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ZAMBOANGA CITY, PHILIPPINES
PRESENT

“ETHAN. UM. HI. IT’S . . . DARCY.”

Darcy Prescott had known this call would be hard. She hadn’t talked to Ethan Garrett in the five years since their divorce. So yeah, dialing his number had been good and hard; saying his name—even into his answering machine—was painful. Emotions strong with it made her voice break.

Gripping the receiver with both hands, she dug deep for a steadying breath. “Look. I . . . I think I might be in some trouble here.”

The admission was as difficult to make as the phone call. Saying the words out loud gave them credence. It did horrible things to the rhythm of her heart, which had been getting a helluva workout in the past few hours.

That would show those misinformed souls who wondered in admiration and awe over her seemingly unflappable control.

If they could only see me now.

“Maybe some bad trouble,” she confessed, still reluctant to believe it as she dragged a hand through her hair. “It’s . . . it’s almost midnight here in Zamboanga. I can’t . . . I can’t think, you know, how that equates to West Palm Beach time. Maybe one in the afternoon? Two? I’m not sure.”

She paused again when she heard a thread of hysteria creep back into her voice. She blinked up at the white ceiling of her hotel room.

God. This is great. Piggybacked with her current state of mind—which was only a little to the left of full-blown terror—she felt like she was spiraling out of control.

Okay. That soaked it. She’d never dreamed hysteria would be a part of her vocabulary. Not in this lifetime—which may not be all that long, she reminded herself with a grim compression of her lips.

“Okay, look,” she said, if not steadier, at least resolved to calm herself down. She absently repositioned the base of the phone on the rich mahogany nightstand sitting beside her bed. “I’m at the Garden Orchid Hotel. It’s on . . . let me think. Governor Camins Avenue. Here’s the phone number.

“Can you . . . can you call me, please? As soon as possible, okay?” Darcy slowly closed her eyes, forced them open again. “I’m in Room 333. If . . . if I don’t answer when you call, well, try again, okay?

“Look, Ethan. I—” She cut herself off as a tear surprised her and trickled down her cheek. She brushed it angrily away with the back of her hand. “Just call. And hurry.”

She hung up the phone. For a long moment she sat motionless, staring at the cradled receiver. And praying that he would get her message.

Before it was too late.

It probably should have bothered her that her ex was the first person Darcy thought to call the moment she’d realized she had a problem. And it might have if she could function on a level separate from the fear. So far that wasn’t happening.

This morning, she hadn’t been afraid. This morning, she’d had her usual busy day in the Consulate office at the U.S. Embassy in Manila. But this morning, Amanda Stover had still been alive. When a coworker had called Darcy on her cell phone an hour ago and told her about Amanda’s death, a cold chill had swept her from head to foot.

“How?” she’d asked, sinking down, in shock, on the hotel bed.

“Hit-and-run.”

It had to be an accident, she had told herself over and over, her heart hammering as she’d scrambled for her briefcase and dug out the envelope Amanda had given her just before Darcy had left the embassy to catch her flight to Zamboanga.

Darcy stared at the envelope she had promised Amanda she’d open as soon as she had time. The envelope she’d ripped open only moments ago.

The minute she’d read the note tucked inside, Darcy had known. The car that had killed Amanda hadn’t done so by accident. Amanda had been murdered. And because Darcy suspected that she was now in possession of the reason Amanda had been killed . . . she was also certain that she would be targeted as the next person to die.

With trembling fingers, she picked up the padded manila envelope she’d resealed as tight as Fort Knox. Then she addressed it and slapped on enough postage to send it to the moon. All the while she fought to gain the upper hand over a damnable rising panic.

Panic wasn’t going to help her get out of this alive. Clear thinking was.

On a serrated breath she stood and walked across the room, her sandals sinking into the plush cream-colored carpeting. Slowly, she opened her hotel room door. She looked up and down the empty hall. Reasonably certain it was safe, she slipped outside and headed for the elevator.

“Good evening, Miss Prescott.”

Rudy Mar startled her as she hit the ground floor and stepped out of the elevator into a lobby done in soft tropical colors and more mahogany wood so deep reddish brown it was almost purple. She paused to see the night clerk standing at his post behind the polished registration desk where the older man appeared to be reading the Manila Bulletin.

She forced a smile. “Good evening, Rudy Mar.”

She always stayed at the Orchid when her duties took her from Manila to Zamboanga. She knew many of the staff on a first-name basis. Had learned that the Zamboangueños were warm and friendly. As a rule, she enjoyed a little pleasant banter with Rudy Mar, whose chocolate brown eyes and salt-and-pepper hair made him look grandfatherly and kind.

Tonight, however, the rules had changed.

