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PROLOGUE

“Sir? I think you need to hear this.”

With a preoccupied frown, David Callahan looked up from the security briefing in his hand. His aide, Salam Farah, stood on the threshold of his small office deep inside the fortified U.S. Embassy compound in Kabul, Afghanistan. The man was holding a tape recorder and a single sheet of paper.

“A new message from the terrorists?” David lowered the briefing to his desk.

“Yes. And another personal threat.”

“I’m not interested in threats directed at me.” David waved the comment aside. “Let our security people worry about them.” 

This one is different, sir.”

After forty years in the diplomatic service, most of them spent dealing with volatile situations in the world’s hot spots, David had learned to trust his instincts about people. And in the two months he’d been back in Afghanistan trying to help stabilize the local government, he’d come to respect Salam’s judgment. His aide wouldn’t raise a red flag unless there was good cause. 

“All right.” David adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses and held out his hand. “Let’s see what they have to say.”

In silence, Salam set the recorder on the desk, pressed the play button, and passed the sheet of paper to David.

As the spoken message was relayed in Pashto, the language favored by the Taliban, David scanned the translation. The warning was similar to those that had come before: convince the country’s struggling fledgling government to release a dozen incarcerated terrorists and pay a twenty-million-dollar ransom, or the three U.S. hostages that had been kidnapped a week ago would die.

But as he read the last line, he understood Salam’s concern. The nature of the personal threat had, indeed, changed.

If you do not convince the government to meet our demands, your daughter will be our next target.

His pulse slammed into high gear.

“When did this arrive?” A thread of tension wove through his clipped question.

“Half an hour ago. It’s been in translation.”

“Was it delivered in the usual manner?”

“Yes.”

Meaning a randomly selected seven- or eight-year-old boy had been paid a few afghanis—the equivalent of a dime—to thrust the tape into the hands of the first U.S. soldier he saw at busy Massood Square, not far from the main gate of the embassy. The young, nimble couriers always managed to slip into the crowd or dart through the traffic before they could be restrained. It was a simple, expedient delivery method that left no clue about the origin of the messages.

Swiveling toward the small window in his office, David considered his options.

The official stance from Washington was clear—the United States didn’t negotiate with terrorists. Nevertheless, secret deals were sometimes bartered that allowed the government to save hostages while maintaining its hard-line public stance. While he’d been assigned to broker a couple of those clandestine arrangements during his career, David had never recommended that course of action. Had never even considered recommending it.

Until now.

Because he wanted to protect Monica—even if she wanted nothing to do with him.

As he stared out the window at the jagged, unforgiving peaks of the distant Hindu Kush Mountains, snow-covered on this frigid February day, he was keenly aware of the moral dilemma he faced. If he’d been unwilling to advise covert bargaining to save the lives of the three American hostages, how could he in good conscience change his stance now just because his own daughter had become a target?

Whoever had masterminded this latest threat had thrown him a cunning, world-class curveball.

For thirty eternal seconds he wrestled with his dilemma. But when he swung back toward Salam, there was steel in his voice.

“Get Washington on the phone.”
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Evan Cooper had never liked predawn pages.

In his four years on the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team, he’d pulled his share of all-nighters. And those were fine. He’d much rather stay up until the sun rose than be awakened by that rude alert. Especially on a Saturday after a late night of partying.

Stifling a groan, he groped around the top of his nightstand until his fingers closed over his BlackBerry. Once he’d killed the piercing noise, he peered at his watch in the darkness, forcing his bleary eyes to focus. According to the LED dial, it was four in the morning. Two hours of sleep.

Two Not enough.

Resigned, Coop clicked on his in-box. Normally, his adrenaline would already be pumping as he speculated about what crisis had escalated to the point that the nation’s most elite civilian tactical force would be called in. But in his present condition, the address line did little more than arouse mild curiosity in his sleep-fogged brain. Why had the page been directed to him alone rather than to his full team, as usual?

Squinting in the dark, Coop scanned the clipped directive from Les Coplin, head of the HRT.

Meet me at Quantico ASAP.

No explanation. No clue about why this meeting couldn’t wait until a decent hour. Just a summons.

In other words, typical Les.

After four years of this drill, Coop simply shifted into auto pilot. And thirty minutes later, he found himself striding down the too-bright corridor toward Les’s office with no actual recollection  of getting dressed, driving to Quantico, going through security, or parking his car.

It was almost scary.

“You look about as alert as I feel.”

At the wry comment, Coop glanced over his shoulder. Mark Sanders closed the distance between them in a few long strides and fell into step beside him.

“One too many beers last night?” Mark queried.

“At least.” Coop didn’t figure it would do any good to deny the obvious. Mark had been by his side most of the evening. “I take it you got a page too?”

“Yep.” He scanned the deserted hallway. “Looks like it’s just you and me, kid. A two-man job. This might be interesting.”

Maybe, Coop conceded. After I wake up.

“How come you’re so perky?” Coop gave Mark a suspicious look. The two of them were often teamed up on missions that called for partners, and their on-the-job pairing had led to a solid friendship. “You had as much to drink as I did.”

“I also stopped for a cup of coffee at the quick shop on the way in.”

“Smart.”

“I thought so.” Mark’s lips quirked into a smirk. “Hey, maybe Les will take pity on you and offer you some of his special brew.”

The commander’s thick-as-motor-oil sludge was legendary—and universally abhorred. But Coop was desperate. “I might take him up on it.”

“Whoa!” Mark’s eyebrows shot up. “You did have a rough night. Or else you’re getting old.”

“Thanks a lot, buddy.” In truth, he felt every one of his thirty-eight years this morning.

Chuckling, Mark stopped outside Les’s office and slapped Coop on the back. “Hey, what are friends for?” He lifted his hand to knock but froze as a gruff voice bellowed through the door. 

