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      Staff Sergeant Travis Lane stepped outside the hangar, the East African sun hot as a blast furnace against his skin. During his twelve years as an Air Force Pararescueman, Lane had conducted combat operations in some of the world’s most unforgiving environments and had thought he knew a thing or two about privation. But Camp Lemonnier had been quick to prove him wrong.

      Located on the southern side of the Djibouti-Ambouli International Airport, a rifle shot from the Gulf of Aden, the camp was close enough to both Yemen and Somalia that it was the perfect choice for prosecuting America’s war against the terrorist groups that plagued the Horn of Africa. But its tactical advantages aside, Camp Lemonnier was an undeniable shithole—the kind of place a soldier’s morale went to die—and since his arrival three months earlier, all Lane could think about was getting back to the States.

      Already sweating, he decided to forgo his usual stretches and, after starting the timer on his watch, pushed himself into a jog. Lane ran east, his surgically repaired knee tight as a bowstring. Ignoring the pain, the twenty-nine-year-old PJ slipped past the candy-striped sawhorses and NO Foot Traffic sign that guarded the entrance to the cargo apron, and once clear of the fence, he looped around the tail of a recently arrived C-130.

      The exhaust from the turboprops scalded his lungs, but Lane kept running, weaving his way through a line of olive-drab forklifts that crisscrossed the flight line like mechanized ants. Feeling his knee loosening up, he increased his pace, and leaving the superheated tarmac behind, he followed the gravel path south toward the razor-wire-topped wall that encircled the Joint Special Operations Command compound.

      He nodded to the men guarding the gate and glanced inside as he ran past, the sight of the bearded operators mingling around the tactical operations center sending his thoughts back to his time with the elite 24th STS. Before joining the Air Force, Lane hadn’t known the differences between a rescue squadron and a special tactics squadron.

      In fact, all he’d known about Air Force Pararescue was that, like most special operations, the PJs had come of age in the dark days of Vietnam, but while the SEALs and Rangers were out in the jungle taking the fight to the enemy, the PJs were rescuing pilots shot down behind enemy lines.

      But more important than a PJ’s training was his mindset. His willingness to rope into a hostile area, fight his way through the enemy, and provide the medical care required to keep the injured alive until the cavalry arrived to get them out.

      These things we do, that others may live—that was their motto. The oath written in blood that had captured Lane’s attention so many years ago.

      Making it through the PJs’ grueling two-year pipeline had damn near killed him, but Lane had succeeded, and after donning the coveted maroon beret, he’d felt ten feet tall. Invincible. It wasn’t until he went to Afghanistan and saw the operators from the 24th in action that Lane realized the best was yet to come.

      On paper there was nothing to separate one special tactics squadron from another, but Lane and the hardened few who’d survived the grueling selection process of the 24th found themselves in rarefied air. As members of the Air Force’s only Tier One team, the men of the 24th STS were the best of the best. The tip of the spear whose lethality and medical proficiency had earned them the right to join the operators from SEAL Team Six and Delta Force on America’s most classified missions.

      Lane had spent the next five years putting foot to ass for the good ol’ US of A, but then on a nighttime hostage-rescue mission in northern Iraq, everything had gone wrong. He could remember little from that fateful night. The heat of the explosion when the RPG hit the tail rotor. The screams of the pilot and the kaleidoscope of earth and sky as the helo spun toward the ground.

      Then everything went black.

      His next memory was of the hospital in Germany, of staring at the swollen mass of purpled flesh that had been his knee and looking at the faces of the doctors as they told him his time as an operator was over.

      They’d offered him a medical discharge. A chance to get out of the Air Force before completing his term of service, but he’d never been a quitter and he wasn’t about to start. Determined to reclaim his spot on the team, Lane threw himself headfirst into physical therapy. It took nine painful months to get fully back on his feet and another three to get back in good enough shape for a tryout, but halfway through the required reentry physical, he knew his surgically repaired ACL wasn’t going to hold up.

      With his hopes of rejoining the 24th crushed, Lane had two options: take a team leader position with one of the rescue squadrons or get out. Usually, he would have done whatever it took to stay in, but the years at war had ground him down, and Lane had been thinking of a life outside the Air Force when he’d gotten the fateful call from his sister, Abby, four months ago.

      “There’s something wrong with TJ. I don’t know what to do,” she said, her normally cheery voice pinched over the line.

