguished distance to him that generated unwavering respect if not necessarily warm fuzzies.

And that respect kept Vince following along.

A second-story door swung open, hard-core jamming music swelling as three teenagers stumbled out. College students, he would wager.

“Gee, Don, don’t I get dinner first? I feel so cheap.”

“Good thing I know you’re serious underneath that bullshit, boy.” The older man didn’t so much as crack a smile. Strange for a guy who’d always covered stress with a laugh.

Vince’s neck itched with the funky feeling that had always warned him when something was off. It should have been tough getting leave the second he landed in the U.S. Vacation time was a distant memory to military personnel these days. Yet his request had sailed through faster than a Honda Gold Wing on a patch of oil.

He’d thought himself lucky. Now he wondered.

Itchy feeling in full-out burn mode, Vince kept pace past a soda machine, the red logo sun-faded to Pepto-Bismol pink. “I’m all for patience, but I think it’s time to clue me in.”

“Not much longer.” Don waved him toward a first corner room. “Our contacts are waiting inside. We needed to pick a no-questions kind of place away from official channels. Somewhere we wouldn’t run into an old acquaintance in the hall.”

Not a problem, since there were no halls. Although this was exactly the sort of place he would expect to bump into someone from his old crowd. If they weren’t all in jail.

“I sincerely hope your friends aren’t wearing spiked collars and stilettos,” Vince mumbled.

Don swiped the room card. “Unlikely.”

Cool air gusted through the open door. He nodded to Don. “After you, sir.”

He followed his old mentor into a suite of sorts with a kitchenette to go with the king-size bed. The bed was empty—thank you, patron saints of the road. The table, however, was packed with one man and two women, all wearing suits.

Don pushed the door closed quickly, sealing them inside with the other three people. Two Vince recognized, and one he didn’t.

So . . . Starting with the familiar. Faces he’d seen on the news. A South Dakota congresswoman and a California congressman who definitely weren’t toting leather whips or spiked doggy collars.

Don clapped Vince on the shoulder. “Have a seat, son. This is about to get interesting.”

Do ya think? Vince pulled a chair from against the wall. “Good evening, everyone.”

A meeting with Congress members in a hotel was usually cause for tabloid news and some racy photos. This appeared to be a different kind of gathering altogether.

He studied the second female, a redhead, probably in her early forties, who definitely wasn’t Shay Bassett. He might not know this woman, but she had FBI written all over her dark suit, tight bun, and expressionless face. Well, damn. That oil slick greasing his leave papers traced all the way to FBI headquarters.

Okay, then. Consider him officially hooked. He took in details he’d missed at first glance. A computer hummed beside the Fed. A tangle of cords attached the laptop to a portable projector. A video screen filled a corner.

He normally wouldn’t pass up the coffee and doughnuts laid out on the other counter, but he had the feeling this meeting required his undivided attention.

The Fed extended her hand. “Hello, Major Deluca. My name is Special Agent Paulina Wilson. You may already be familiar with Congresswoman Raintree and Congressman Mooney.”

Vince nodded in greeting, exchanging quick pleasantries with both, more than ready to get down to business.

“Good, good,” Wilson continued, not a hair out of place, her slash of red lipstick the only color breaking up her otherwise pale face. “You’ll have to pardon our, uh, informal setting today, but what we’re about to discuss is of the utmost secrecy. Sometimes the safest place is outside official walls.”

Sure, he understood. Much of what he did in his dark ops job was top secret. He’d just never held the covert meetings in a cheap hotel before.

Special Agent Wilson clicked on the projector. The first  PowerPoint slide filled the screen with a photo of a sprawling university campus. “A bipartisan committee from Congress will be holding a hearing at Case Western Reserve University next week. Led by Congressman Mooney and Congresswoman Raintree, the committee will be speaking on antigang legislation under consideration.”

Anybody who watched the news knew that was in the works. How did it play into Shay Bassett being in danger? And why would the FBI be interested in her?

Don leaned forward, fingers steepled on the table. “My daughter is one of the witnesses, presenting information gleaned from her experiences working at the Cleveland Community Center.”

