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This story is dedicated to all the guardians of this world. Thank you for your steadfast protection. Not only do you shelter the weak, but you keep idealists like me believing in a better tomorrow.
Prologue
Eryn McClellan, the only English-as-a-second-language teacher at Edmund Burke School, made a point of loudly latching shut her briefcase. At the sharp snap, snap, the Afghani senior who’d enrolled midway through the year glanced up from the sentences he was writing.
“Are you leaving?” Itzak Dharker looked overwrought at the thought of her departure.
“I’m sorry, honey, but I need to get home and walk my dog,” she said. “Besides, I’m sure your parents are wondering where you are.” She hoped that was the case, at least.
Her words met with a ducked chin and a deep scowl. Or maybe his parents didn’t care, she considered, feeling sorry for him.
Gripping his pencil tighter, Itzak glared down at a worksheet on subject-verb agreement. Seconds ticked by and, still, he hadn’t moved.
Eryn gnawed on the inside of her cheek. Something in Itzak’s personal life clearly kept him from wanting to go home. She debated asking him what it was, whether to involve herself; after all, the boy was eighteen, practically an adult now.
To her relief, he popped open his binder and carefully inserted the pages he’d been working on. Urging him on, Eryn scooped up her purse and briefcase and crossed to the door to wait. At last, Itzak unfurled his lanky body from the desk, slung his backpack over one shoulder, and plodded out the door, avoiding eye contact.
Clearly he didn’t want to discuss what was bothering him, which was certainly his prerogative. Shutting and locking the door, she turned and drew back, startled to find him just inches away.
“Miss McClellan…”
His tortured expression filled her with dismay. “Yes, Itzak?”
“Can you open the library for me? I left my math book there. We will go out the back door, yes?”
She searched his desperate gaze. What was he up to, thinking he could lure her into a private alley filled with nothing but garbage dumpsters? “I’m sorry, honey, but I don’t have a key to the library,” she told him steadily.
Her words prompted a grimace. A tickle of foreboding feathered Eryn’s spine. She needed to handle this kid with velvet gloves, not forgetting the male-dominant culture from which he came.
He took a sudden step closer, making her pulse race. “I will keep you safe,” he growled with sudden urgency.
Okay... Her father had explained to her when she was young that the crawling sensation making her tingle all over was her spidy-sense, and she had better the hell listen to it. “It’s getting late, Itzak,” she retorted, channeling her father’s voice.
Breaking toward the stairs while pretending their conversation hadn’t happened, she dug in her purse for her cell phone and nearly plowed into Itzak as he darted ahead of her, pulling open the door to the stairwell.
The dim and deserted stairwell.
She should never have stayed after school so late with a male student. Flourishing her cell phone, she stepped reluctantly through the door.
“Who are you calling?” he asked, chasing her down the stairs as she hurried for the ground floor. The door thudded shut above them.
“A friend.” She thumbed the number as fast as she could.
In the cool stairwell, she could feel Itzak’s body heat, he followed her so closely. With the phone to her ear, she heard nothing but silence. A harried glance at the display confirmed she had no reception.
“Who is this friend?” Itzak’s voice echoed off the cinderblock walls.
“Just someone,” she replied, turning at the landing.
If he suddenly grabbed her, she had two options: run or fight. In the skirt and heels she’d selected that morning, she’d be more likely to break her neck than get away.
“You have a boyfriend?”
God, if she’d known he had a crush on her, she would never have stayed alone with him. “No,” she said, practically running down the last few steps.
She was nearly free. Lunging for the exit, Eryn pushed it open, bursting onto a bustling street corner in downtown Washington, D.C. A brisk March chill dispelled her fears, but not entirely. Her spidy-sense was still creeping, and her muscles flexed with the instinct to distance herself.
“Good bye, Itzak,” she called, turning right toward the Van Ness Metro stop. She expected him to head the other way since he lived further down Connecticut Avenue, not far from the zoo.
Without a backward glance, she walked briskly down the sidewalk, redialing her department chair’s number and getting through this time. “Cindy, call me back,” she said, having to leave a voicemail. “I need to talk to you about a situation. It’s urgent.”
Putting her phone away, she detected footsteps immediately behind her. A quick glance back confirmed that Itzak was dogging her heels, walking just to her left, and casting fearful looks behind him.
Oh, help. Eryn tried making eye contact with the pedestrians thronging around her, but they were too caught up in their evening commute to even notice her plight. It was up to her to put an end to this monkey business.
She abruptly halted. “Listen, Itzak—” To her astonishment, he seized her wrist in a grip that cut her lecture short.
“This way,” he hissed. Even with so many eyes on them, he managed to pull her toward a row of shops.
Her heels slid on the sidewalk as she resisted him. “Itzak, you can’t do this!” she warned, but he wasn’t even looking at her. He was staring fixedly at the black taxicab turning onto Connecticut out of the nearest intersection. He muttered what sounded like a prayer in Dari.
Eryn, too, stared at the taxi. An ominous feeling rose up inside her as it drew alongside the curb. She realized, as Itzak’s grip tightened, that he could pull her into that taxi without a soul stopping them.