      “Abby, slow down and tell me what’s going on,” Lane begged.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “He hasn’t been the same since Mosul . . . He’s angry all the time, and all he does when he’s home on leave is drink.”

      “I thought he quit drinking,” Lane said.

      “He did but started up again after I filed for divorce.” She sniffled. “I’m scared, Travis . . . scared that he’s going to do something stupid. Get himself hurt . . . or worse.”

      Growing up on adjacent farms and with no other neighbors for miles around, the two families had been understandably tight. In fact, he and TJ had been raised more like brothers than friends. But while Lane was more levelheaded, TJ was all gas and no brake. A gap-toothed Evel Knievel who had to turn everything into a competition.

      Whether he was riding dirt bikes, playing sports, or doing something trivial like feeding the cows, losing was not an option for TJ. The constant competition was exhausting, and when Lane decided to join the Air Force, he was looking forward to the break, but TJ had other plans.

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “Do you even know what a PJ is?” Lane had asked.

      “Nope.”

      “It’s like the hardest job on the planet,” Lane said, “and you haven’t done anything to train for it.”

      “Well, if you can do it, so can I,” TJ replied, flashing an impish grin.

      True to his word, he’d followed Lane into the Air Force, and while Lane had struggled through the two-year pipeline, TJ had made it look easy.

      Out of training, they were assigned to different units, and while Lane continued to find his footing, TJ quickly developed the reputation of a fearless, sometimes reckless operator. The fact that everything came so easy to TJ had pissed Lane off, but he kept pushing. Kept honing both his body and his mind, and by the time they both showed up at Green Team, Lane had come into his own.

      As difficult as it had been for Lane to get there, nothing in his life had ever been harder than watching his then brother-in-law fail. In retrospect, the problem was obvious: TJ had gotten cocky, and his immaturity combined with his innate recklessness made him a liability. After one too many safety violations, TJ was cut from the training.

      Lane had tried to console him, tell him that he’d done his best, but TJ’s ego couldn’t handle it. To cope, his brother-in-law had pushed both him and Abby away, turned to the bottle and the comfort of random women instead of his family. For Lane, TJ’s cheating on Abby had been the last straw. An unforgivable sin, and their relationship had never been the same.

      “TJ’s a grown man,” he said. “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      “No, Travis, he won’t,” she sobbed. “You have to help him.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “He’s got one more deployment, and then he’s done,” she said. “I know you want to come home, but if you could just—”

      “Just what?”

      “Look after him,” Abby pleaded. “Make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid . . .”

      Lane wanted to tell his sister no. Tell her that he was a PJ, not a damn babysitter, but the fear in her voice cut through his resolve like a knife. The pain reminded him of when she’d called to tell him that their father had lost his battle with cancer six months prior.

      “Abby, even if I wanted to help, I’m not in TJ’s unit,” Lane said. “I can’t just—”

      “Yes, you can,” Abby said, her words coming fast. “Chief Master Sergeant Holland just took command of one of the rescue squadrons—”

      “How do you know that?” Lane demanded, his voice hard as iron.

      “Because I talked to him.”

      “You shouldn’t have done that, Abby.”

      “I know, but, Travis, I’m desperate. Our marriage is over, but I still care about him. Please, you have to do this for me,” she begged. “You and TJ are all I have left.”

      Abby’s words sliced through him like a straight razor, and despite his mountains of misgivings, Lane gave in. “Fine, I’ll talk to Holland, but no promises.”

      The memories began to unravel as he started on the third mile and the pain from his knee began spreading to his thigh like a beaker of spilled acid. Lane’s body screamed at him to stop or at least slow down. Unfortunately, PJs, like all special operators, were a competitive lot, and as the oldest man on the team, Lane knew that the moment he stepped into the ready room, one of the younger operators would be dying to know the “old man’s” time.

      Biting down on the pain, he rounded the old French ordnance locker that marked the start of the fourth and final mile, his eyes locked on the distant outline of the HH-60 Pave Hawks that indicated the end of the course. Digging deep, Lane shoved the pain back into its box and surged forward.

      The last five hundred meters were the hardest, and by the time he made it to the helo, his right leg was on the verge of locking up and his breathing came in short, ragged gasps. Sucking wind, he stumbled into the hangar and was searching for a spot to collapse when one of the younger PJs came strolling in.