Now that was news to him.

Special Agent Wilson adjusted the focus. “As with functions of this nature, we’ve had our surveillance ears open for anything out of the ordinary. I don’t have to tell you what a national uproar it would cause if anyone managed to infiltrate a congressional meeting of any sort, much less one receiving this much attention.”

Vince looked at the two pale Congress members, then back at the agent. “I’m assuming you don’t mean trouble with picket lines or pies in the face.”

Both Congress members chuckled. The Fed, however, could have been one of the unflinching guards outside of Buckingham Palace.

Wilson pivoted on a clunky heel. “You’re correct. This goes beyond expected concerns about protestors. We increased our wiretaps and cell phone monitoring in the area. During the course of one of those conversations, a local gang member’s name was mentioned in connection with a well-known terrorist cell.”

Whoa. Vince straightened in his seat. They’d gone from disruptions during a televised event to talk of terrorism. Joke time was officially over.

“We secured a search warrant for the gangbanger’s apartment—or rather his parents’ apartment. We found CDs for terrorist recruitment and training. We also found manuals for creating bombs packed with ball bearings and instructions for building improvised explosive devices out of remote control toys.” She clicked through a series of photos from inside the apartment, zeroing in on the confiscated items. “We also discovered a map of the planned driving route to Case Western and a floor plan of the building where the hearing will take place.”

A chill settled in his gut, and yet he could see in her eyes the agent wasn’t anywhere near done with her surprises.

“We also found copies of the correspondence sent requesting this information, written on stationery from the Cleveland Community Center and signed by Shay Bassett.”

Shay.

Just her name slammed him back in his seat, much less the possibility that she could be in the middle of some terrorist plot. He’d spent so many years trying not to think of Shay Bassett, and now thoughts of her roared in to fill the void.

Wilson clicked to the next image, a photo of Shay administering shots in an immunization line.

A brunette, lean, earthy beauty.

He could have been in a time warp.

She’d been trouble on smokin’ hot legs from the first time she’d tried to seduce him just to piss off her old man. Trouble or not, then or now, surely she couldn’t be a knowing participant in anything this appalling.

Wilson thumbed the remote, a split screen displaying a photo of a tattooed teen alongside the picture of Shay. “This is the young man we’re investigating. We questioned him but didn’t hold him. We’re going to observe him—and Shay—instead. It’s more critical to learn who’s orchestrating this.”

Vince tore his eyes off Shay. “How do I come into play, Agent Wilson?”

“Don Bassett recommended you.”

And for that matter, what was Don doing here?

Don nudged aside his full cup of coffee. “I work for the agency now.” The CIA. Holy crap. “Anything I do here is unofficial, since this is FBI territory. I also have an obvious conflict of interest because of Shay, but I had been keeping an ear to the ground on the presecurity because of her involvement. When this came up, I immediately thought of your, uh, skill set.”

“My skill set? And what would you mean by that?” All signs indicated they already knew, but old habits died hard. Vince rolled out the pat answer he used with his mama, dates, and curious biker mechanics. “I just work in a military test unit.”

Without identification patches. Developing military equipment no one knew about. Answerable only to the air force chief of staff.

Don smiled. “Exactly how I would have answered the question. As I said, your skill set could be valuable, particularly with the surveillance, to find out how widespread this problem may be. I presented the proposal to Special Agent Wilson, and she agreed. We contacted the air force, and here you are.”

Vince stared at his former mentor with a whole new perspective. Don wasn’t just sitting a desk job and stirring interest in CAP in his free time, as would have been his due right. The old guy had traded up.

Special Agent Wilson continued, “The boy has gone missing, and it’s our belief if he’s been recruited, there could be more. You will stay here in Cleveland under the guise of helping fuel interest in forming a Civil Air Patrol unit. Share your success story of how being recruited into the volunteer group saved you from a life of crime as a teen. Since you and Bassett have a connection from your younger years, showing up here to help out his daughter shouldn’t raise any red flags.”