“Going out so late, miss?” Rudy Mar’s wide smile was tempered with concern.

“Actually, I need to mail a letter.”

Rudy Mar laid the newspaper on the granite top of the registration desk. Darcy thought of the headlines that would appear on tomorrow’s edition: U.S. Embassy Employee Victim of Hit-and-Run, and her blood ran cold.

“Miss?”

Her gaze snapped to back to Rudy Mar. His expectant look made her realize she’d completely tuned out something he’d said. She forced a smile. “I’m sorry . . . what?”

“I said I’d be happy to take care of that for you. The letter,” he clarified with a nod toward the envelope.

Involuntary reflexes had her clutching the envelope in question tighter. “Oh. Thank you, but I . . . I want to take a walk anyway, get a little air. I’ll just drop it at the post office while I’m out.”

She smiled in what she hoped was a credible impersonation of a woman who wasn’t about to jump out of her skin.

“As you wish, Miss Prescott. Enjoy your walk. But stay on the main streets, all right?”

“Thank you. I will. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

As she walked out the hotel door, Darcy understood both Rudy Mar’s concern and his puzzlement over her actions. American embassy staff were often targets of terrorists in the Philippines and she was not employing hazardous-duty procedure. Normally she followed protocol to the letter—she buried her route to work in the mornings, alternated modes of transportation, and when out of Manila, as she was now, she would normally phone for a car and driver if she needed to go out.

Tonight, there wasn’t time. She had to get the envelope out of her possession, in the mail, and get back to her room before Ethan called back. And the bigger problem: she no longer knew whom she could trust.

She cut a seemingly meandering path along the main streets, checking often to see if anyone was following her, hoping she’d spot a motorcab or a jeepney and could hitch a ride. One or the other would provide some cover and a little anonymity at the least and make her less of a target with a big bull’s-eye on her back. Tonight, however, both were as scarce as taxis. So she walked. Fast.

It was a typical Philippine evening. Close, hot, tropical. The sidewalks had sucked in the sun’s rays during the day and now breathed them back out like heat from a cooling oven. Darcy had dressed for the sweltering night in a white short-sleeve cotton T-shirt and khaki shorts. Still, her back was damp with perspiration. In her espadrille sandals, the soles of her feet were damp as well.

Another night, another time, she’d have enjoyed an evening stroll as she had many times in this beautiful place that was heralded as the city of flowers and reminded her of southern Florida. But this wasn’t just any other night.

She caught a glimpse of herself in a storefront window and realized how tense she appeared. Determined not to draw attention to herself, she made her shoulders relax, deliberately slowed her pace in the face of a warning voice that cautioned her to hurry.

Hurry; hurry!

Struggling to ignore it, she walked on past a towering old cathedral rich with Spanish influence, past a more modern gift shop. The streets were, for the most part, deserted, but should anyone see her, they would see an American of average height, a little on the slim side, out for an evening stroll. No one special. Nothing remarkable. Except, maybe, for the auburn hair she’d cut to shoulder length a year ago when she’d started her Permanent Change of Station with the embassy in Manila.

Tonight more than ever before, she regretted the bureaucratic snafu that had restationed her from Mexico City to Manila. As she’d always done when her rotation was drawing to a close, she’d filled out her dream sheet requesting a PSC in Paris. Paris, Philippines— easy to get the two mixed up, she thought sourly, then sucked in her breath on a gasp when a cat sprang out of an alley and, yowling, ran in front of her.

When her heart dropped back into her chest, she made another quick visual search around her. Only after she was satisfied that no one was following her did she walk across Corcuera Street toward the post office she’d intentionally bypassed the first time she’d strolled past, playing tourist again, staring at the Mayor’s office.

Without breaking stride, she walked behind the Mayor’s office where the post office was located, fished the padded envelope out of her purse, and dropped it in the after-hours mail slot.

For the first time in an hour, she felt a tentative sense of relief. If anyone was watching her, they’d never have noticed what she’d done. And if anything happened to her, at least now there was a chance someone would eventually discover the envelope and know the reason why.

Now all she had to do was make it back to her room and wait for Ethan to call and tell her what to do to get out of this fix.

Everything was going to be fine.

And then she noticed the van.

Her heart did that ricochet thing again and she faltered, barely catching herself before she stumbled.

A quick glance over her shoulder told her the vehicle was long and black and beat-up; the windows were tinted so dark she couldn’t see inside. Even as she told herself it was nothing to worry about, her pulse ratcheted up several beats.

But when the van crept up and kept pace beside her, her heart damn near jumped out of her chest.