Frantic, she struggled to secure her freedom. Her briefcase tumbled to the sidewalk, but Itzak didn’t notice. His attention was riveted to the passenger window sliding open. In the taxi’s dark interior, Eryn could just make out a man of Middle Eastern origin wearing glasses. He summoned Itzak over on a note of authority.
“No!” Eryn protested, horrified to have her thoughts confirmed.
To her surprise, Itzak jerked her behind him, shouting back what was clearly a refusal. Suddenly his words to her earlier made sense: I will keep you safe.
Safe from whom?
Eryn stole another peek at the driver. All she could see of him now was the finger that he shook at Itzak in dire warning. In the next instant, rubber squealed on asphalt, and the taxi drove away.
Itzak’s grasp went slack.
Eryn pulled him roughly around. “Itzak,” she reprimanded, “what are you involved in?”
He didn’t answer, just stood there, staring after the taxi, his breath coming in shallow gasps.
“Listen, you can’t just go around abducting women here,” she added, trying to catch his eye. “It isn’t done!”
His frightened gaze swiveled abruptly toward her. “You must run away,” he whispered. “My beautiful teacher, you must run. He will not stop until he takes your head!” he added, gripping her suddenly and giving her a little shake.
She heard the words but refused to dwell on them. “Okay, calm down, Itzak. That kind of thing doesn’t happen in America. We’ll go to the police, and we’ll tell them everything you know. They’ll find that man and arrest him—”
“No!” He cut her off, blanching. “I am sorry,” he added, his voice cracking. And then he fled from her, moving against the tide of pedestrians as he ran in the direction of his home.
Eryn watched his backpack bob up and down until it disappeared. Jerking a fearful gaze at the heavy traffic, she sought any sign of black taxi. There were two, one coming from either direction. She quickly moved behind the crowd, and they roared past, neither one even slowing.
Everything appeared as it always did. People rushed toward the entrance to the metro station, bumping into her as she went to salvage her briefcase, which was being trampled on. Maybe she’d just imagined that she’d nearly been kidnapped.
But Itzak’s warning played over and over in her head, keeping her pulse unsteady. My beautiful teacher, you must run. He will not stop until he takes your head.
The warning carried distinctly jihadist overtones. People didn’t go just around “taking” other people’s heads in America, but she was the daughter of the top U.S. Commander in Afghanistan. A couple of Afghanis with ties to the insurgency might have a real motive for abducting her.
They’d probably intended on grabbing her in the alley behind the school’s rear exit. Or had Itzak wanted to take that route to avoid being seen by the taxi driver?
Dear God, if that man knew where she worked, how could she be sure he didn’t know where she lived?
Envisioning the taxi cab lying in wait, she shuddered.
She didn’t dare go home, not without getting help first. A call to Kabul, Afghanistan during peak calling hours was going to cost an arm and a leg, but her father would know exactly what to do. General McClellan would do everything in his power to protect his only daughter.
Chapter One
Isaac Thackeray Calhoun imbedded the head of the ax into the log he was splitting and went to silence his beeping watch. The watch, linked to the security system that monitored his sixty-three acres, alerted him that someone was now trespassing on his property.
Ike pricked his ears and tested the atmosphere. Over the cry of a red-tail hawk and the sloughing of a spring breeze, he could hear a vehicle fighting its way up his mountain. Who the hell? He wasn’t expecting visitors.
Abandoning the log pile, he strode to the towering oak tree and ascended twelve slat rungs to a platform that offered a bird’s-eye view of Overlook Mountain and Jollet’s Hollow.
The spume of dust rising over the budding treetops confirmed the intruder was coming up fast, in what sounded like an eight-cylinder pick-up conquering the steep, gravel drive with ease.
Four years in Afghanistan had conditioned Ike to expect the worst. Sliding down the thick rope he used for conditioning, he hit the ground running. His old, clapboard cabin, twenty yards away, housed an arsenal of weapons, all of which he kept locked and loaded.
Retrieving his Python .357 Magnum, he returned outside and stepped gingerly through the bed of winter squash at the side of his cabin. He lowered the brim of his baseball cap, leaned his 6’-2” frame into the shadows, and waited.
Within seconds, a black Ford pick-up with Pennsylvania plates swerved to a stop in Ike’s front yard. Shining like a new penny under a coating of road dust, the well-cared for truck spoke volumes about the man who drove it.
Ike could just make out broad shoulders and dark sunglasses through the tinted windows. The intruder looked like any one of the first responders who took Ike’s survival and security course. Except the spring session had just ended, and he wasn’t due for more trainees till July.
If it wasn’t business, and it sure as hell wasn’t pleasure, that left nothing but trouble.
The engine died, and Ike tensed as the driver’s door opened. A pair of cowboy boots emerged, followed by jeans, a plaid shirt, and aviator sunglasses. The intruder was lean and blond with hair buzzed high and tight. Closing the truck door, he cut across the grassy yard while scanning his surroundings with eyes that never stopped moving.
There was something familiar about the way the man moved, a confidence in his stride that prompted Ike to steal a closer peek at his face. The intruder spotted him, reaching for the small of his back
“Leave it,” Ike barked and the man froze. Aiming high over the porch rail, Ike stalked him.
Two hands shot into the air. “Goddamn it, LT, don’t fuckin’ shoot me! It’s me, Cougar Johnson.”