Don smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “We’ve even pulled strings with the Joint Chiefs of Staff so your surveillance will blend into standard testing expenses. Beyond helping us here, you’ll actually be able to write this off as a field test and move a project into the war arena faster. A fine economical blending of government resources, if I do say so myself.”

Special Agent Wilson tapped her thumbnail against the slide changer in her fist. “It’s a lot to absorb, but rest assured, we’re taking care of details. We’re in contact with your squadron commander. In fact, Lieutenant Colonel Scanlon is on standby waiting for your call after this meeting so you can be reassured that we’re on the up-and-up. He seems to have the utmost confidence in your capabilities.”

No small praise, that. Vince shifted in his chair uncomfortably.

“You’re cleared for any form of surveillance. Your choice.”

“I’ll need a support team—”

“Of course, you’ll have your pick of members from your  squadron,” she responded without hesitation. “We’ll leave the specifics of that up to you. Your commander will work out of D.C., coordinating any issues with Congress. Our Congress members here are flying back to D.C., but they’re leaving behind their aides to prepare for the event. However, the aides don’t have the clearance to know about our mission. Are there any questions so far?”

Like, was there someone else to do this, someone who wouldn’t send Shay running and screaming for the hills? But he owed Don his life. Time to repay the debt. “No questions.”

Wilson set down the slide changer. “I hope I don’t need to impress upon you what chaos a hit on Congress could cause. We cannot allow another terrorist attack on our own soil.”

She pinned him with a steely gaze. Was she wondering if he would cut Shay slack because of his loyalty to Don? Did Don think bringing him in would give an edge of leniency if it turned out Shay was involved?

Good God, there were freaking land mines all over everywhere in this mission, beyond just literal ones some terrorist might plant. Not that he could turn his back on Don and all he’d learned from the man about honor.

Even if that meant turning Don’s daughter over to the Feds.
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The boy had never called back.

Not that night or the next.

Shay had stayed well past the clinic’s closing hours, willing the phone to ring. No one had called, a mixed blessing, since at least it meant nobody else was in crisis.

She glanced at her cherry red watch her mother had  given her as a birthday gift to add to her watch and bracelet collection. The psychology grad student who’d volunteered to pull the eleven o’clock night shift was a half hour late, and she’d had zero luck in reaching him. She would leave him a note and forward all calls to her cell. Plenty of nights passed with no phone-ins, so she should still be able to sleep.

She eyed the receiver one last time before hitching her small Vera Bradley backpack over one shoulder and turning off the window fan puffing in an unusually cool breeze for once.

As she pulled her lab coat off the coat tree, the back door creaked open. Finally. The grad student. She would even have time to brief Geoff about the caller before she fell asleep on her feet.

She started into the hall. And stopped short. A hooded figure slid from the corridor toward the main clinic. Tall, frighteningly so, but with an awkward thinness of either a teen or a junkie.

Shay stumbled, her chest tightening. If she could just make it back into her office before he—

Her Nike thudded against the trash can. Shit. Shit. Shit!  She stooped to grab it before it clattered to the ground.

The hooded boy spun to face her, his face covered with a greasy bandanna. “Stop, bitch, or I’ll slice off your face.”

He swished a machete through the air.

She held up her hands and patted lightly in a universal calm-down gesture even as the glinting edge made her break out in a cold sweat.

A member of the Apocalypse gang.

She knew from the weapon.

God, how she wished he’d been carrying anything other than a blade. Even a dull butter knife freaked her out to this  day with a phobia so strong she avoided them at the dinner table.

“Stay where you are.” His hand shook, grease under his nails. Did he work in some kind of mechanic shop or garage? “No pressing some secret alarm or anything to bring the cops.”

Where was the security guard? So far it seemed she was completely alone. She kept searching for clues, anything to give her an advantage in talking to him.

Anything to take her mind off the memory of the glide of steel across her skin.

“Your guard guy decided to take a nap in his truck,” he said as if reading her mind. “So let’s step this up before the old fart gets back.”

“What do you want?” At least her voice didn’t shake. She clutched her tiny backpack closer to her side.