      “Good run?” he asked innocently.

      “Y-yeah . . . it was great.”

      “Hmm . . . what was your time?”

      Not trusting himself to speak, Lane held up his watch for the younger man to inspect.

      “Twenty-six minutes . . . not bad for an old—”

      Forcing himself upright, Lane was quick to cut him off. “Say another word and I’ll have you raking gravel for the rest of the deployment,” he said.

      “Roger that.”

      Lane waited for the man to leave, then limped over to the supply closet for a pair of ice packs and a bottle of ibuprofen. He twisted the cap free, shook four of the pills into his mouth, dry swallowed, and then headed for the room he shared with his brother-in-law. After unlocking the door with the key he wore around his neck, Lane tossed the ice packs onto his rack and hobbled to the bathroom.

      Stripping out of his sweat-soaked shorts, he turned on the shower and, without waiting for it to warm up, stepped inside. The water came out of the tap cold as ice, the spray hitting his overheated body like a balm. Savoring the feeling, Lane leaned forward and pressed his forehead to the tile.

      Just five more days; then we’re back in the States.

      Besides the end of the deployment, their rotation back to North Carolina signaled the end of his enlistment, and while the decision to leave the Air Force hadn’t come easy, Lane knew it was time. Still, there was a sense of uncertainty that came with getting out. A fear of the unknown that sent a shot of panic rushing through his veins every time he thought about life on the other side.

      Standing there under the showerhead, Lane felt his pulse quicken, the shot of adrenaline a prelude to the doubts he knew would follow. But before they could grab hold, he shoved them away, grabbed the soap, and scrubbed himself clean.

      After rinsing off, he climbed out of the shower, grabbed the towel from the hook, and dried himself off before heading back into his room. After spinning the combination into his wall locker, he pulled the door open, his eyes coming to rest on the eight-by-eleven photo stuck to his mirror.

      He pulled on his pants and studied the picture. It had been taken shortly after TJ and Abby were married and showed the three of them standing on the wraparound porch of their two-story farmhouse. Lane and TJ were grinning like fools in their maroon berets and jump boots, while Abby rolled her eyes.

      The thought that the ten-acre spread would ever be anything but a nuisance had been impossible for him to understand at the time. Especially after all the years he’d spent helping his father keep the damn thing running. But something had changed when his father died, and while Lane couldn’t put it into words, he knew that the time had come for him to go home.

      Pulling on his assault shirt, he closed the locker door and moved to his bed. He sat down and reached for his boots, his eyes drawn to the dog-eared brochure sitting on TJ’s desk.

      The pamphlet had shown up a week prior during one of the main calls, and while Lane had seen TJ reading it, he’d never given it much thought, but now it had his full attention. Frowning, he got to his feet and snatched it off the desk, his fury rising as he read the neatly typed mission statement. By the time he finished the first paragraph, his smoldering anger had blossomed into an all-consuming rage. Hands shaking, he was about to tear it up and throw the pieces into the garbage when the door creaked open and TJ stepped into the room.
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      “What the hell is this shit?” Lane demanded.

      Caught off guard by the greeting, TJ studied him from the doorway. “Why are you going through my stuff ?”

      “Answer the question,” Lane ordered.

      TJ ignored him and crossed to his bed. “We talked about this,” he said, taking a seat.

      “The hell we did.”

      “Last week we were talking about the farm and how much money your dad owed the bank before he died. I screwed up by cheating on Abby, and I get why she wants a divorce. But I still love her, and I’ll be damned if I leave her dealing with all this financial shit by herself.”

      “I remember the conversation, but I don’t recall you mentioning anything about becoming a mercenary.”

      “Did you actually read it?” TJ demanded.

      “I read enough,” Lane snapped back. “Now stop bullshitting me and tell me what’s going on.”

      TJ sighed and rubbed a hand through his blond hair before looking up. “First off, they aren’t mercenaries. They are retrieval experts who offer their policies to a select clientele. Basically, I’d be doing the same job I’m doing now but for three times the cash.”

      “Call it what you want, but to my way of thinking, a person who sells his skills to the highest bidder is pretty much the textbook definition of a merc,” Lane said, tossing the brochure onto the bed.

      “Hey, I was all about staying in,” TJ said. “You’re the one who decided to get out.”