Ike hesitated at the exasperated announcement. The intruder didn’t look much like the twenty-year-old teammate he had left behind last year. But Afghanistan had a way of aging a man.
“How’d you find me?” he demanded. He’d been living off the grid, doing everything in his power to leave the past behind.
“How ’bout you put the gun down, then we talk?” Cougar kept his eyes on the Python.
“How ’bout you jump back in your truck and haul ass off my mountain?” Ike countered, only he knew Cougar wouldn’t do it. The boy never did have any stopping-sense.
Proving him right, Cougar whipped off his sunglasses. “I had a hell of a time finding you,” he accused.
If Ike had wanted to be found he’d have listed himself in the goddamn phone book.
Getting no response, Cougar cast a wider look around. “So this is where you retired, huh? Not bad.” To Ike’s irritation, he dragged a porch chair closer and perched his ass right on it. “I wondered where you’d holed up after you left.”
Guilt bubbled up, burning and raw after all these months.
Undeterred by his silence, the boy continued a one-sided conversation. “So, I guess you heard Spellman stepped on a mine?” he said, a hard glint in his brown eyes.
Ike had not heard. He did everything in his power to avoid getting news from the outside.
“They managed to save him,” Cougar added, his voice roughening. “But he lost his left arm and both legs. Fuckin’ shame, ya know?”
Spellman had been Ike’s spotter, the most careful guy he had ever known, not the type to put his foot down carelessly.
Johnson’s face contorted with the scorn Ike knew was coming. “He never did get over what happened, I reckon,” the kid added, reckless enough to bring up the past. “After you left, he couldn’t stop thinking everything was his fault. Figured he should’ve done something different.” Cougar glowered down at him, awaiting a reaction.
Ike didn’t give him one. He had learned to be nothing, need nothing, feel nothing. It was the only way he could live with himself, day after grueling day. “Why’re you here?” His tone would have sent any other man running for dear life.
But not Cougar. The kid looked like he wanted to jump off the porch and whoop his ass. Ike considered letting him try when Cougar’s words, quietly measured, stopped his breath.
“McClellan needs you.”
Ike choked on his own spit. With three simple words, Cougar had shattered his self-imposed isolation.
The Commander of ISAF, the International Security Assistance Force, had been more of a father to him than his own daddy ever was. He might have been the leader of every coalition soldier in Afghanistan, but to Ike, he was a confidant who understood what it was like to be an executioner, commended for taking human lives.
Stanley, as he’d insisted Ike call him when it was just the two of them, had been a sniper, too, with the Marines two decades earlier. Many a night, they’d lingered at the Watering Hole in Kabul baring their sins, granting clemency, from one killer to another. Stanley had trusted Ike to keep his teammates alive. Ike would never forget the look on his face when he’d returned from the mission with four body bags.
“McClellan told me to tell you, ‘You owe him,’” Cougar added.
Three more words guaranteed to bring Isaac Calhoun down off his precious mountain. He couldn’t bring himself to disappoint Stanley ever again.
Lowering the nose of the Python, Ike rumbled a growl of defeat. Whatever the Commander asked of him, he would do. Yeah, he’d do it. But then he’d come right back here and shoot the next fucker who tried to drag him off his mountain.
**
“I’ll be back for lunch.”
FBI Special Agent Jackson Maddox’s voice reminded Eryn of a Jamaican steel drum. “You know the drill, ma’am,” he added. “Stay away from the windows. Keep the doors locked. You’ll be fine.” White teeth flashed against his mocha-colored skin as he sent her an encouraging smile.
Fine? She wanted to scream at the agent for using such a vague, insubstantial word. Fine? Her student Itzak had been found with his throat slit the very night he’d changed his mind about abducting her. She’d been removed from everything that was safe and familiar and brought to this sterile environment, where communication with the outside world was strictly forbidden. And she hadn’t been allowed any communication with her father since the day of the incident. How in hell did that make her fine?
Fifteen days! She’d been at this safe house for over two weeks and all the FBI had learned was that Itzak had ties to the Brotherhood of Islam, a local Muslim group with an extremist element. They hadn’t arrested anybody.
Somewhere out there lurking in the shadows, sat a killer, mocking the Bureau’s attempts to identify him, while Eryn wasted away behind locked doors and cameras, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
Oh, no. She was far from fine, but if she opened her mouth to admit it, she was certain she would burst into tears.
“You okay, ma’am?” Jackson’s blue-green eyes, so startling against his dusky complexion, reflected sympathy.
Given the lump in her throat, all she could do was nod at him.
“Dial one if you need me,” he reminded her.
Hugging herself against the tremors that had started up again, she trailed him toward the door, wishing desperately that she could just walk out into the world like he did each morning. She missed her freedom almost as much as she missed talking to her father. It made so little sense that they refused her that harmless concession.
“Try to sleep,” Jackson added, stepping outside. Fresh, spring air taunted her as it wafted in.
Thanks to the prescription the FBI’s psychologist had given her, sleeping was about all she had been doing. It left her feeling more isolated, more cut off than ever. What she would rather do was to slip quietly away from here, just disappear, to someplace where neither Itzak’s killer nor the FBI could find her, ever again.