Adrenaline fueled by apprehension rushed through her system so fast it made her nauseous. She told herself that just because a van was the most commonly used abduction vehicle in the islands it didn’t mean that’s what this one was about. But when it pulled up to the curb a few feet ahead of her and the side door slid open, the apprehension churning through her chest shifted to flat-out panic.

“Don’t stop; don’t stop; don’t stop.” She repeated the command like a mantra.

When the gruff voice belching out from the murky black interior of the van ordered her to do just that, she broke into a dead run.

She was three blocks from the hotel. So close she could see the sign—GARDEN ORCHID HOTEL—ahead.

She pushed herself harder. Pushed until her lungs burned with the effort.

Almost there. Almost—

Something slammed into her from behind. She fell face-first onto the pocked concrete walk. And pain momentarily edged out the panic as the fall knocked the air out of her lungs.

She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t scream, as the leaden weight of a man who smelled like smoke and sweat and mean sandwiched her between him and the sidewalk.

The white-hot abrasion of her skin scraping against concrete seared her knees; her palms, where she connected with the paving to break her fall, burned like fire.

Her breath finally rushed back on a gasp. She tried to scream, but a filthy hand clamped over her mouth. Something jabbed into her ribs, hard.

Oh God. He has a gun.

“Come with me or die here, Miss Prescott. You decide.”

She went limp, prayed for a miracle—the pulis, police, an off-duty Special Ops soldier. Anyone who might help her.

No one did.

Her attacker stood, made sure he stayed behind her so she couldn’t see his face, and hauled her roughly to her feet. With the gun still buried in her ribs, he pushed her toward the van, then shoved her, hard, into the backseat.

Her head hit the opposite window with a crack. She groaned, fighting through the dizzying pain. She was still seeing stars when her abductor climbed in behind her. Before he’d even slammed the door behind him, the van shot off through the Zamboanga streets with a squeal of tires.

Coarse hands wrenched her arms behind her back; he tied her wrists so tightly that she bit back a cry when the rope dug into her skin. Then he blindfolded her.

She fought it, but there was no escaping the dirty rag that he pressed over her mouth and nose.

Panic outdistanced pain.

Loss of consciousness was terrifying and fast.

Her last coherent thought was of Ethan. His name broke on a sob just before everything faded but the truth: not even Ethan could save her now.

MANILA, PHILIPPINES
PRESENT

“Charles. Charles!”

He could feel an irritating nudge at his ribs. Hear the ring of his alarm. And his wife gnawing away at the edge of his consciousness.

“Charles, for God’s sake. Wake up and answer the phone.”

Phone?

The cobwebs started to thin.

The phone. Not the alarm.

He dragged a hand across his face, shook his head to clear the sludge, and reached for the phone on his bedside table.

“What?” he said in a tone that said much more than the four-letter word suggested.

“I am sorry to bother you at this late hour, sir.” The man on the other end of the line recognized anger when he heard it, and this was the last person he wanted to piss off.

“Then why are you?” Charles growled, and glanced at the alarm. It was the fucking middle of the night.

“You said to notify you when it was done, sir.”

Charles lay back on a pillow cased in fine Egyptian linen. He stared at the dark ceiling. Ah. Yes. He had asked to be notified.

So it was done.

Well. He hadn’t expected to feel remorse. Frustration over the need for it all, yes. Relief that his little problem was solved, absolutely. But not remorse.

He exhaled a deep breath. Couldn’t be helped.

“And you’re certain of this?” he asked finally, relieved to hear Marion’s deep breaths beside him, telling him she’d fallen back asleep.

“Yes, sir. It is done.”

Without another word, he hung up the phone.

Darcy Prescott’s pretty face flashed before him in the night. It wouldn’t be pretty now.

It was a shame. A waste to lose her.

Amanda Stover had been no great loss. She had been a blond airhead. Yet she’d been smart enough to run to Ms. Prescott when she’d discovered what she’d gotten ahold of, hadn’t she? a niggling voice reminded him.

He plumped his pillow, cursing his own carelessness.

It was water under the bridge now. Everything was taken care of. Everything was fine.

And what was done was done.

He rolled over and went back to sleep.


2

AIRBORNE OVER JOLO ISLAND, PHILIPPINES
PRESENT

HE’D KILLED FOR DARCY PRESCOTT ONCE. And as the whump, whump, whump of the Huey’s rotor blades chopped through the murky Philippine night at six hundred feet, Ethan Garrett accepted that he was about to kill for her again.

I think I might be in some trouble here. . . . Maybe some bad trouble.

Face grim, Ethan remembered the tremulous sound of his ex-wife’s voice on his answering machine almost thirty-six hours ago. Like an automaton, he punched a cherry Life Saver out of a half-eaten roll and slipped it into his mouth. He barely noticed that his fingers smelled like the oil he’d used to clean his M-4 assault rifle. What he did notice, in the muted cockpit light while the chopper spit out a full-bore attack of noise that his radio headset couldn’t block, was the faces and the demeanor of the other occupants on board the bird.