      Lane opened his mouth to respond, but before the words were off his lips, the speaker in the ready room crackled to life, the prerecorded “scramble, scramble” that came booming down the hall cutting him short.

      “We’ll talk about this later,” Lane said, snatching his HK416 from the wall locker. With the rifle in hand, he stepped out into the hall and double-timed it to the ready room, where he found the pair of newly minted PJs gawking at him from the couch in front of the flat-screen TV.

      “We’ve got a mission,” he barked. “Grab your gear and get your asses to the bird. Now!”

      The two cherries snapped to, and he waited for them to clear the room before continuing down the hall to the TOC. If the tactical operations center was the eyes and ears of the 82nd’s mission in the region, then the combat rescue officer in charge of the team was the brain. The all-seeing eye who monitored their missions from the row of computers sitting on the plywood table.

      Slinging the rifle across his broad chest, Lane moved in behind the battle captain, who was staring at one of the screens.

      “What do we have?”

      “French Commandos just lost contact with one of their Pumas,” the officer replied, pointing to the red blip on the screen. “Last contact had them going down ten klicks south of Al Hudaydah.”

      “Shit, that’s Houthi territory,” Lane said, referring to the Iranian proxy group that had been fighting the Saudis in Yemen. “What the hell are they doing that far north?”

      “No idea, but with their combat search and rescue units tied up in Mali, they are asking for our help.”

      Lane studied the screen, noting the surging green mass churning in from the south. “What’s that?”

      “Another dust storm,” the battle captain said. “What do you think?”

      While Lane was undoubtedly the most experienced PJ in the room, the fact that the officer was asking his opinion caught him off guard. Lane shoved it away and focused on the facts at hand.

      Having been caught in a dust storm during a deployment to northern Iraq, Lane knew the dangers that came with the high winds and limited visibility of the dreaded haboob. And that, combined with the very real possibility of a highly capable fighting force waiting for them on the ground, was a recipe for disaster.

      But despite his reservations, Lane knew not going wasn’t an option.

      “Tell them we’re coming,” he said.

      Without waiting for the officer’s response, Lane turned and sprinted for the door. He burst outside, the light from the setting sun glinting off the pair of HH-60 Pave Hawks spooling up on the tarmac fifteen feet away.

      Ducking beneath the rotors, Lane grabbed the plate carrier and helmet he’d stowed in the cargo hold and pulled them on. Snapping the chin strap, he shoved a magazine into his rifle and climbed into the cargo hold, just as TJ reached the door.

      “What’s going on?”

      “A French Puma went off the scope ten klicks south of Al Hudaydah,” he advised, plugging his Peltor noise-canceling headphones into the aircraft’s communications. “No word on casualties, but there’s a nasty-looking storm heading that way, and we need to get there first.”

      “Any enemy presence in the area?”

      “Unknown,” Lane said, racking a round into the chamber.

      “Well, that sucks,” TJ said.

      “We’ve launched with less,” Lane replied, pulling a map from his plate carrier. While he marked the grid for the crash site, the door gunners snapped a belt of 7.62 into the minigun, and by the time the pilots finished their preflight checks, the helo was ready to roll.

      “You guys ready?” the pilot asked, looking back at the two PJs and two door gunners jammed into the back of the Pave Hawk.

      “Good to go,” Lane responded.

      “Roger that.”

      The pilot released the brakes and twisted on the throttle while his copilot clicked over to the control frequency. “DJ control, this is Archangel Two-One requesting immediate departure on runway one.”

      “Good copy, Archangel,” a voice said over the radio. “You are cleared for departure. Good luck.”

      And with that, the Pave Hawk was rolling, its turboshaft screaming like a banshee as the throttle opened and pulled the helo skyward. While the pilots guided the aircraft toward the target grid, Lane requested an update from the TOC.

      “Still nothing.”

      Great.

      The helo moved north over the Gulf of Aden, the dying sun spilling across the water like liquid gold. It was a thirty-minute flight to the target area, and Lane used the time to double-check the medical gear and rescue equipment stowed on the bulkhead. Finding everything where it should be, he rotated his night vision down over his eyes and checked the PEQ-15 infrared aiming laser mounted to the foregrip and the EOTech holographic sight on the top rail.

      “Feet dry,” the pilot advised.

      Lane checked the GPS strapped to his wrist and, seeing that the grid was coming up, moved to the door. He pulled it open, the rush of the humid air into the cargo hold fogging his night vision.