Jackson shut the door between them, waiting for Eryn to bolt all three locks behind him, just as she’d done from day one. Moving toward the window, which she’d been told never to approach, she tabbed the blinds to watch jealously as Jackson slipped into a dark green car and pulled away.
The sudden stillness in the townhouse plucked at her tautly strung nerves. The downy hair on her forearms prickled.
Why was it that whenever he left, she felt suddenly like prey?
A wet nose bumped her hand, and she looked down to see her Golden Shepherd gazing mournfully up at her.
“I know, Winston.” She stroked the dark ears inherited from his German Shepherd sire. His mother, a Golden Retriever, had contributed to Winston’s blond undercoat, as well as to his docile personality. Turning to the nondescript kitchen, she went to feed her loyal dog.
**
“Why the hell is UPS at our door?” demanded Jackson’s boss, Supervisory Special Agent Brad Caine.
The two men sat three feet apart, watching live video feed of the safe house on split-screen monitors that occupied most of the back wall of their Mobile Command Center. The giant silver RV stood at the far end of a shopping center one mile from the safe house.
Jackson barely heard his supervisor’s muttered question. He was busy studying the feed from cameras three and four at the back of the safe house. Camera three showed an empty, fenced-in yard, where nothing of interest was happening. Camera four showed the yards of the condos backing up to theirs. In one such yard sat a man Jackson had tentatively identified as National Guardsman Hal Houston, only he wore no markings on his military-issue jacket to confirm it. More curious still, he was sporting gloves on a fine, spring day with temperatures already in the fifties.
“Maddox,” Caine called again, and Jackson dragged his attention to his supervisor’s monitor, where the split screen showed two different angles of a man in a UPS uniform standing at the front door of the safe house.
Jackson sprang from his seat for a closer look. “Is that a terrorist?” he exclaimed. The man looked more Indian than Afghani, though it was hard to tell for certain.
“Nah, it’s the UPS guy. I’ve seen him before. But why’s he bringing us a package?”
“How do you know it’s not a bomb?” Jackson asked. After so many tours in Iraq, every mysterious object tended to look like a bomb.
Caine snatched up the phone to contact the agent watching the safe house from across the street. “Ringo, what’s up with UPS?” he said.
“Don’t know.” Jackson could hear Ringo’s tinny voice through the speaker. “I’ve seen him around before. Did we ask for a package?”
“Hell, no.”
“So, what do we do?”
“Go tell him no one’s home and you’ll hold the package for them,” Caine suggested.
“What if it’s a bomb?” Jackson repeated.
Caine sent him a scowl. “We’re not in Iraq, Rookie.”
Jackson glanced back at his own monitor. Nothing had changed. The back yard still stood empty. The neighbor was still sitting in his own yard, wearing gloves. Something didn’t feel right. “One of us should stay with Eryn,” he asserted, and not for the first time.
As usual, Brad Caine just ignored him.
Chapter Two
Eryn snatched her head up, startled. Winston pushed to all fours, his ears twitching. Who on earth would be ringing the doorbell? she wondered as the chime faded.
Her imagination supplied an immediate answer. The taxi driver! He had tracked her down, and now he would finish what he’d started.
That can’t be. How would he know where to find me?
There was only one way to know for sure, and that was to go to the door and take a look.
Rising on jittery knees, Eryn traversed the short hallway from the kitchen. Her breath rasped in the silence as she tiptoed toward the solid panel door and put an eye to the peep hole.
She drew back uncertainly. The familiar-looking uniform was reassuring, but the man wearing it was as foreign as all of her students. And why would UPS bring a package to a safe house? It had to be a trick, a way to get her to open the door.
Retreating to the kitchen, she snatched up the phone and pushed one for Jackson. “There’s a man at the door with a box,” she whispered when he answered.
“It’s just UPS.” While his words were encouraging, the thread of tension underlying them was not. “Don’t answer, Eryn. Stay right where you are.”
How did Jackson know who was at the door? “What’s in the box?” she asked, even as her mind supplied an answer: a pipe bomb, of course. Wasn’t that what terrorists always put in boxes?
Suddenly, the caller gave a forceful knock. Panic flooded Eryn’s arteries. He had overheard her whispering! He knew she was in here!
“I have to go!”
“Eryn, wait! Stay on the phone with me—”
She hung up on him abruptly. Her father had promised her that the FBI would keep her safe. But she didn’t feel safe here, not at all.
Snatching her purse from off the kitchen counter, she whirled toward the basement stairs. “Winston, come!”
He shot past her on the narrow steps, knocking her off her feet so that she skidded down the last six treads on her bottom. Leaping up, she raced him to the door. “Quiet!” she hissed when he barked with excitement.
The rear exit was as heavily bolted as the front. No doubt there were cameras guarding it, as well. Ignoring the frantic voice that whispered that it wasn’t safe to leave, Eryn twisted the locks and yanked the stubborn door open.
It wasn’t safe to stay, either. Another day of this uncertainty and she’d lose her mind. Besides, she’d been assured she was a guest here, not a prisoner. She could call it quits whenever she felt like it.
And today she desperately wanted to call it quits.
Winston bounded past her as she stepped into the fenced yard and drew up short.
Now what? There was no gate or exit out of the enclosure, only a section of the fence that looked like it was propped in place.