“Don’t just stand there. Come on in!”

Rolling his eyes, Mark pushed the door open and stepped aside, ushering Coop in first.

“Now you decide to be polite,” Coop muttered under his breath as he passed.

Mark’s soft chuckle was the only response.

“Sit.” Les waved them into chairs and fished out some file folders from the sea of papers on his desk. He worked the stub of his ever-present, unlit cigar between his teeth as he scrutinized the men across from him.

“You two look like something the cat dragged in.” He turned to Coop. “Especially you. Get some caffeine.” He motioned to a coffeemaker on a small table against the wall.

After exchanging a look with Mark, Coop rose in silence and filled a disposable cup three-quarters full, stirring in two packets of creamer to cut the bitterness of the noxious swill that masqueraded as coffee. Nothing got past Les, Coop reflected. One quick, assessing glance was all it had taken for the man to figure out who had fared the worse from a night of barhopping.

His astute powers of observation were no surprise, though. A former green beret and HRT operator, Les had headed the Hostage Rescue Team for the past two years. And he’d earned the respect of every HRT member with his keen insights and cut-to-the-chase manner. He’d also earned the nickname Bulldog, thanks to his stocky build, close-cropped gray hair, and square jaw—not to mention his tenacious determination.

As Coop retook his seat, grimacing at his first sip of the vile brew, he ignored the twitch in Mark’s lips and focused on Les. 

“I’ve got a job for you two. Ever hear of David Callahan?”

Mark shot Coop a silent query. At the almost imperceptible shake of his partner’s head, he answered for both of them. “No.”

“Didn’t think so. He keeps a low profile. Here’s some background  you can review later.” He tossed a file across the desk, and Coop fumbled with his coffee as he grabbed for it, the murky liquid sloshing dangerously close to the rim of the cup.

Les scowled at him and chewed his cigar. “Keep drinking that coffee.” Settling back in his chair, he ignored the flush that rose on Coop’s neck. “David Callahan works for the State Department. Has for forty years. He’s been in about every hot spot in the world where the United States has a vested interest. By reputation, he’s a savvy diplomat and a tough but fair negotiator. When you see the secretary of state shaking hands with foreign leaders after a diplomatic coup, you can bet David Callahan had a hand in it. I assume you’re both versed on the current hostage situation in Afghanistan.”

It was a statement, not a question.

To Coop’s relief, Mark took pity on him and accepted the volley. The coffee was starting to work, but he wasn’t yet ready to dive into this game.

“Yes. The basics, anyway. An unidentified terrorist group kidnapped three Americans a week ago and is demanding the release of a number of extremists who are in custody, as well as a large ransom. The hostages are a wire service reporter, the director of a humanitarian organization, and a State Department employee. The last I heard, things were at a stalemate.”

“That’s right. It’s a dicey situation. Callahan is holding firm to our nonnegotiation policy with terrorists, but he’s facing immense pressure to convince the State Department and the Afghan government to reconsider that stance. And the terrorists just raised the stakes.”

Leaning forward, Les passed a file to Mark. “Background on Monica Callahan, David’s daughter.”

“How is she involved?” Mark took the file.

“She isn’t. Yet. And it’s up to you to keep it that way.”

“I’m not sure I understand.” Twin creases appeared on Mark’s brow.

“Three hours ago, the terrorists gave David Callahan a vested interest in the outcome by threatening his daughter.” Les turned to Coop. “You with us?”

“Yes, sir. But I’m not sure I understand, either. Shouldn’t this be handled by State Department personnel?”

“In general, yes. David Callahan’s own security is being managed internally. But he wanted the best available protection for his daughter. And he went to the highest levels to get it.”

“The secretary of state asked for HRT involvement?” Mark sent Les a surprised look.

“No one asked for anything. It was an order.” Les chewed on his cigar for a few seconds. “And it came from the White House.”

Stunned, Coop stared at him. “The White House?”

“The coffee must be kicking in. Good.” Les worked his cigar to the other side of his mouth. “Now that I have your full attention, we can talk about your assignment.”

“Is the daughter in Afghanistan?” Mark asked.

“No. Much closer to home. Richmond, Virginia. I want you and Coop on dignitary protection duty 24/7 until this hostage situation is resolved.”

“That could be weeks,” Coop said.

“And your point is . . .” Les pinned him with a piercing look. 

Coop took a fortifying gulp of his coffee and remained silent.

“That’s what I figured.” Les removed his cigar long enough to take a swig from his own mug. “We’ll work the intelligence angle from here and try to intercept any imminent threats. I need you two on the ground with Monica Callahan to provide physical protection.” He passed another file over to Mark. “Classified intelligence on the hostage situation and terrorist cells in the U.S. that could be connected to it.”

“Is a safe house being arranged?”

At Mark’s question, Les leaned back in his chair and squinted. Not a good sign, Coop knew. Their boss only squinted in tense situations—or if things weren’t going as planned.

“That would be the most effective way to deal with the situation. And we’re securing a location now. But we have a challenge to deal with first.”

As Coop leaned forward to wedge his coffee cup into a tiny bare spot on Les’s desk, he exchanged a glance with Mark. His partner’s concerned expression mirrored Coop’s reaction. When Les said “challenge,” he meant “problem.” And with the White House watching over their shoulders, problems were not a good thing.

“I’m assuming you’ll explain that.” Coop’s even, controlled tone reflected none of his sudden unease.

“The lady isn’t aware of the danger because she hasn’t responded to her father’s calls. As you’ll discover from her file, they’ve been estranged for many years.” Les delivered his bombshell matter-of-factly. “So your first challenge, gentlemen, will be to convince her she needs protecting and get her on board with the program—despite her feelings about her father.”

The last vestiges of fuzziness vanished from Coop’s brain. They were supposed to protect an uncooperative subject from a terrorist threat with the White House looking over their shoulders.