      “One minute out,” the pilot said.

      Lane wiped the moisture from the lenses and, bracing himself against the strut, leaned out the open door. While his body adjusted itself to the rise and fall of the helo, he scanned the desert for any sign of the crash site, but with the Pave Hawk traveling at 150 miles per hour, at first, all he saw was the dizzying blur of the ground passing beneath him.

      Holding on to the strut, he leaned farther out, the wind tearing his eyes as he scanned the darkness. Then he saw it, the black smoke and flickering flame rising from the palm grove on his left.

      “Crash site nine o’clock,” he said over the radio.

      “Got it,” the portside gunner replied.

      The pilot brought the Pave Hawk in low, the downdraft from the rotors bending the trees and kicking up a wall of dust. Squinting against the haze, Lane got his first view of the downed helo, the twisted wreck of the aircraft not nearly as terrifying as the approaching line of military-attired figures running through the undergrowth.

      “Rope,” he shouted to the crew chief.

      The man nodded and yanked the fast rope from a large duffel, snapping it to the hoist. While the crew chief checked to make sure it was locked in, Lane shouldered his medical ruck and pulled on a pair of thick gloves.

      TJ was the first to the door, and after giving the rope a sharp tug, he flashed the crew chief a thumbs-up.

      “PJ in the door,” the chief advised over the radio.

      While the pilot held the helo steady, TJ moved into position and was about to swing out when Lane grabbed his shoulder. “None of that cowboy shit of yours,” he shouted. “We get in, do what we can, and get the hell out.”

      “Whatever you say,” TJ said, his cocky grin telling Lane that his brother-in-law hadn’t listened. Then he was gone, swinging out of the bird and sliding down into the darkness.

      Cursing under his breath, Lane moved to follow, but before he could get a bite of the rope, a line of tracers came coiling up through the palms. The door gunner shouted a warning, and the pilot stomped the right rudder pedal, the sudden movement sending Lane stumbling toward the door.

      Unable to catch his balance, he reached out and grabbed the rope with both hands, his feet sliding free of the bird. Unlike rappelling, where you had both a harness and a carabiner to secure you to the rope, the only thing keeping Lane from a fifty-foot fall was his grip, and with the weight of his gear and the wash of the rotors working against him, it was all he could do to hold on.

      He dropped like a lawn dart, the friction from the rope burning through his gloves while he tried to get the line routed between his boots. With the ground rushing up to meet him, he knew that he was seconds away from a pair of broken legs when he finally got the rope where he needed it.

      Using all his strength, he clamped his boots together and prepared for impact. He hit hard, but the bolt of pain in his knee was eclipsed by muzzle flashes from the men moving forward through the trees. Limping away from the rope, Lane shoved an HE round into the grenade launcher mounted beneath the barrel of his H&K and sent it arcing toward the advancing enemy.

      The grenade exploded, the rush of flame and shrapnel blasting the men off their feet. But the firefight was just beginning, and before Lane could shove another grenade into the breech, more rifle fire came snapping in from the north.

      Lane brought the rifle up to his shoulder and fired a three-round burst into the closest fighter. The suppressed thwack-thwack of a rifle drew his attention left, where he found TJ ducked behind the husk of a fallen tree. Firing on the run, he slid into cover beside his brother-in-law, the slivers of bark from the impacting bullets peppering his face.

      “Took you long enough,” TJ said.

      Lane ignored him and, after wiping the grit from his eyes, keyed up on the radio. “Archangel Two-Two,” he said, calling the second helicopter, “we’ve got hostiles in the tree line. I need you to clear ’em out.”

      The words were no sooner out of his mouth than the Pave Hawk came racing low across the treetops, flame spitting from the miniguns mounted to the doors.

      With the enemy suppressed for the moment, Lane shoved a fresh grenade into the launcher and rushed to the crash site, the flame from the spilled aviation fuel flaring his night vision. While TJ covered the rear, Lane moved to the cargo hold and glanced inside.

      Empty.

      A pained moan from the cockpit drew his attention forward, and he slithered through the crumpled hatch.

      The copilot was dead, his neck twisted awkwardly to the right and his sightless eyes staring up at the shattered windscreen. The pilot, however, was still clinging to life, but given the blood pooling from the gaping wound in his leg and the front of his flight suit stained black with more blood, it was clear he didn’t have long.