Crossing over to it, she gave a push and, to her astonishment, a six-foot partition keeled right over. Grabbing her dog’s collar, she waded cautiously into the grassy alley that divided the rows of condominiums.
She sensed the stranger before she actually saw him; he blended with the shrubbery so well that she would have looked right through him if his green stare hadn’t drawn her gaze.
He stood up slowly, never breaking eye contact. Too tall. Too broad. Eryn stepped back, her heart jumping.
She wheeled and ran the other way. The muscles in her legs, weak from inactivity, strained to carry her as fast and as far away as possible. She should have listened to her spidy-sense days ago.
Well, I’ll be damned, thought Ike. He’d been studying the back of the safe-house waiting for Cougar to show up when the part of the fence he’d compromised keeled over and out stepped the woman he was supposed to recover, all blue eyes and wild hair.
Up till then he’d had no idea how Cougar had planned to retrieve her without the FBI agents’ knowledge. He stood up, relieved. She’d saved them a hell of a lot of trouble.
Or not.
To his incredulity, she took one look at him, clutched her handbag to her chest, and sprinted the other way, up the grassy alley with the dog at her side, heading in the opposite direction from his getaway vehicle.
Sonofabitch.
The other camera, tucked under the rear eaves was filming her exodus. It would film him, too, if he went after her, but the odds of snagging her were better now than they’d ever be, especially if the FBI caught her first.
So Ike took off after her.
The girl was surprisingly fleet-footed. She had almost made it to the tree line before he curled a gloved hand around her elbow and swung her around. Lunging for the dog’s collar at the same time, he pulled them both to a jarring halt. “Wrong way,” he grated.
“Let go of me!” Her voice came out high and thin. “I’m not going back.” She struggled against his grasp, proving more difficult than the dog, who eyed him warily.
The odds of a successful nab and grab depended significantly on the amount of time it took to seize the recovery target and disappear. Ike had two minutes, tops, to make them disappear.
Ignoring Eryn’s shriek, he banded an arm around her waist and plucked her off her feet. “Come,” he said, relying on the dog to follow his mistress. He carried the squirming woman into a fenceless back yard where he hid them all behind a utility shed.
She was a wriggling bundle of resistance. “Let me go!”
He had to pin her to the shed’s wall. “Quiet,” he ordered, covering her mouth with a gloved hand. Her face went waxen; her pupils dilated. Christ, she was terrified of him, and he had mere seconds in which to reassure her.
“Look, I’m not with the FBI and I’m not a terrorist,” he said, peering around the corner of the shed for any sign of pursuit. “Your father sent me.”
She sucked a startled breath through her nose.
That’s right, princess. “The safe word is Lancaster. He said you’d understand that.” Not that he did.
Looking back into her eyes, he was relieved to see her fear fade. Suddenly, she looked more like the teenager in the photo on Stanley’s desk at HQ, all freckles and periwinkle eyes. Except the lithe body crushed under his most definitely belonged to a woman.
Easing his hand off her mouth, he saw that her jaw now bore the imprint of his glove.
“Lancaster,” she whispered, touching the tip of her tongue to her full upper lip.
She was too beautiful. Aware that his right thigh was wedged between hers, Ike eased his weight off of her. They needed to get moving. “I’m here to take you somewhere safe,” he added, measuring the distance to his car as she took stock of him.
“Do I know you?” she asked.
“Isaac Calhoun.” He glanced at his watch. No more time to chat.
But then she gave a cry of relief and threw her arms around him, hugging him tightly. “Thank you!” she cried, leaving an impression of soft breasts and fragrant hair.
Ike disguised his sudden befuddlement by tying a short rope to the dog’s collar in a makeshift leash. “We need to go. Can you run?”
“Of course.” She seemed more than eager, looping the strap of her purse over her head.
He swept the area one more time. “Now.” Seizing her hand, he tugged her back into the grassy alley toward the condo he’d been using.
Sliding open the rear entrance, he pulled her and the dog inside and locked it behind them. In seconds, they were stepping out the front door. The man who owned the place happened to be in the service, making him compliant to the Commander’s strange request for a house key.
Everything was legal, right down to the parking space, one lot south of the one fronting the safe house.
“Look casual,” he said, ushering Eryn to an older-model Mercedes.
They passed a young mother buckling her baby into the back of a van. The rest of the parking lot stood deserted, with most residents away at work.
Ike opened the door. No alarm sounded yet. He might just pull this off.
Ten seconds left. He trundled Eryn into the front seat. “Head down,” he said, pressing her head to her knees.
He opened the back door for the dog. “In, boy,” he said, but the dog balked.
“Winston, come!” Eryn called, popping up in order to coax her dog into the back.
It all came down to time. He could leave the dog if he had to, but then he’d have a hysterical woman on his hands.
With the last precious seconds ticking off the clock, Ike muscled the dog into the back, slammed the door shut, and rounded the vehicle to slip behind the wheel.
Two minutes and five seconds had passed since he’d grabbed her. The odds were against them already.
Pulling briskly out of the parking space, he took the route out of the area suggested by the GPS device stuck to his dash. He had programmed it to guide him through a maze of back roads, avoiding Randolph Road and Viers Mill, where the FBI had parked their RV.