“I wanted to walk in here without anybody seeing me, but you shot that to hell, bitch. Now open that cabinet where you keep the drugs. And don’t bother telling me you haven’t got a key. I’ve seen you lock it up before.”

He must be one of the clinic patients. That narrowed the field down to about a thousand.

Her eyes snagged on the tattoos along the tops of his fingers, tiny rattlesnakes. Recognition flooded through her. She’d treated him last week when he came in wanting drugs for “back pain.” More like he wanted some cash from selling the pills on the street the minute he left.

Should she let him know she recognized him? Would that seal her very painful death warrant?

Something prompted her otherwise, a sense from her brief meeting with him that told her he respected strength. And, of course, she did have a protective edge he knew nothing about.

“You really need to go into another line of work.” She crossed her arms, one hand subtly dipping into her backpack. “All of those tattoos make you too readily identifiable to the police, Kevin.”

His chin wavered even as his jaw jutted. “If you’re so smart, you shoulda kept your mouth shut.” He tugged down his bandanna to reveal a pale face barely sporting peach fuzz. “What makes you think I won’t kill you now to keep you from IDing me later?”

She slid her hand out of her backpack and leveled her small but accurate pistol at him. “What makes you think I won’t shoot you first?”

His eyes went wide. Good. And thank heavens her risk paid off in mentioning his tats, since he’d been distracted long enough for her to find her own weapon without fumbling. She owed her dad a big fat thank-you for giving her the Khar PM9 when she took this job.

The angry blade steadied in Kevin’s fist. “You’re not gonna use it, ’cause you’re not a killer.”

“And neither are you.” She hoped.

“You’re crazy.”

Like she hadn’t heard that before. “Which makes me a lot more likely to shoot you.” She leveled the barrel. “Just because I’m not a murderer doesn’t mean I won’t blow off your kneecap. Now put that blade on the floor and get out of here.”

She would call the police on him the second he cleared the door, a much safer option than trying to subdue him herself. She wanted him and his machete out of her face.

A rumble sounded outside, growing louder. The growl, growl, growl of a motorcycle approaching vibrated the windows. She could have sworn she felt it in her toes.

Help?

Please, not backup for Kevin.

“Fuck,” the teen spat out.

The front doorknob rattled. Then creaked.

The hooded teenager twisted and made a break for the back exit, the machete still firmly in his fist. What was wrong with all the locks around here? She bolted them tight, and still people waltzed right in.

Her heart rate stuttered. She eyed the back exit and the front entrance. She wasn’t trusting that Geoff would come striding in with his Case Western student backpack this time.

Shay gripped her gun and dashed back into her office. Fishing frantically through her backpack, she searched for her cell phone. She grabbed the receiver just as a hulking man in motorcycle garb filled her office doorway.

Definitely not Geoff or Eli.

Her mouth went dry. Broad shoulders made larger by black leathers nearly touched either side of the frame. His neck was almost as big as his totally shaved head.

This guy wouldn’t need a machete. He could snap her in two with his ham-fisted grip.

Her hands started shaking. Her thumb searched for 911.

“Stand back.” She raised her gun and her phone. She wasn’t taking her sights off the hulk for even a second.

His eyes were so dark that from a distance she could only just see the thin ring of blue at the outer edges of his wide pupils. His whole badass look was enough to make a woman pull out her Mace in the middle of the afternoon.

For the first time she truly questioned the wisdom of carrying the small 9 mm, because her feet were frozen and her finger was twitchy. “The clinic closed six hours ago. My gun’s loaded, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

“Shay, put your weapon and phone down.” He raised his  hands to chest level. “I just missed catching the kid when he ran out the back door, and I’ve already called the cops.”

Something in his gravelly voice reached into her brain, probing around for a place to take hold. She could have sworn she’d never heard those deep tones before. She searched his face, trying to remember where she might have met him.

When.

Her trembling hands went still. She wasn’t even sure her heart still worked because of the roaring in her ears. He might not look or sound the same as the dark-haired thug who’d turned her life upside down seventeen years ago, but somehow she knew.

Vince Deluca was back.
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