The three other men were also in combat mode. And as they neared the target zone among the seven thousand plus islands making up the Philippines, Ethan prayed to God that he’d not only get Darcy out alive, but also that the men who were risking their lives for her, at his request, came out the same way.

He stared at the instrument panel; it was a blur of tiny green lights in the darkness. Familiar ground. Once he’d climbed into the Huey, it was if he’d never left the service. It was Groundhog Day. Muscle memory and combat instincts resurfaced and took control as they had hundreds of times on hundreds of ops. Instincts as ingrained in his psyche as breathing made the years since he’d made his last land assault as a Special Forces soldier fall away on a welcome adrenaline spike.

Yeah. He’d been here before.

The stench of jet fuel. The swelling heat from the tarmac just before takeoff. Chopper engines revved until the earth shook. Rivers of sweat running beneath his flak vest, and the clutch in his gut as the bird lifted off and up into parts unknown.

It could have been yesterday that he’d made that last op. Only it wasn’t. It had been three years. And this op was entirely different. He didn’t have the might of the U.S. military behind him now as he had then. In fact, if the Army knew what he was about, they’d probably shoot him out of the sky long before the bad guys got a bead on him. A little matter of international diplomacy. To which he said: Screw it.

The Huey shuddered and Ethan longed for a shiny new Blackhawk like the ones he’d spotted at the recently reopened Clark Air Base that were used and maintained by the Special Ops guys and their support personnel stationed in the islands. As long as he was wishing in one hand and spitting in the other, he wished like hell he was going into this op with a couple of Ranger chalks and an ODA—a twelve-man Special Forces operational detachment A-team—on point. But beggars couldn’t be choosers and he’d trust these three men—two who were his brothers and one who was like a brother—to pull off the impossible. Which, according to his father, was exactly what the probability was of getting Darcy out alive.

Impossible was a word Ethan had never accepted—except when it came to their marriage. And that was old, old news.

On a deep breath, he smeared camo paint on his face and reviewed the extraction plan in his head. They would start their search for Darcy on Jolo. The tadpole-shaped island was 960 kilometers south of Manila. The AO they were targeting was pure, rugged jungle spread out over thousands of acres of hills and gorges at the base of Bud Tumangtangis Mountain and far from Jolo City. It was also home to any number of belly crawlers, both the cold-blooded and the human kind. Ethan was only interested in the human kind—a ragtag cadre of murderous Abu Sayyaf terrorists. This particular cell of guerrillas and their larger counterpart on Basilan Island specialized in kidnapping. All indications were that the bastards had Darcy.

They had Darcy.

The grim truth replayed through his mind like a bad dream. It had been five years since the divorce, but Darcy had been his once. A part of his life. A part of his family. And he took care of his own.

He would get her back.

And the motherfuckers would pay if they so much as put a bruise on her.

He closed his eyes, thought of what they could do to her creamy white skin, and fought a churning clot of nausea. This was gut-check time. He needed to keep his head on straight. His mind clear. So did his brothers and his brother in spirit, Manolo Ortega.

Ethan bit down on the Life Saver; the rush of adrenaline coupled with the tart, sweet taste of cherry that flooded his mouth settled him as he quietly observed each man on board.

His youngest brother, Nolan, in black jeans and T-shirt under his Kevlar vest, was at the bird’s controls. Like the rest of them, Nolan was a civilian now, but the former U.S. Army Airborne Ranger was focused, steady, and strong as he worked the collective, cyclic, and rudder pedals, skillfully piloting the bird below the low-hanging cloud cover of an ink black night, zeroing in on the drop zone.

Thank God for Nolan and a filthy rich father-in-law with a G-5 Gulfstream. Even now, the jet was en route from Manila, where they’d deplaned, to the Zamboanga International Airport, where, if all went as planned, they’d fly out of here in a few days. Without the generous use of Darin Kincaid’s luxury jet and the willingness of his pilots—all three former U.S. Air Force and totally up for a break from flying CEOs to board meetings—they’d still be switching commercial flights and waiting out layovers.

Allocation of the Huey, however . . .

“You never did say how you got ahold of the bird.” Ethan spoke into his headset mike and watched as a grin broke over Nolan’s face.

Dallas, Ethan’s middle brother, glanced at Ethan. “I could tell you—”

“But then I’d have to kill him,” Nolan warned with a notch of his chin toward Dallas, his grin taking the bite out of his threat. “Let’s just leave it at some questions are best left unanswered.”