Wonderful.

From the set of his jaw, Mark wasn’t any more thrilled by the assignment than he was, Coop deduced.

Dignitary protection details were bad enough under the best conditions. No one on the HRT had joined the group to play nursemaid to high-powered, pampered VIPs. And that’s what these gigs amounted to in most cases, as he and Mark knew firsthand. You stashed the person in a safe house and babysat until you got the all clear.

In other words, you were bored out of your mind.

But he’d take that kind of assignment in a heartbeat compared to the one Les had handed them. One wrong step, and their careers would be toast.

“We’ll feed you intelligence as we get it,” Les continued. “And we’ll proceed on the assumption that you’ll convince Ms. Callahan it’s in her best interest to cooperate. In the meantime, get up to speed on those files and head down to Richmond. I want you on the job by nine o’clock. The local field office is handling covert surveillance until you get there. Any questions?”

Coop and Mark exchanged a look but remained silent.

“Okay. Stay in touch. And good luck.”

Rising, Coop gripped the file folder on David Callahan and picked up his coffee. As he followed Mark out the door, he glanced at the murky dregs sloshing in the bottom of the cup. They turned his stomach.

And the assignment Les had handed them was having the same effect.

As for luck . . . he had a feeling they were going to need a whole lot more than that to emerge from this job unscathed.
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Two hours later, Coop angled his wrist on the steering wheel and checked his watch. Not bad. At this rate, they should be in Richmond well before the nine o’clock deadline Les had given them.

“You want any breakfast?”

At Mark’s question, Coop flicked a quick look in his direction. When his partner inclined his head toward a pair of familiar yellow arches at the top of the highway off-ramp up ahead, Coop grimaced.

“I’ll take that as a no,” Mark said.

“I’m still tasting the grounds from Les’s so-called coffee. But I’ll pull off if you’re hungry.”

“I can wait awhile.”

Coop didn’t offer again. The mere thought of food was enough to make him queasy. “Finding anything interesting?” He nodded toward the briefing material in Mark’s lap. His partner had been engrossed in it since they pulled onto the highway, and Coop had been content to drive in silence.

“David Callahan is impressive.”

“He must be to have enough clout to pull off this kind of security. And to have Oval Office connections.”

“Sounds like he’s earned a few favors. The man has been in more hot spots than a Bedouin’s camel.”

“Remind me to appreciate your humor later, when I feel more human.” Coop gave him a sardonic look. “Too bad we weren’t assigned to his security detail. Given the level of scrutiny on this job, I have a feeling that would have been safer than babysitting his daughter.”

“Hey, look at it this way.” Mark fished a photo out of the file and positioned it in his partner’s field of vision. “If we have to babysit, at least she’s a babe.”

Babe was a good word to describe Monica Callahan, Coop conceded as he examined the head shot. Shiny, russet-colored hair framed her oval face and skimmed her shoulders, the tapered blunt cut providing fullness and bounce. Bangs swept to either side of her smooth forehead, and intelligent, deep green eyes stared into the camera with a disarming frankness. Her lips were curved in an ever-so-slight smile, as if she was thinking about some private joke.

For some reason, Coop got stuck on her lips. They were full and soft and oh-so-appealing. Kissable was the word that came to mind. And very . . .

“Watch the road,” Mark suggested mildly, his expression amused as the car began to drift toward the shoulder.

Jerking his focus back to the highway, Coop made a course correction.

“I thought this would get your attention.” Mark grinned and slid the photo back into the file. “Why don’t you pull over and we’ll switch places? Once you’re up to speed on the files, we can talk about a game plan.”

“Okay by me.”

Thirty minutes later, Coop closed the file on Monica Callahan. “I’m impressed.”

“There aren’t any slouches in that family, that’s for sure.”

“How many people do you know who’ve written a bestselling book at age thirty-four?”

“Zero. Until now. What was the name of it again?”

“Talk the Walk.”

“Clever.”

“And that’s just for starters. PhD in communications. College professor. Business trainer and communications consultant. Sought-after speaker. She’s one busy lady.”

“Who is not going to take kindly to having her life disrupted, I suspect.”

Flipping open the file again, Coop gave it one more quick scan. “I didn’t see anything in here about why she and her father are estranged, did you?”

“Nope.”

“That’s going to complicate things.”

“Tell me about it.”

In the distance, Coop spotted another pair of yellow arches. “I think I could face some food now. Besides, I don’t want to go into this on an empty stomach.”

“You don’t have to twist my arm.” Mark flipped on his turn signal.

As his partner edged into the right lane, Coop surveyed the bleak February landscape outside his window. A light dusting of snow covered the ground, and the temperature was hovering at the freezing mark. The scene was cold. Inhospitable. Ominous.

Like this assignment.

His gut clenched into a knot, and an unsettling feeling of apprehension swept over him. “I don’t have good vibes about this mission.”

At his quiet comment, Mark shot him a surprised look. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

Twin furrows dented Coop’s brow. Mark was right. He couldn’t remember ever being intimidated by an assignment, from busting up a lethal drug ring in Puerto Rico to high-risk international fugitive pickups to quelling a prison riot. He was used to danger.

Yet this job spooked him, for reasons he couldn’t articulate. He just had a gut feeling they were walking onto a minefield. And in general, he trusted his instincts.

This case, however, was a little different. The intense scrutiny that White House involvement implied could, in itself, account for his trepidation, he supposed. Until they scoped out the job and met the woman they’d been assigned to protect, he needed to keep his concerns in check. There was no reason for both of them to worry unnecessarily.

“Sorry.” He tried to massage away the dull headache pounding behind his temples. “Chalk it up to too many beers and not enough sleep.”

“Maybe food will help.”

“Maybe.”