A sudden explosion shattered the morning quiet, so loud that the windows of the car reverberated. Eryn screamed and ducked. Ike, startled by the sound, swerved and recovered. What the hell was that? He increased his speed.
“It was a bomb!” Eryn cried. “I knew it was a bomb!”
He glanced at her sharply. “What was? Where?”
“The UPS man was knocking on the front door. He had a package in his hand. I knew it was a bomb!”
No way. Terrorists had just tried killing her again? “Did you see him? Did you recognize him?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know. There was a man at the door with a box. He might have been the one who killed Itzak. I couldn’t tell.”
The surface of Ike’s skin abruptly cooled. He increased his speed, not at all surprised to hear sirens wailing in the distance.
Eryn, who looked like she was going to throw up, peered fearfully through the back window.
“Head down,” he reminded her. At least the bomb, if that’s what it was, would make it harder for the FBI to pursue them. But would they deem him responsible when they replayed the surveillance tapes?
Cued by the GPS, he swerved right, cutting through a middle-class subdivision, past a busy elementary school with kids pouring out of yellow busses.
Out the corner of his eye, he watched Eryn drop her face into her hands and rock herself. The shock had finally gotten to her. He braced himself for the sight of her vomiting or, worse yet, sobbing hysterically. But, with a sharp sniff, she dashed the moisture off her cheeks and turned her lowered head to look at him.
“You s-saved me, Ike,” she said in a shaky voice.
Startled to hear his nickname, he looked back at her. “Why’d you call me that?”
“Ike? That’s what my f-father calls you, right? I recognize you f-from pictures in his e-m-mails.” Dragging her purse closer, she started fumbling through it.
“That wasn’t me,” he said, amazed that she could talk without biting her tongue. Not that he blamed her for being shaken. Christ, if terrorists had just bombed the safe house, then that had been one hell of a close call. If she hadn’t run out to greet him, she might well have been killed.
He swallowed convulsively as he imagined telling Stanley that he’d been too late.
“Sure it w-was you,” she insisted. “You had a b-beard back then, and your hair was reddish gold.” She fished a prescription bottle out of her purse and wrestled with the safety lid.
The comment proved she knew exactly who he was. Before the clusterfuck that had left most of his squad dead, he’d had the coloration of a young man. Grief and guilt had turned his hair silver, practically overnight.
“But your eyes are the same,” she chattered on, shaking a pill into her palm. “I never forget a face. It’s a gift, I guess.”
He glanced at her, surprised she found his face memorable at all. He had no exceptional features, no disfiguring scars. Pretending to scan the road signs even though the GPS would tell him the way, he focused on the mission.
“Do you have any water?” she asked.
“No.” He glanced curiously at the pill.
She swallowed it anyway, making a face that told him it was lodged in her throat.
The GPS prompted him to turn right in fifty yards. As he swung onto a boulevard jammed with service stations and auto parts stores, the sound of sirens grew louder. Flashing blue lights bore directly down on them.
Ah, shit! But the black and white cruiser screamed past without even slowing. Probably heading to the scene of the explosion, he figured. Something sure as hell had happened.
“That was close,” Eryn commented, clutching her purse with white-knuckled fingers.
He slowed, searching for the narrow entrance to the garage where his Durango was parked.
There. He braked abruptly, grabbing Eryn’s shoulder to keep her head from plowing into the dashboard. As he swerved into the alleyway between two buildings to a lot in the rear, she glanced up. “Why are we here?” she asked.
The yard behind the mechanic’s shop was crammed with dilapidated European cars. “Changing vehicles,” he said.
Cougar could tell her the whole story once he finally checked in. What the hell was keeping him, anyway? As Ike saw it, he had done his part. Cougar could do the rest. He never wanted to see Eryn McClellan again. She made him think about the past. She brought urgency and agitation to the present. He would rather just exist in limbo, wanting nothing for himself.
**
Farshad of Helmand province chuckled. The eruption of brick and mortar, human limbs and glass, had sent the agent who’d burst out of the opposite building flying backward through the air and crashing into a parked car. He had filmed it all on his digital camera to share with his students later.
Inhaling the stimulating stench of black powder, Farshad filmed the injured agent as he slowly recovered. Like a startled owl, he blinked, then crawled toward the dismembered body of the UPS employee, whose death he had unwittingly instigated. Farshad hadn’t intended to kill him but with the agent interfering, he’d been forced to detonate the bomb. Ah, well. Americans called such casualties “collateral damage.”
Through the lens of his digital camera, he savored the heat of the blast, the roar and crackle of destruction. Peace filled his heart. It was finally over. After three long years, his son, Osman, had been avenged. Oh, marvelous day, for Allah had prevailed over the Great Satan!
Of course, Farshad would have preferred cutting off his target’s head. But there was justice in blowing her up, he comforted himself. After all, Osman had died similarly, having been crushed under rubble in the airstrike ordered by his victim’s father.
Of course, if Itzak had not been corrupted by the West, Farshad’s revenge would have happened the way he’d envisioned it. Itzak’s cowardice had resulted in the target being moved to this complex in Silver Spring, Maryland. Farshad had found her by following the agent who came to her house to collect her dog. Stupid Americans. They had underestimated his ability to blend in, to watch and to wait, assessing the enemy while searching for vulnerabilities. But the safe house had made it next to impossible to execute her as he had planned.