Fine. The fact was Ethan really didn’t care what methods Nolan had used to procure the Huey. All he cared about was the end result—although he did have a few ideas on how his brother had come by the bird. Given that the U.S. military had donated a flock of UH-1H Hueys to the Philippine military a few years back, it would be just like Nolan to figure that “borrowing” one back for a little while was a “tit-for-tat” issue. And given the rough situation on the islands these days and that Philippine military aviation assets were pressed into service for VIP transport at a moment’s notice, it wouldn’t be a stretch that Nolan could have simply found the rotary bird perched near some high-profile government building in Manila.

Nolan was resourceful that way. Ethan couldn’t even guess how, in addition to getting his hands on the Huey, he’d also come up with the two full Aux fuel bags. Without the extra four hundred gallons of fuel, they’d never have made it the six hundred miles from Manila to Jolo, since the Huey’s fuel tank range was less than half of what they needed.

Ethan had no doubts that even though Nolan could have pulled in a few markers from some of his Special Ops buddies who were stationed on the islands and wangled a Blackhawk with a longer range, he would have tapped them only as a last resort.

Farther back, sitting on the floor, Dallas was dressed in his salad suit and wearing face paint like Ethan and Manny. Ethan watched as Dallas, carrying a full combat load of ammo and a bandolier with extra magazines, was busy double-checking his gear. Although it had been a couple of years since Dallas had separated from the Marines, his thoroughness and precision told of his experience in Force Recon.

Marines. Christ. All these years later, Ethan still couldn’t believe that Dallas had broken family Army tradition and joined the Marines. Hell, as a rule, a set of legs wouldn’t so much as unzip his fly if a Marine was on fire and he could piss on him to put him out—and vice versa. But there was that blood thing.

And that pride thing, Ethan thought, feeling it well up in his chest as he watched Dallas attach an M-203 grenade launcher to his M-4, adding, in Dallas’s words, “some boom to his bang-bang.”

The middle son of Wes and Susan Garrett was a stickler for details. Dallas had calculated down to the last flare, fragmentation grenade, claymore, and round of ordnance what each man would need for the mission. And then he’d somehow acquired it along with the M-4s and Manny’s Barrett sniper rifle. Like Nolan, Dallas was resourceful. Ethan wouldn’t even bother to ask about Dallas’s methods.

Ethan shifted his gaze to Manny Ortega just as his friend kissed the St. Christopher’s medal he wore around his neck, then tucked it safely inside his shirt. Manny was Nicaraguan born, but he was a U.S. citizen now, recruited by Uncle while he’d been fighting the Sandinistas during the Contra wars. Manny had been Ethan’s friend since they’d made Special Forces back in ’89. They’d both been eighteen and as green as their berets, fueled by adrenaline and testosterone and seduced by the allure of being cultural chameleons in foreign lands. Since then, they’d saved each other’s asses more times than Ethan could count.

From the far side of the Huey, Manny—also known as Little Rambo to those who had dared needle him about his movie star good looks and gung ho attitude—flashed his perfect white teeth in a smile that said he was geared to go. Ethan hadn’t even had time to brief him. All he’d had to do was call Manny in Boston, where he’d recently made detective on the Boston PD, and say he needed him.

The only question Manny had asked was, “Where and when?” and he’d put in for two weeks’ vacation. Because Manny had to catch a commercial flight straight from Boston, they’d connected at the Ninoy Aquino International Airport in Manila only five hours ago, pulled their gear and weaponry together, and Manny still hadn’t asked what was up.

“We’re going black, boys,” Nolan said, giving them all a chance to fix their night-vision goggles before he killed the interior lights.

Ethan folded up his map after double-checking the coordinates for the agreed-upon drop zone at the leeward side of the heavily forested island.

Less than five minutes later, it was time.

“I believe this is where you bail, heroes.” Nolan’s voice sounded distant and tinny through the headset.

Dallas kicked the coil of rope out of the open cockpit door; then all four men made a quick SAT phone and GPS check. Satisfied, Dallas grabbed the three-inch-thick nylon rope in his gloved hands, backed out the door, and disappeared into space.

“Long way down,” Manny said offhandedly as he peered over the side of the bird where it hovered above the beach at about thirty feet.

His statement finally made Ethan grin. He’d seen Manny single-handedly take out a six-man assault team in Afghanistan, outmuscle and outthink a kingpin’s handpicked team of bodyguards during a drug sting on the Peru–Colombia border, and win the hearts of the most ruthless women north or south of the equator. Yet the man was scared shitless of heights.

“Look at it this way,” Ethan yelled so Manny, who’d already ditched his headset, could hear him above the chopper’s roar. “If the height doesn’t scare you to death, the fall could still kill you.”