As Mark turned onto the exit ramp, Coop hoped his partner was right. Monica Callahan’s refusal to take her father’s calls wasn’t a good sign, but perhaps she would listen to reason in person. Based on her file, she sounded like an intelligent, articulate, mature person. Someone who would be able to put her personal feelings aside and look at the situation in a logical manner. Who would listen to—and follow—the recommendations of experts. Who would do her best to make their job easy.

He hoped.

[image: 9781441203724_0022_007]
Chin propped in hand, Monica reread the conclusion of the thesis written by a graduate student she was advising. Not a bad first effort. But not up to this student’s capabilities, either. The analysis of the research project wasn’t thorough enough. Fortunately, it was only a first draft.

She wrote some comments in red at the end, hesitating once to wonder if she was being too critical. No, she decided. She was no harder on her students than she was on herself. She finished the sentence, then set the sheaf of papers aside.

Reaching for her mug, Monica took a sip of the cooling coffee and checked the clock on the wall in her home office. Eight-thirty. She’d been working for more than two hours already. Not an ideal way to spend a Saturday morning, but her speaking schedule had been heavy since the release of her book a month ago, and she had a lot of catching up to do. Good thing she wasn’t trying to teach a class this semester too.

She glanced at the phone on her desk, glad she’d turned it off. Shutting out the world always helped her focus. But it had been a bit harder than usual to tune things out today after the disturbing call in the early hours of the morning from her father. Or rather, from her father’s office. How like him to have an underling place a personal call rather than dial it himself, she thought in disgust. Family matters had always been relegated to a distant second place in his life, well behind his job.

But she was grateful it hadn’t been him on the line. After the man had identified himself and asked her to hold for her father, she’d had a chance to recover from her shock and regroup. Though she was curious about his reasons for contacting her after a gap of more years than she cared to count, she’d long ago decided that David Callahan had no place in her life. So severing the connection—and leaving the phone off the hook—had not only bought her an uninterrupted morning of work, it had sent a strong message to her father.

At least she hoped it had.

Because she had no interest in what the man had to say.
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Monica Callahan was as stunning in person as her photo had suggested.

That was Coop’s quick assessment when she opened her door in answer to Mark’s knock at 8:45. She was also tall—five-seven or eight, he estimated, using his own six-foot-two frame as reference—and her snug, worn jeans and body-hugging black turtleneck confirmed that her slender figure was rounded in all the appropriate places.

“May I help you?” Her green eyes were cordial, and she had a voice as smooth as warm honey.

“Ms. Callahan, I’m Mark Sanders and this is Evan Cooper with the FBI.” Mark flashed his credentials. “May we come in?”

Surprise rippled across her face, followed by suspicion. “If this has anything to do with my father, I’m not interested.”

The slender hope for an easy, uncomplicated mission that Coop had been nurturing began to shrivel.

“Ms. Callahan, we’re here because a number of people in positions of authority have reason to believe you’re in danger.” Coop tried for a calm, reasonable tone.

Monica’s eyes narrowed, and she aimed a hostile look at him. “Including my father?”

“Among others.”

“My father hasn’t played any role in my life in years. I don’t intend to let him start now.”

As she began to ease the door closed, Coop had a split second to consider their options. Unfortunately, there weren’t many. Les had been clear about their mission—protect Monica Callahan. They could do it the easy way or the hard way. And Coop much preferred the easy way. It was too cold to lurk around outside doing surveillance on her small, well-kept bungalow, as the field agents from the Richmond office had been doing until they arrived. They had to convince her to listen to reason.

But they wouldn’t have that opportunity if she shut the door in their faces. He and Mark had discussed their strategy if she balked, and he implemented it now.

“If you value your life, I suggest you give us a chance to explain the situation.”

At Coop’s blunt statement, Monica froze. Then she lifted her chin slightly. “That sounds like a threat.” Her gaze didn’t waver.

Neither did Coop’s. “It is. But the threat isn’t from us. It seems you’re on the radar screen of a terrorist group that plays for keeps.”

The slight dilation of her pupils and the twitch of a muscle near the corner of her mouth told Coop his scare tactic had worked. They had her attention. That was the first step.

“If you’ll give us a few minutes, we’ll explain,” he offered, warming his tone a couple of degrees.

“Do I have a choice?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mark spoke up. “We can’t force you to cooperate. But our assignment is to protect you, and we’ll do that to the best of our ability with or without your assistance. We’ll stay out of your way if you prefer, but our job will be much easier if we work together.”

After looking from one man to the other, Monica’s lips flattened into a grim line and she stepped back. “Fine. Come in. I’ll listen to what you have to say.”

As Mark followed her in, Coop did a quick visual sweep of the neighborhood. According to the two field agents who’d been onsite prior to their arrival, everything looked normal. Nor did there seem to be any suspicious activity now. The quiet, tree-shaded neighborhood of small homes appeared to be deserted on this cold February morning, as if everyone was sleeping in. The very thing he wished he was doing, Coop thought with a sigh.

Stepping inside the door, he twisted the lock. Not even a deadbolt, he noted with a frown. An intruder’s dream. Break the glass side panels beside the front door, reach in, and flip the lock. Gaining entry would be a piece of cake.

“Something wrong?”

At the frosty question, Coop turned. Monica had stopped in her small foyer and was watching him, hands on hips, her posture tense. Over her shoulder, Mark gave a slight shake of his head, as if to say, “This isn’t going to be easy.”

Amen, thought Coop.

“Just looking at your locks.” He tried for a conversational tone, hoping to diffuse the almost palpable tension. “Do you have a security system?”

“I’ve never needed one.”

He ignored the challenge in her words. “If there’s somewhere we could all sit down, we’ll fill you in on the situation.”