That was when the patience he preached to his students back in Helmand paid off. He had come up with another plan, and it had born fruit.
Hearing a car approach, Farshad lowered his camera in time to see two agents leap out of their green sedan. These were the two who left every morning to observe the safe house from a mobile unit parked nearby. Farshad had followed them to it, one day, using his cousin’s taxi. As they rushed pell-mell into the smoking hole left by the blast, his pulse quickened. Any moment now, they would emerge bearing his victim’s maimed body, lamenting her death.
Hidden within the shadows on the north side of the complex, he readied his camera.
But they did not appear again for many minutes. And when they did, they were covered in soot and empty-handed.
A cold sweat breached Farshad’s pores. His hands grew slippery.
“Where is she?” the blond agent raged at one still outside.
The agent with the glasses looked stricken. He got up and joined the other two.
Inept Americans. Did they not know how to search the rubble?
All three went back into the building. Farshad loosed the collar about his neck. His heart thumped; sweat coursed down his face. They ought to have found her by now.
An ambulance barreled into the complex, followed by fire trucks and police cars. It was dangerous to remain, but Farshad stayed in his hiding place, rooted by disbelief.
When minutes turned to hours and there was still no body, he was forced to consider the impossible: His victim had escaped. But how?
Allah’s will?
Never. He knew what Allah wanted. If the Commander’s daughter had survived the blast, then there was only one reason: His enemy had taken action, as usual, to conspire against him.
I will find her, Farshad swore, dropping his camera into his suit pocket. He slipped from his hiding place as agents dispersed to search the area. I will find her and I will have my vengeance, yet.
Chapter Three
Eryn let Ike Calhoun whisk her from the Mercedes and into the back seat of a burgundy Dodge Durango. Shutting Winston into the cargo area, he jumped behind the wheel and sped them away from Silver Spring with efficiency that had her groping for her seatbelt. Within minutes, they were leaving the city’s limits, headed toward the rolling hills of the Maryland countryside.
Seated behind tinted glass, Eryn took comfort from the fact that she couldn’t be seen by anyone else on the road. Only Ike and maybe her father knew where she was right now. The knowledge helped to soothe her frayed nerves. With relief, she felt her medication taking effect. Her trembling had subsided. Her muscles relaxed and her breathing deepened.
I’m not going to die today. The realization slowed her heart to an acceptable tempo.
Studying her savior from the back seat, she wondered if she should thank him now or later. He sat rigidly at the wheel, his jaw still jumping. Every now and then, his vigilant gaze trekked toward the rearview mirror to skewer her, making her pulse leap.
Ike Calhoun. Up to about a year ago, her father used to speak of the Navy SEAL by that name regularly and with affection. He’d even emailed her digital photos of a smiling, bearded warrior with commentaries like “The son I never had” or “You’d like this one, Eryn.”
She had liked the looks of him. But the clean-shaven, grimfaced man at the wheel scarcely resembled the Ike Calhoun her father knew. If not for the green-as-grass eyes or the familiar angles of his nose and cheekbones, she’d have thought him a different man.
A memory worked its way loose. Something had happened to disappoint her father. There’d been a wartime tragedy, a toll of casualties. Her father had been vague on the details since they revolved around Special Ops, but one thing had come across very clearly: He had opposed Ike’s decision to quit the military.
As Eryn watched, Ike tugged off his gloves and set them aside, revealing hands that had been exposed to the elements. Long, powerful-looking fingers lightly and expertly gripped the steering wheel.
Why had her father sent him, of all people? And where was he taking her? The questions vied for articulation, but her tongue felt suddenly immobile. Her thoughts were growing foggier by the moment. Maybe she shouldn’t have taken that pill.
She assured herself that wherever they were headed, it was bound to be safer than the FBI’s so-called safe house. She was in good hands now. Her father, who’d probably been fed-up with the FBI’s insistence on no communication, had intervened again on her behalf.
Tipping her head against the headrest, Eryn let her weighty eyelids close. Her body relaxed into the cloth seat as she heaved a great sigh of relief. Winston’s hot breath fanned her cheek. I could be dead read right now, but I’m not. She could feel her heart beating slowly and steadily in her chest, proof that she was still alive.
**
“Who the hell are we looking at?” SSA Caine demanded, as he, Jackson, and Ringo hovered over a screenshot of the man who’d taken their client.
Unable to find their client’s body in the rubble, they had hastened to the Mobile Command Center to review their surveillance tapes. It was then that they realized camera three by the back door had been sabotaged, having failed to capture Eryn’s panicked departure, which camera four had picked up—only they hadn’t seen that, having been riveted to cameras two and three showing the UPS man on their front stoop.
No one had been more dismayed than Jackson to see the suspicious neighbor drawing Eryn into his condominium.
Of course, she was no longer there. No one was. A quick search of the building and several well-placed phone calls revealed that Sergeant Hal Houston was drilling with the National Guard that weekend, which made the identity of the man occupying his condo a complete unknown.
All the agents could make out under the bill of the man’s cap was a straight nose, tightly-held lips, and a firm jaw. He was thirtyish, Caucasian, physically fit, and he’d left no fingerprints.