Even though he could only read Manny’s lips, Ethan grinned, recognizing the words Manny muttered in Spanish as a close cousin to “Fuck you.”

After crossing himself, Manny grabbed the rope and set his feet. Then he sucked in a bracing breath and roped down to join Dallas, who should already have boots on the ground on the tiny beach.

“Kick ass,” Nolan said just before Ethan removed his headset.

With a clipped nod and brief eye contact, Ethan mouthed, Later, and grabbed the rope.

“You bet your ass I’ll see you later,” Nolan shouted over his shoulder, and Ethan rolled out.

Nolan, Ethan understood, was still a little pissed that he wasn’t in on the land assault. Couldn’t be helped. His little brother had a baby on the way back home, and Ethan had promised Jillian that he wouldn’t let anything happen to her hubby. Besides, they needed Nolan to haul their sorry asses off the island later—provided there was enough left of their sorry asses worth hauling.

They’d counted on the cover of darkness and a strong tropical wind to carry away the sound of the chopper. They’d gotten it. The wind and rotor wash whipped palm fronds into a frenzy and set even the sturdiest trees in the coconut groves along the outer fringe of the rain forest swaying. And as Ethan fast-roped down, undetected by the bad guys—no shots fired equaled no discovery—it was so far, so good. That, he knew, could all change in a heartbeat.

He hit the tide-and-rain-soaked sand only seconds after bailing out, then gave Nolan an all-clear signal with a brief flash from his light. Wasting no time, Ethan adjusted his NVGs, tugged his boonie cap out of his pocket, and settled the floppy-brimmed camo cap on his head. Then he headed through the coconut palms rimming the beach and into the jungle on point.

Crouched down, Camelbak full of water beneath the improvised ALICE packs and hopefully all of them carrying enough firepower to take out any tangos they came up against, Dallas and Manny followed right behind him. Within seconds, the three men disappeared into the undergrowth, indistinguishable from their surroundings as the Huey rose above the clouds and headed back to Zamboanga.

They were on their own now. And to a man, they knew time was running out for Darcy. If it hadn’t run out already. It was pushing thirty-seven hours since Ethan had received her message.

I think I might be in some trouble here. . . . Maybe some bad trouble.

As Ethan climbed a ridge, then skidded down the other side with the help of a trailing vine, Darcy’s words caromed around in his head like a pinball, a constant reminder that she was counting on him. When he’d returned her call, his heart had been pumping like rounds from an automatic weapon. But he hadn’t reached her at the number she’d left him. So he’d called Sandy Jankowski in London. Sandy and Darcy had started their embassy service together. They kept close tabs on each other. And sometimes, when it was just too hard not to, Ethan kept tabs on Darcy through Sandy, whom he counted on not to give him away.

“I’m scared, Ethan. Really scared,” Sandy had said when he’d told her about Darcy’s message. “Darcy and I e-mail each other once, sometimes twice a day. It’s a pact we made years ago. A fail-safe so we’d know if we should be worried. Her last e-mail was Monday afternoon. That was two days ago. She’d been about to leave for Zamboanga.”

“Did she say anything else?”

“God . . . yeah, let me think. Something about a secretary at the embassy passing her some information that she’d found by accident. Darcy was kind of blowing it off, you know. Kind of a cyber head-shake because she didn’t have the time to mess with it.”

“This secretary? Was her name Amanda Stover by any chance?”

Silence. “How did you know that?”

Ethan knew because as soon as he’d gotten Darcy’s message and couldn’t reach her, he’d gone online and searched the news sites for the Philippines, specifically Manila. “Amanda Stover is dead, Sandy.”

“Oh my God. Ethan—”

“News media is calling it a hit-and-run accident.”

Silence rang on both ends of the line. “But you don’t believe that, do you?” Sandy asked finally.

Ethan hadn’t bothered to answer. “Same media source also states that an unnamed embassy employee has gone missing while on business in Zamboanga. No details available.”

Sandy’s sob had been audible. They both knew who that employee was.

“Do you know why Darcy was in Zamboanga?”

“Not specifically,” she’d said, her voice breaking. “She just said she’d been sent down there on some embassy business. She makes regular trips, so it didn’t seem unusual at the time.”

Well, it was unusual now. Now that Ethan knew, with certainty, that Darcy had been abducted. It had only taken a couple of phone calls—one to the hotel where he had spoken to a concerned desk clerk who had talked to Darcy just before she’d left the hotel around midnight. The clerk had become alarmed when she hadn’t returned two hours later. The other call had been to one of Ethan’s contacts in a Special Ops team stationed at Camp Navarro, AFP Southern Command Headquarters at Zamboanga. According to his source there’d been a lot of tango chatter on the airwaves and in cyberspace all of a sudden. Talk of an abduction planned.