After a brief hesitation, she led the way into the living room to the left of the foyer. Decorated in a casual, contemporary style, it featured neutral-toned furniture accented with bright throw pillows that picked up the predominant hues in the colorful impressionist prints hanging on the ivory walls. A thick oval of glass supported by a granite base served as a coffee table. On top was a small vase of fresh flowers, a bowl of M&Ms, and an ornate, old-fashioned music box that seemed out of character with the clean, simple lines of the room. Built-in bookcases, filled to overflowing, flanked a bay window on the far wall.

Monica chose a chair upholstered in a subtle geometric pattern formed by shades of gray interspersed with magenta flecks. Gripping a throw pillow against her abdomen, she crossed her legs and glared at the intruders. Mark perched on the arm of the dove-gray couch, leaving a teak chair with an upholstered seat to Coop.

When Monica remained silent, Mark folded his arms across his chest and looked at Coop. He’d taken the lead when they’d knocked on the door, but now he seemed content to let his partner do the talking.

Thanks a lot, Coop signaled with his eyes.

The merest twitch of Mark’s lips told Coop his message had been received.

Turning his attention to Monica, Coop plunged in. Considering that the atmosphere couldn’t get any more strained, he figured they might as well lay their cards on the table. “Are you aware of the current hostage situation in Afghanistan?”

“Yes.” Monica regarded him warily.

“Your father is involved. And he’s been receiving threats from the kidnappers.”

“I would think he’s used to that sort of thing by now, given the nature of his work.”

“The threat has been extended to include you.”

Her expression grew skeptical. “You’re suggesting that terrorists in Afghanistan are targeting me? Here in Richmond?”

“Terrorist groups have cells everywhere.”

“Aren’t you being a little dramatic?”

“Your father doesn’t think so. Neither does the White House.” 

“The White House?” Her face went blank with shock.

“It seems your father has connections in high places.”

Coop gave her time to process his bombshell, watching as shock gave way to resentment.

“You’re saying these terrorists are hoping to get my father to give in to their demands by threatening me?” she clarified.

“More or less.”

Tossing the throw pillow aside, she rose in agitation and strode to one of the front windows. As she stared out, she shook her head and gave a bitter laugh. “Well, the joke’s on them. He couldn’t care less. I—”

She broke off in mid-sentence as Coop took her arm and eased her back, stepping between her and the window as he pulled down the shade.

“What are you doing?” She gave him a confused look.

“Trying to prevent you from being a target.”

She drew a sharp breath, almost as if she’d been slapped. “You’re serious about this.”

“Dead serious.” Coop nodded to Mark, and the other man rose to draw the rest of the shades. The day was already overcast, and the room grew dim.

“If you’re trying to make my day even gloomier, you’re succeeding. And that’s quite a feat, since I’m a pretty upbeat person in general.” Monica reached out to flip on a lamp.

A tremor ran through her voice, undermining her attempt at sarcasm and bravado. And her hand wasn’t quite steady, Coop noted. Good. Healthy fear was an asset in a situation like this, as was spunk.

“We’re trying to give you a realistic idea of what you’re up against if the threat is serious,” Coop countered.

“Is it?” She gave him a direct, assessing look.

“We have no reason to believe it isn’t.” Coop directed his next comment to his partner. “Why don’t you brief Ms. Callahan on the basics from the file we reviewed en route.”

They retook their seats, and Coop let Mark have the floor. His rundown earned her rapt attention, giving Coop a chance to observe her reactions—and admire her classic profile. Monica Callahan was a beautiful woman. Not to mention smart, talented, and successful. Yet according to her file, she was unattached. Why? Of all the unanswered questions about this job, that one intrigued him the most.

“. . . want me to do?”

Only the tail end of her question registered, and Coop forced himself to refocus.

“The easiest way for us to protect you is for you to disappear until the threat is neutralized,” Mark responded.

“Disappear?” She gave him a puzzled look.

“To a safe house,” Coop jumped in. “A place only a handful of people know about.”

“And how long will it take for this threat to be . . . neutralized? These hostage situations have been known to drag on for weeks.”

Mark and Coop exchanged a look. If they wanted Monica Callahan’s trust and cooperation, Coop suspected nothing less than absolute honesty would suffice.

“We’d like to think this will be over in a matter of days. Or sooner. But you’re right. There are no guarantees.”

Already Coop was beginning to recognize—and dislike—the sudden firming of her jaw that indicated she was going to dig in her heels.

“I have obligations to fulfill.”

“Ms. Callahan, let me give it to you straight.” Coop leaned forward and clasped his hands between his knees, his gaze intent. “If you won’t follow our suggestions, our ability to protect you will be compromised.”

“That’s my problem, isn’t it?”

“Not when the Oval Office is involved.”

Anger flared for a brief second in her eyes. Once it died down, she returned Coop’s look without flinching. “I’m sorry to complicate your lives. But the fact is, we’re talking about my life here. And frankly, I think everyone is overreacting. The notion that a terrorist group would single me out is ludicrous. And other than one sentence in a terrorist missive, you’ve given me no reason to believe the threat is serious. Look around you.”

She waved her hand in an encompassing arc. “I lead a quiet, ordinary, orderly life in a quiet, ordinary neighborhood. This is not terrorist territory. So let me give it to you straight too. I’m not leaving my home. I’ll reschedule whatever commitments I can if that will make your job easier, but I’m not going to put my life on hold because of my father. That’s my best offer.”

As Coop and Mark exchanged a quick glance, she rose. “Why don’t you gentlemen talk about this while I put on another pot of coffee. If you can come up with a reasonable plan, I’ll listen.”

Coop rose before she took two steps. “I’d appreciate it if you’d let me take a look first.”

She halted and angled toward him, crossing her arms tight to her body. “You guys are determined to make me paranoid, aren’t you?”

“No, ma’am. We just want to keep you safe,” Mark spoke up.

Tight-lipped, she nodded toward the kitchen. “Help yourself.”