Hence the gloves, Jackson thought, berating himself even more severely than his supervisor had.
“He doesn’t look like a terrorist,” Ringo mused. One of the lenses of the agent’s glasses was cracked. He had a nasty contusion on his right shoulder. But he’d refused to let the ambulance take him to the hospital.
“Because he’s not,” Jackson murmured, and both his colleagues frowned at him.
“Are you guessing again, Maddox?” Caine needled.
“With all due respect, sir, I can tell you who he is,” Jackson insisted. “I’ve seen his kind before.”
Caine folded his arms over his chest. “Okay, Rookie,” he said with measured patience. “Tell us. Who is he?”
“A professional soldier, sir, sent by McClellan to get his daughter back.” He was sure of it.
Caine’s upper lip curled, but he didn’t look as incredulous as Jackson thought he’d be. “What about the explosion? Was that McClellan’s doing, too?”
“No, sir. That was the work of the terrorist.”
“And this guy just happened to be waiting out back when the bomb went off.”
Jackson had to admit the timing was remarkable, but McClellan had been badgering their field office about his daughter for days. He’d overheard Director Bloomberg telling Caine that McClellan was becoming a real pain in the ass. The Commander had wanted his daughter released to his personal representatives, while Bloomberg maintained that Eryn wanted to remain with the FBI. The bottom line was that McClellan now had what he wanted. At least Jackson hoped that was the case.
“Hold onto that theory, Rookie,” Caine advised, causing Ringo to divide a puzzled glance between them. “Right now, we still have to eliminate the UPS man as the suspect. Either he martyred himself for Allah, or he was at the wrong place at the wrong time. Ringo, I’m volunteering you to get in touch with UPS. Find out everything you can about the driver. We’ll want the original packing slip for the box and a copy of their surveillance tape.”
“Yes, sir.” Ringo darted out of the sound room.
As the biometric lock on the door to the MCC clicked shut, Caine applied himself to transferring their image of the soldier over to their facial recognition program. The software took measurements and compared them to tens of thousands of archived images. Caine sent Jackson an indecipherable glance as the computer went to work. It finally chimed, reporting 668 possible matches for the image.
“Shit,” Caine muttered.
Jackson hid a private smile. He wondered if Caine had any clue what kind of special operator McClellan would have picked for the job. Not only had the man arrived in the nick of time, but he’d sabotaged camera three without any of them realizing till it was too late.
“Sir,” he said, recalling his incredulity when the bomb had detonated. “How did the terrorists find the safe house? You must have been followed when you went to collect our client’s dog.”
“Don’t be stupid, Jackson. Nobody followed me. We leaked the address of the safe house to the Brotherhood.”
For ten seconds, Jackson couldn’t speak. “But...why?” he finally managed.
Caine shot him an impatient glance. “Oh, come on, Rookie. You know how the game goes: No bait, no fish. Don’t look so horrified,” he added. “You, of all people, should appreciate what’ll happen if we don’t make an example out of these bastards. This is the New Face of Terror that the CIA’s been warning us about: Strike at the U.S. military by targeting their families back in the States. We’re the FBI, Maddox. It’s our job to see the bigger picture.”
“But, sir,” Jackson sputtered, “she could have been killed!”
“She isn’t dead, is she?”
Jackson sat back, stunned and disillusioned.
“Look at it this way,” his supervisor added more quietly. “We needed evidence. Now we have a body, the remnants of a bomb, and soon a packing slip. We are going to find these bastards, Maddox. And we are going to make such an example out of them that this new trend in terror will be snuffed out forever. Now, are you with me? Or don’t you have the balls for it?”
“I’m with you.” Jackson had squelched the devastation wrought by extremists in Iraq.
Odd, but what had happened today at a location that was supposed to be a closely guarded secret had the same smell and feel as that hot, unpredictable warzone.
**
Ike pushed out of the SUV into the smell of country air and horse manure. He’d tried calling Cougar while driving; only the winding road that took them far from the D.C. Beltway made cellular reception intermittent. Plus, the throw-away phone he’d bought for the mission was a cheap piece of crap that only worked when he tilted his head thirty degrees to the south.
Ike had made up his mind. Cougar, who’d been AWOL from the get-go, could damn well take over from here.
Glancing back at the Durango, he assured himself that Stanley’s daughter still slept. That pill she’d gulped down earlier had knocked her out, saving him the stress of listening to her nervous prattle. If the fates were kind, he could hand her off to Cougar without having to dredge up another word.
Nothing personal, but she was just the kind of woman who made feeling nothing, being nothing difficult. The less time he spent with her, the better.
“Come on,” he muttered, willing Cougar to answer. He had gotten Ike into this mess, and now he was nowhere to be found.
After ten persistent minutes, Ike finally made contact.
“Where the hell are you?” he growled with relief. “I’ve got the package. Tell me where to rendezvous and I’ll hand it off.”
“Change of plans, LT.”
Ike scowled at the cryptic message. “What do you mean?”
“I can’t leave Carrie right now.”
Cougar’s older wife—and the source for his nickname—had health issues. She’d been diagnosed with breast cancer when Cougar joined Ike’s team.
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