And, evidently, pulled off.

There was only one direction to point a finger these days when someone was abducted in the islands. An extremist Islamic terrorist network under the command of Chieftain Kaddafy Janjilani. This particular splinter group, known as Abu Sayyaf, specialized in kidnapping. Ransom was their main source of revenue. And Abu Sayyaf made camp in the jungle on Jolo.

The bastards didn’t know it yet, Ethan thought, ignoring the sting of insects and the slap of wet leaves against his face as he humped over another ridge that was green tinged and daylight bright through his NVGs, but they’d just kidnapped the wrong woman.

He moved steadily forward. He hadn’t seen Darcy since the divorce. He didn’t talk about it. Didn’t talk about her. Had never admitted to anyone except himself that he’d never gotten her out of his system.

Damn the woman. She’d always been more trouble than anything else in his life. More trouble and more excitement.

Five years after the divorce, he’d at least thought he’d figured out how to exorcise her from his system: he focused on the job, did what he had to do to get by, and left the past where it belonged. The job was running E.D.E.N. Securities, Inc., the West Palm Beach security firm his father had founded and Ethan now owned with his brothers and sister. Getting by was a matter of taking it one day at a time.

And the past—specifically the part involving Darcy—was history. At least he’d told himself it was until he’d gotten her call.

Then just like that—just hearing her voice again—and he’d known he would never be free of her. Had never been free of her. Like a fever or a virus immune to drugs, Darcy Prescott had infiltrated his blood and burrowed deep the first time he’d set eyes on her. . . .
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LIMA, PERU
EIGHT YEARS EARLIER

THE NIGHT SKY PROVIDED A GLITTERING backdrop beyond the expansive stone terrace flanking the main salon at the U.S. ambassador to Peru’s official residence. All that glittered, however, was not limited to the city lights and the candle glow glinting off the delicate crystal dressing an elegantly set table at the by-invitation-only U.S. Embassy party. A king’s ransom in jewels sparkled around the necks and wrists and on the fingers of the dignitaries and their ladies in attendance.

Ethan had arrived at the mucky-muck dinner party not more than ten minutes ago. Later than was kosher. Sooner than he’d like it to have been. Unfortunately, he’d had his orders. For him, it was one of those must attend functions peopled by U.S. and Peruvian dignitaries, local civic and government leaders, and a smattering of foreign service officers and embassy staff. He and Manny Ortega were the token warriors. The symbols of the best of the best the U.S. Army had to offer.

Not lost in translation was an in-your-face reminder to the local populace of the U.S. presence in Peru combating the ongoing drug trade along the northeastern border with Ecuador that, among other things, was commonly known but never discussed or openly acknowledged. Ethan and Manny had both been “requested,” in fact, to not only put in an appearance but also show up in full dress uniform, medals shining, boots spit polished.

This was the part of the job Ethan could do without. He understood that diplomacy was as integral to the working relations between the U.S. and South American countries as his A-team’s operations in the area were. He understood that he would be called upon to factor into that diplomacy. But the longer he was out in the field, the more comfortable he felt there and the less comfortable he felt with people.

Interesting. He spent weeks on end slinking around the jungle. Didn’t have human contact for days sometimes, and even then it was most likely the kind of contact that wielded an assault rifle with the business end aimed directly at him.

Maybe it was time he poked his head back among the civilized if that prospect was more appealing than a run-of-the-mill dinner party.

“Smile, mi amigo.” Manny flashed a grin that generally had a lay me down and do things to me effect on women, as a caramel-skinned beauty walked by him. “This beats sucking dirt and crawling on our bellies any day. I know I don’t miss the bugs and snakes, at least for a little while. And I have high hopes for the main course. Anything will be better than the monkey meat we’ve both grown to appreciate and love, don’t you think?”

This was true. Ethan would never grow to appreciate or love monkey meat, no matter that there were times, in the jungle, where monkey meat and leaves were all they’d had to eat.

“What I think is that I’d like a beer,” he said just as a waiter appeared with a tray of full champagne flutes.

Manny snagged a glass for each of them. When he shoved one at Ethan, he took it with a glare.

Manny laughed. “You have no class, my friend. It’s a good thing you have that tall, dark, and handsome thing going for you or the ladies wouldn’t give you a second look, you know? Those baby blues are only good for so much play.”

Used to Manny’s good-natured slurs on his bluecollar preferences, Ethan tipped the champagne to his lips—and saw her.

He simply and literally froze, the glass hovering near his mouth.

She was, in a word, stunning. This slim, creamy-skinned redhead with Nicole Kidman beauty and grace and the most animated and wicked green eyes he’d ever seen.