As Coop passed, he could feel the tension emanating from her body. He wanted to reassure her they’d do their best to disrupt her life as little as possible, but in reality their presence would be intrusive. And she was stuck with them, in one way or another, until the hostage crisis in the Mideast was resolved.

He secured the kitchen as quickly as he could, and when he returned she disappeared down the hall without a word.

Silence settled into the room as she exited. Mark moved closer to Coop and perched on the edge of the couch. “The lady is not happy.”

“Tell me about it.” Coop raked his fingers through his hair and shook his head. “I don’t think she’s going to budge from this place, and the house has serious security issues.”

“I noticed.”

“We may need to call in some local field agents for perimeter security.”

“Agreed.”

“You and I are going to have to stick close. As in inside. And she is not going to appreciate having her space invaded 24/7.” 

“I’d say that’s a fair assessment. But to be honest, I’m more concerned about her security away from here. We need to get a handle on her commitments for the next few days and put together an ops plan. We may have to request some backup.”

The headache that had begun to fade started pounding again in Coop’s temples with renewed vigor. “You want to put in the call to Les?”

“Nope.” Mark folded his arms across his chest. “I ran interference for you this morning in his office. It’s your turn to step into the line of fire.”

“Any suggestions?” Coop took the handoff without argument. Mark had done him a favor earlier when his brain had felt pickled; it was only fair he return it.

“Pray?”

“Very funny.”

“Hey, maybe it’s not such bad advice.” Mark’s quick grin faded. “I can tell you one thing, though. Les is not going to be happy.”

“I can tell you something else. We’re going to need all the help we can get to pull this job off.”
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It wasn’t fair.

Monica gave the button on the coffee grinder an angry jab. As she gripped the edge of the counter in a futile attempt to restore some sense of stability to her shaken world, the grating noise was an audible parallel to the silent churning in her stomach. Why, after all these years, after she’d finally moved past the hurt and guilt and betrayal, had her father reappeared to disrupt her life again?

Resentment bubbled up inside her, seeking release.

But she shouldn’t be taking it out on the two men in the next room, she acknowledged, remorse pricking her conscience. It wasn’t their fault her father had abandoned her and her mother. Nor did they bear any blame for her unresolved feelings about her unhappy family history. They were just trying to do their job.

By rote, she put the ground coffee into a filter, slid it into the coffeemaker, and poured in a carafe of water. Whatever anger she felt should be directed toward the source, she reminded herself. Her father. Once again, his job had impinged on her life, setting into motion a chain of events that had, according to the two men in her living room, sucked her into a web of danger. Assuming that was true, she’d be a fool not to cooperate with their efforts to protect her.

So she would. On her terms. Like it or not, the FBI would have to carry out its assignment without taking over her life.

And judging by the reaction of the two men when she’d delivered that ultimatum, they didn’t like it.

Not one little bit.
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“The message has been delivered.”

Tariq al-Hashemi, seated cross-legged on the dirt floor, looked up from the map he was studying. The setting sun streaked in through the small, grimy window in the mud wall of the half-ruined building on the outskirts of Kandahar, spotlighting his aide’s youthful, impatient face. He’d been that way once too. Long ago. But life had snuffed out both youth and haste. Now, though he was just shy of forty-five, he knew he looked twenty years older. The mirror didn’t lie. Deep creases lined his cheeks and forehead beneath his black turban. Gray flecks peppered his dark beard, and his loose-fitting pants and black robe hung on his gaunt frame. But he used the sharp intensity of his dark eyes to temper his aged appearance.

“Good. Any problems?” he asked.

“No.”

Positioning his body so the weak sunlight could better illuminate the map in his lap, Tariq resumed his perusal.

After a few moments, sensing the man in the doorway hadn’t accepted his dismissal, Tariq pinned him with a steely look. “What is it, Anis?”

“Are there any further instructions?”

“No. Now we wait.”

“But it has been a week already. And the Americans are not responding.”

Tariq’s nostrils flared with anger. There had been a time when no one—no one—questioned his decisions. His fall from grace had been humiliating enough, but the loss of power and authority was even more difficult to bear. Allah willing, he would regain both. Soon. He was becoming a major player in the country’s massive opium trade, and funds were beginning to flow in. If all went according to plan, the kidnapping would not only raise additional money, it would bring the Americans to their knees.

One American in particular.

Rising in one lithe movement to his full five-foot-ten height, he threw his shoulders back and let his silent, penetrating stare bore into the other man until Anis shifted and dropped his gaze. Only then did Tariq speak.

“You are young, Anis. And inexperienced. You must learn that patience is our ally. And you must learn that there can be only one leader. If you are not willing to accept my decisions without question, you are free to leave.”

Humiliation mottled the man’s ebony complexion. “Of course. I beg your forgiveness.” With a slight bow, he backed from the room.

A full sixty seconds passed before Tariq moved. Turning toward the window, he allowed the rigid line of his shoulders to ease slightly as he walked the short distance to the grimy pane. Though he changed locations often, the view from his succession of windows was predictable. Dusty, arid streets and crumbling buildings, or the endless, unforgiving expanse of desert. Poverty. Hunger. Despair. All the things he had known for most of his forty-four years. All the things he despised.

It was his hatred for privation that had propelled him to seek power and affluence, using whatever means were necessary—first as a recruit to the Taliban, later as an ally to the new government. And over time, he’d created a good life, one that allowed him to live in a degree of comfort far removed from his impoverished roots. Until an investigation into corruption within the new government had sent his world into a downward spiral.

And the mastermind behind the investigation that had led to his downfall?

Troubleshooter—and troublemaker—David Callahan.