      Using his knife, Lane cut the man free from his harness and eased him back into the cargo hold. Lane laid him flat and pulled a tourniquet from his kit, looping it over the man’s thigh as the gunfight outside the helicopter grew to a crescendo.

      Shit, who are these guys?

      While TJ directed the helo’s gun runs and engaged the enemy with his rifle, Lane pulled the tourniquet tight over the pilot’s leg. The man screamed at him in French and tried to push him away, but Lane held him tight and continued spinning the windlass.

      Once the bleeding stopped, he cut open the pilot’s flight suit and began packing gauze into the wound. While Lane worked to save the man’s life, the rest of the team came sliding down from the second Pave Hawk, and Lane could hear TJ barking instructions. “Brown, get the litter ready. Keller, get in there and help Travis.”

      Lane moved out of the way to let the younger PJ crawl in beside him and took up a position at the casualty’s feet. “We’ve got to get him out of here. Grab his arms.”

      The younger man nodded, and together they pulled the man free and carefully lowered him to the waiting stretcher. While Brown strapped him in, Lane got on the radio. “Archangel Two-One, patient is critical. I need you to set the bird down south of my location.”

      “Roger that,” the pilot said. “But be advised we’ve got more hostiles moving in from the east.”

      Lane double-clicked the mic to indicate that he’d received the transmission, then got to his feet. “Let’s move.”

      Lane waited for the younger PJs to pick up the litter and then took point, his rifle up and ready. Scanning for threats, he led them south toward the LZ, the dust from the approaching sandstorm stinging his exposed skin.

      He pushed them hard, and they were almost to the clearing when a figure stepped out of the shadows, the AK against his shoulder spitting fire. Luckily the shots were high, and the bullets snapped over Lane’s head and into the darkness. “Fucker.” Still moving, he centered his laser on the man’s chest and dumped him with three shots center mass.

      The bullets dropped the man flat on his back, but a look through the trees showed more were coming. “TJ, get ’em to the helo,” Lane shouted.

      Without waiting for an answer, he took up a position behind one of the trees, centered his reticle on the forehead of the closest fighter, and pulled the trigger. The rifle bucked, and the man dropped like a marionette with cut strings.

      Lane dumped two more of the men and was shoving another HE round into the breech when a figure came running in from his left. He snapped his rifle on target and was about to fire when he realized that it was TJ.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Lane shouted. “I told you to get them out of here.”

      “And let you have all the fun?” TJ grinned. “Not happening.”

      “You never fucking listen.”

      “Relax, bro, I got them loaded on the helo and—”

      But whatever he was about to say was cut short by a rush of flame followed by the shriek of an RPG leaving its launcher. Lane turned toward the sound and, seeing a trail of white smoke racing through the trees, tried to grab TJ and pull him into cover. But before he had a chance, the 40 mm rocket-propelled grenade slammed into one of the trees and detonated.
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        Washington, DC

      

      

      Mia Webb’s alarm went off at 5:00 a.m., the electronic beeping echoing loudly off the bare walls of her bedroom. Still jet-lagged from the twenty-two-hour flight from Nairobi she’d taken the night before, she reached out and slapped blindly at her phone on the bedside table.

      It took her three tries, but she managed to corral the phone and, after silencing the alarm, rolled onto her back. She closed her eyes, hoping to fall back asleep, but with the dread of the upcoming day pressing down on her like a lead weight, Mia knew that wasn’t going to happen.

      As she lay there staring up at the ceiling, her mind drifted to the botched raid that had gotten her called back to the States. As a rising star in the FBI’s African counterintelligence unit, Mia had always prided herself on her attention to detail and ability to see past the overload of information that could derail even the best lead investigator. Looking back on it now, she was certain that she’d done everything right.

      Then how the hell did it all go so wrong?

      The ding of her phone pushed the question from her mind, and she unlocked the screen to find a text from her boss.

      
        
          
            
              
        Director’s office 11:00 am. Don’t be late!!

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit.

      Mia typed out a quick reply, confirming that she would be there, and then, out of habit, opened the Signal app she and her team used to communicate in the field. Usually, the thread was full of the idle chitchat and gossip that marked the day-to-day lives of those used to working in a tight-knit team, but today it was painfully silent.