He couldn’t help it. He stared, mesmerized, as she talked to a barrel-bellied Lima suit who leaned toward her and whispered something in her ear all the while trying to get a glimpse down her dress.

It was some dress. A tight little black number. Sleeveless, a little low cut, and short enough to show sleek, slim legs and a whole lot of pale, silky skin.

My God. Lust rolled through him like a fireball dragging a ten-foot tail. How long had it been since he’d touched a woman’s skin? Heard a woman’s sigh? Felt a woman’s heat as he pressed deep inside her?

How long since he’d seen a woman like her?

Never.

She’d taken the WOW factor to new heights.

Her husky laughter as she shook back that amazing mane of long fiery hair and let her admirer down gently had Ethan calculating the blocks back to his hotel and the bed where he wanted to see her stretched out naked and gasping beneath him. Preferably tonight.

“Who is she?” he asked when he caught his breath and his heart had dropped back into his chest.

Standing beside him, Manny followed Ethan’s gaze. “The redhead? I don’t know. I’ve never seen her before, let alone met her. Now, however, would be a good time to change that, don’t you think?”

Manny took a step forward.

Ethan’s hard grip on Manny’s arm stopped him. “No. Now would not be a good time. At least not for you. Go find your action somewhere else, compadre. That one’s mine.”

Manny turned. Looked Ethan up and down. And must have recognized the warning in Ethan’s eyes for what it was. Friend or no, this was a nonnegotiable issue.

“So, another heart’s going to break tonight, eh?”

Ignoring the laughter in Manny’s eyes, Ethan drained the glass, shoved it in the general direction of Manny’s chest, and cut through the crowd toward her. “Don’t wait up for me.”

He was waylaid before he got ten feet.

“Lieutenant.” Al Hayden—Ambassador Albert Hayden to those who hadn’t grown up calling him Uncle Al—smiled with genuine warmth as he stopped Ethan. “It’s wonderful to see you.”

“And you, Ambassador.” Despite their closeness and in deference to his friend’s position, Ethan addressed him by his title as Hayden shook his hand. Respect and genuine affection for the ambassador compelled Ethan to cool his jets where the redhead was concerned. At least for now.

There were two types of U.S. ambassadorial appointments. Those bought by men via presidential appointments when they called in markers and sought the position for prestige’s sake and those earned by the good guys, the ones who had worked their way up through the ranks and actually knew what the fuck they were doing. Albert Hayden was one of the good guys.

“It’s been a long time, sir,” Ethan said, and noted the passing of years on the older man’s face.

Hayden was a tidy five ten. Ethan had about four inches on the diplomat. And like Ethan’s father, Wes Garrett, a little gray had started to show at the temples of Albert’s dark brown hair. His eyes were a clear, vivid gray. And they missed exactly nothing.

“It has been a long time. Too long.” The ambassador’s shrewd gaze studied Ethan through a smile of affection. “You look well,” Hayden decided finally. “I expected to be calling you captain by now.”

Ethan was well aware that in his position Hayden knew exactly where Ethan had been and what he’d been doing in the jungles at the base of the Andes along Rio Napo where it intersected with Rio Marañón before both flowed into the mother Amazon. Just like Hayden knew the physical toll the work took on Ethan’s body. And psyche.

“I am well,” Ethan assured him. “And the new title starts in a couple months.”

Hayden considered him a moment longer, then nodded. “Glad to hear it. And how are your parents and your brothers and sister? Have you had contact with them of late?”

“Actually, I spent an hour on the phone with Mom and Dad earlier today.”

Out of the jungle for the first time in three months, he’d taken advantage of the opportunity to call home and reassure his always concerned mom that he was fine. That was after he’d showered until the hot water had been long gone and the stench of too many weeks without it had been washed away.

“You know Dad retired.”

“From the West Palm PD?”

Ethan nodded.

Hayden’s snort relayed his surprise. “Can’t imagine Wes Garrett content with retirement.”

“You know him well.” Wes and Al had been in Ranger Bat together at Fort Benning. Served in ’Nam together. When their service was over, Al had turned to politics while Wes had gone back home and joined the West Palm Beach Police Department. A line of duty injury had finally forced him into early retirement last year.

“It lasted all of three months,” Ethan told him. “Dad’s since started his own business. Corporate and plant security, self-defense training. A little bodyguard work.”

“And knowing your father, he sees it as a legacy to pass on to you boys.”

“Don’t forget Eve,” Ethan warned. Nolan’s twin sister could hold her own with the three of them. And they all—Dallas, Nolan, and Ethan—had the scars to prove it.

Hayden chuckled. “How can something so pretty and little be such a spitfire? She still planning on Secret Service as a career?”

“She is, yes.
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