Tariq watched as the sun set behind the distant mountains, throwing the barren desert terrain into bleak shadows. He’d accomplished much since his ignominious fall from power, he reflected in satisfaction. Once he’d wrestled his hot anger into submission and replaced it with a cold, hard, ruthless determination, he’d begun to reassemble his band of followers, all the while keeping tabs on the tottering government. Despite David Callahan’s behind-the-scenes efforts to clean house early on, corruption had mushroomed and spun out of control after the diplomat left. It was only a matter of time until the government collapsed and the U.S. was ousted.

And Tariq intended to help things along.

From the moment he’d learned of David Callahan’s return, he’d been formulating the plan that had been set into motion with the three back-to-back abductions a week ago. The hostages were now secured in a domed mud hut outside Kandahar, in one of a hundred small, anonymous villages that blended into the desert.

If David Callahan convinced U.S. and Afghanistan authorities to meet Tariq’s demands in return for the release of the hostages, all the better. Such a coup would fill his coffers and expose a weakness—in the government and in David Callahan—that would make both vulnerable to future attacks.

However, knowing Callahan’s tough stance on terrorists and the man’s dismissal of personal threats, Tariq hadn’t been surprised that the diplomat had ignored his demands. That’s when he’d raised the stakes. Letting three strangers die rather than violate your principles was one thing.

Letting your only child die was another matter entirely.

As the fiery sun disappeared behind a jagged peak, snuffing the light from the landscape, a sense of calm filled Tariq. He’d long ago grown immune to killing. Life was cheap. No one had cared when his wife and six-year-old son perished in a vicious blizzard in the refugee camp. Why should he care if others suffered similar fates? Tariq wanted power. And revenge. If necessary, death would be a means to that end.

He hoped David Callahan understood that.

Because if he didn’t, people would die.

Including his daughter.
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“Les? Coop. We’re at Monica Callahan’s.”

“And?”

“She’s not thrilled by our presence.”

“That was a given, considering she’s on the outs with her father. Did you convince her to move to a safe house? I’ve got one lined up about a hundred miles outside of Washington.”

From his vantage point on the small front porch of Monica’s bungalow, Coop considered his response as he surveyed the neighborhood. The place was starting to come alive, and he stepped to one side, behind a piece of lattice woven with a tapestry of dead vines. An older man in the house across the street exited the front door, clutching a bathrobe around his well-padded middle as he hustled toward a rolled-up newspaper on the walk. Farther down the block, a car pulled out of a driveway and headed in the opposite direction. Two kids on skateboards, oblivious to the cold, were having some sort of competition a few houses down. It looked like a normal Saturday morning.

If only it was.

“No.” Dancing around Les’s question wasn’t going to win him any brownie points, Coop decided. “At this point, the best we’ve been able to do is convince her to alter her schedule somewhat to better accommodate our surveillance.”

“Not good enough.”

“We’ll keep trying.” Coop could picture Les squinting as the commander chomped on his cigar.

“Do that. White House or no White House, I can’t afford to send a bunch of operators down there just because this woman is being unreasonable.”

“Understood. But if she won’t budge, we’ll need some backup. We thought the local field office might be able to handle perimeter surveillance.”

“They’re not going to like that.”

“I know.” All HRT operators started their FBI careers as field agents, and Coop was well aware that the assignment he was proposing would take precious time away from an agent’s regular cases. “But I didn’t think going to local law enforcement for help would be an option.”

“It isn’t. This case is classified. We have to handle it ourselves.” 

The line went quiet, and Coop waited in silence. Les’s cigar was getting a workout this morning.

“Okay. Regroup with the lady. Try again to get her to see reason. In the meantime, I’ll talk to the Richmond SAC and lay some groundwork.”

Since the special agent in charge of the Richmond field office had already sent two men out this morning to Monica Callahan’s house, Coop had a feeling he wouldn’t be surprised by the follow-up call. Nor would he be pleased.

“I’ll be back in touch once we have a firm ops plan in place.” A dark brown delivery van stopped two houses down, and Coop shifted position to keep it in sight. Despite the familiar logo on the side and the driver’s standard uniform, he watched as the man jogged up to a door, deposited a package, rang the bell, and jogged back.

“Everything okay there at the moment?”

“Yes.” Coop kept the van in sight until it disappeared around the corner at the end of the street. “My initial impression is that security at the house is pathetic, but we’ll do a more thorough check and remedy what we can.”

“Get back to me as soon as you have a plan.”

“Will do.” Coop slid his BlackBerry back into the holder on his belt and did one more visual scan of the neighborhood before slipping back inside.

As he turned from bolting the door, Monica was coming down the hall from the kitchen, carrying a tray laden with mugs, a coffeepot, cream and sugar, and a plate of coffeecake.

“Let me take that.” He moved toward her and reached for the tray.

“I can handle it.” She didn’t relinquish her grip.

“I’m sure you can.” He smiled, holding tight. Logic hadn’t worked with her. Maybe charm would. “But I try to be a gentleman.”

She considered him for several seconds as he braced for the already-too-familiar independent lift of her chin and prepared to counter whatever argument she raised.

Instead, to his surprise, her lips softened and she returned his smile, releasing the tray.

“Thanks. You can put it on the coffee table.”

Without waiting for a response, she preceded him into the living room. As she leaned over to move aside the bowl of M&Ms, he couldn’t help admire the way her snug jeans showed off her slim waist and trim hips.

A discreet cough from Mark redirected Coop’s attention. His partner grinned as his gaze flicked back and forth between Coop and Monica, his silent commentary more eloquent than words. Had they been alone, Coop would have responded with an acerbic comeback. As it was, he did his best to ignore the other man.

“Is that enough room?”

Once more, Coop switched focus. Monica was watching him, her expression unreadable as she waited for him to deposit the tray on the table.

“Yes.” He took his time setting it down, willing the hot flush on his neck to subside.

“Help yourself.” She gestured to the tray as she poured herself a cup of coffee and kicked off her shoes. Tucking her feet under her, she settled into the same chair she’d vacated earlier.