      For someone not accustomed to failure, the sudden ostracization that followed her summons home was a painful blow. However, it wasn’t the quiet text thread but the unanswered message she’d sent to Angelo Garza the night before that sent a chill racing up her spine.

      
        
          
            
              
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      They’d been supposed to meet up for drinks before she flew out, but Angelo had never shown, and sitting there staring at the screen, Mia couldn’t help but wonder if he’d abandoned her too.

      Unwilling to believe he would do that, she returned the phone to its charger and got out of bed, the hardwood floor cold on her bare feet. She pulled on her workout clothes and then padded off to the bathroom to brush her teeth.

      With her brown hair, sun-bronzed skin, and athletic build, Mia Webb liked to think of herself as pretty in the girl-next-door kind of way. But her looks had no bearing on her current profession. No, it was sheer determination and intelligence that had gotten her the job in Kenya. And while there were a few of the old heads who liked to make lewd speculations as to how Mia had made it to the top, Angelo wasn’t one of them.

      They’d first met at a counterproliferation conference in New York, where he was giving a presentation on the smuggling of African conflict minerals. The lecture was dry and heavy on the PowerPoint slides, but there was something about the handsome UN investigator that piqued her interest.

      Perhaps it was his friendly face and easy smile, or maybe it was the passion she saw in his eyes, the determination to help make the world a better place no matter what the cost. Whatever it was—Mia wanted more.

      Before their first meeting, she’d had a strict rule of not mixing business with pleasure, but once they were introduced, there was an immediate connection. The ensuing relationship lasted for three years, and while both knew they had something special, once Mia was promoted, they had to cut it off.

      She’d worried that the end of their relationship might affect their work, but Angelo was quick to prove her wrong. “We’re still a team,” he told her. “And nothing is going to change that.”

      So why didn’t he show up in Nairobi?

      It wasn’t like Angelo not to text her back, and standing there at the sink, Mia felt the anger that had come with being stood up on her last night in-country giving way to concern. The uneasy feeling gripped her like a vise, and Mia’s mind began to fill with the hundreds of things that could have gone wrong.

      Is he sick? Hurt? Or is it something worse?

      Mia didn’t have the answers, and as she had enough problems of her own to deal with that day, she decided it best not to create any more. Assuring herself that Angelo was fine, she rinsed out her toothbrush and went to the kitchen, pausing to fill her water bottle before grabbing her gym bag on the way out of the apartment. She closed the door behind her and locked it, then headed to the elevators at the end of the hall.

      By the time the elevator settled on the bottom floor, Mia had finished the water and slipped the bottle into her bag, her shoes squeaking as she walked across the marble floor of the lobby. She stepped outside, the sallow glow of the streetlights struggling to pierce the fog that had rolled in the night before.

      Mia followed the sidewalk to the end of the block and turned left onto Twelfth Street, the distant wail of a police siren following her up the hill. She walked east toward the distant cluster of industrial buildings that housed Capital Martial Arts and the morning jiujitsu class she hoped would take her mind off the shit show that had been her last mission in Nairobi.

      For Mia, living in DC had been a dream come true, the arts and culture scenes that were the hallmark of the nation’s capital standing in striking contrast to the thorny shrubs and endless flats of the South Texas plains where she’d grown up. Not that the constant travel that came with her job left her much time to see the city where she lived.

      Still, she wasn’t complaining.

      Before joining the FBI, the only time Mia had been out of Texas was when her father was teaching her how to fly and they had stopped for fuel in Durant, Oklahoma. But that all changed two years ago when Mia was sent to Africa to serve as the assistant legal attaché in Nairobi.

      Officially she was there to support the State Department. In reality she was the Bureau’s eyes and ears in the region, and her first assignment was to investigate and assess China’s Belt and Road Initiative.

      Launched in 2013, B&R was China’s attempt at establishing a unified world market—a twenty-first-century spice road—that would exclude both the United States and Russia. The core of the operation was to establish a series of land and sea routes that would connect Asia with Africa and Europe, but to accomplish their goal, the Chinese first needed to modernize the sorely outdated infrastructures of their African partners.

      It was a monumental undertaking, and after reading up on the project during the flight over, Mia couldn’t help but think that the plan was destined to fail. However, the newly paved roads and the construction cranes that dotted the skyline during her drive from Jomo Kenyatta International Airport to the US consulate in Nairobi were quick to prove her wrong.

      How had the Chinese been able to pull it off ?