Mark didn’t wait for a second invitation. He filled a mug and took a generous piece of the cake.

“Did you two have breakfast?” Monica queried as Mark dug into the cake.

“Yes. Though you wouldn’t know it by the way my partner is wolfing that down.” Coop sent a pointed glance toward Mark as he poured some coffee.

“It happens to be very good coffeecake,” Mark defended himself. “Tastes homemade.”

“It is.” Monica took a sip of her coffee.

“I’m impressed.” Mark savored another bite. “Compared to that fast-food breakfast we ingested on our way down from Quantico, this is a real treat.”

“Quantico?” Monica’s hand stilled, and she looked from one to the other. “Isn’t there an FBI office in Richmond?”

“Yes. But we’re not field agents.” Coop put a piece of cake on a napkin and took his seat. “We’re with the Hostage Rescue Team.”

“Hostage Rescue Team.” She repeated the name slowly. “I don’t understand.” She reached for a handful of M&Ms, and Coop noted the slight tremor in her fingers.

“The HRT is a civilian counterterrorism unit. We provide tactical resolution in hostage and high-risk law enforcement situations,” Mark told her, spewing the official description of the unit.

She popped a couple of the M&Ms into her mouth, crunching down on them before she spoke. “I’m still confused. I’m not a hostage.”

“And we want to keep it that way.” As Coop leaned over to put his mug on the coffee table, the jacket of his suit gapped open to reveal the Glock tucked into a holster on his belt. The firearm caught—and held—Monica’s attention, he noted. She popped some more M&Ms as he discreetly adjusted his jacket.

“The HRT also provides dignitary protection in special situations,” Mark added.

“I’m not a dignitary.”

“Your father is. Meaning you are too, by association. And the White House has concurred with his high-risk assessment. That’s why we’re here.” Coop leaned forward again and clasped his hands together. “Our mission is straightforward, Ms. Callahan. Protect you until the hostage situation is resolved. The terrorists either aren’t aware of—or don’t care about—your estrangement from your father.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You know about that?”

“The bare facts were in your file. Nothing more. I assume your father mentioned your . . . rift . . . when he arranged for security.”

“Rift doesn’t begin to cover it.” She gripped her mug with both hands and stared into the dark depths. “My father has played almost no part in my life for the past twenty-four years. And he played only a small role prior to that. I haven’t even seen him since he attended my mother’s funeral ten years ago.”

Her words were cold and threaded with bitterness and resentment. But Coop had caught the flicker of pain in her eyes, the momentary vulnerability, before she looked down. And he could relate. He’d had his own father troubles, and he knew what a lasting impact that could have. Monica Callahan’s file had painted a picture of a successful, confident, has-her-act-together woman. While that seemed to be accurate as far as it went, he suspected it was incomplete. Whatever had happened between her and her father might be in her distant past, but it continued to cloud her present.

“We’ll do our best to disrupt your life as little as possible,” Coop promised, gentling his voice. “And we’re sorry for the inconvenience.”

Several seconds ticked by. The elegant curve of her throat quivered as she swallowed, and when she looked up, her features had softened.

“Actually, I’m the one who should apologize. I’m sorry if I’ve been a bit hostile. I’m not happy my father’s problems have cascaded down to me, but that’s not your fault. You’re simply trying to do your job. That said, I can’t disappear without disrupting a lot of people’s lives. All I can do is lay low as much as possible and try to minimize your hassles. Can you live with that?”

It wasn’t ideal, but at this point Coop was willing to take whatever cooperation they could get. A quick glance at Mark confirmed that his partner felt the same way.

“It’s a start. Why don’t we talk about your schedule for the next few days? That way we can assess risk and make some recommendations.”

“Let me get my calendar.” She rose, grabbed another handful of M&Ms, and headed down the hall.

Once she disappeared, Mark leaned toward Coop and spoke in a low tone. “At least she didn’t throw us out.”

“True. But it’s not going to be easy. We’ll still need local backup.”

“Is Les taking care of it?”

“Yes. He’s not happy about it, though. And the field office isn’t going to be, either.”

“Tough. Unless she’s willing to move out of this house, we can’t handle security on our own.”

“Agreed. In the meantime, we need to keep pushing for the safe house.”

“Why do I think the lady isn’t going to bend on that?”

Frowning, Coop tapped one finger against the arm of his chair. “It might help if we knew what the problem is between her and her father.”

“Maybe.” Mark cocked his head. “Why don’t you try turning on that charm again? It seemed to be very persuasive with the tray in the hall.”

“Very funny.”

“I’m more than half serious. And my keen observation skills tell me it wouldn’t require much acting on your part to feign some interest.”

The hot flush surged again on Coop’s neck. “You’re the one who called her a babe in the car.”

“True. But our reactions in person were different. I noticed her assets. You salivated.”

“I don’t think I’m going to respond to that.”

“No response is necessary. The evidence speaks for itself.” He flashed a brief grin, and then his demeanor grew more serious. “But work on the safe house, okay?”

An odd inflection in Mark’s voice put Coop on alert. “You sound worried.”

“I am. You know how you said in the car you had bad feelings about this assignment? Well, they must be catching. In my opinion, the faster we can make Monica Callahan disappear, the better off everyone will be.”

An ominous chill settled over Coop. In the three years he’d been paired with Mark on missions, he couldn’t remember a single occasion when both of them had been unnerved by a job. And he heartily concurred with Mark’s conclusion. They needed to get Ms. Callahan out of sight. Sooner rather than later.

Only the lady wasn’t interested in disappearing.

Maybe he’d have to resort to charm after all, Coop speculated. That wasn’t a strategy he often used in this job.

But Mark was right in his assessment on that front too. Turning on the charm for Monica Callahan wouldn’t be any hardship.

None at all.
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