      That was the question Mia had been sent to answer. One that began and ended with a shadowy private military company called Crimson Ridge.

      According to the dossier compiled by the CIA, Crimson Ridge had originally been a South African–based security company that hired former soldiers to provide static security for the oil fields and pipelines that crisscrossed the African mainland. But when the Chinese showed up with their pallets of cash and eagerness to get to work, everything changed.

      Before arriving in Nairobi, the Chinese had begun projects in Kazakhstan and Indonesia, and while their successes hadn’t been as fast as they wanted, they had been able to easily identify which palms needed greasing. The same could not be said when it came to the myriad of warring factions that operated in Africa, and rapidly losing patience, the Chinese turned to Crimson Ridge for help.

      The man who was brought in to break this logjam was Gavin Roos, and once he was on the ground, he didn’t use words but the barrel of a gun to gain the necessary compliance. Shocked by the violence left in his wake, the Kenyan government issued a warrant for Roos’s arrest, but by the time a judge finally signed off, the wily South African was nowhere to be found.

      Desperate to get Roos before he fled the country, Mia had squeezed every informant and snitch she could get her hands on, but with every lead came an insurmountable mountain of red tape. The problem was that while her new posting came with a temporary bump to GS-14—a pay grade usually reserved for supervisors and other top-level positions—it did not come with the corresponding authority.

      Which meant that before Mia could launch a tactical operation to apprehend Roos, she had to clear it with her boss back in DC, who would then run it past the State Department. It was a bureaucratic nightmare, and Mia could feel her chances of catching the man slipping away, until she received a call from one of her most trusted sources.

      “There is a man in Busia I think you should speak with,” he’d said over a meal of nyama choma at the Kenyatta Market.

      “Who is he?”

      “His name is Emmanuel Otieno, and rumor is he is helping the man you seek get across the border into Uganda.”

      “How do you know this?” she demanded.

      “From the forger working on his papers,” he replied.

      “How long do I have?” Mia asked.

      “Difficult to say,” the man said, holding out an empty hand.

      Sighing, Mia drew a wad of cash from her pocket and slapped it into his palm. “How long?”

      “The documents will be delivered at four p.m.”

      “Four p.m.?” Mia demanded, looking at her watch. “Shit, that only gives us six hours.”

      “Yes, so you better hurry.”

      Pressing another wad of cash into the man’s hand, Mia got up from the table and headed outside. She pulled out her phone and called her boss, but it went straight to voice mail.

      Shit.

      Unwilling to allow Roos to escape again, she made the decision that would prove to be her undoing and called Colonel Samuel Maina, the commander of the Kenyan General Service Unit.

      In retrospect it was a hasty decision, but at the moment Mia thought it would be easier to beg forgiveness than ask permission, and an hour after making the call, she was in the back of one of the GSU’s Bell helicopters, heading toward the tiny border town.

      While not as reliable as the National Police Service, the GSU was the only unit in the country that had the firepower and the training to take down a high-value target. Plus, after losing two of their men during a shoot-out with Crimson Ridge, they were out for blood.

      The objective was a walled compound on the edge of the village, and upon landing and meeting up with the rest of the team at the regional outpost, Mia handed out the hastily made briefing packet.

      “The target is Gavin Roos,” she said, holding up the picture of the South African merc.

      “And the rules of engagement?” Colonel Maina asked.

      “We return fire only if fired upon,” she said. “No civilian casualties, am I clear?”

      “Crystal,” the colonel said.

      “Good, then let’s kit up.”

      Ten minutes later Mia was sitting in the back of the lead van, an FBI-issued M4 carbine slung across her body armor. The driver kept his foot on the gas, and they raced through the town, the dust kicked up from the convoy choking the merchants hawking their wares in the market.

      “Target is coming up,” the team leader yelled. “Right-side drop.”

      Mia nodded, racked a round into the rifle, and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath to settle her nerves and opened her eyes to see one of the assaulters sliding open the right-side door.

      A second later the driver slammed on the brakes, and then they were moving, Mia’s rifle up while the breachers rushed toward the iron gate. They slapped their charges into place and backed off, a burst of rifle fire from the main house sending the wide-mouthed onlookers standing in the street running for cover.

      “Burning,” a man yelled.

      Mia opened her mouth and waited for the charge to blow, her hands pressed tight against the FBI-issued Peltors that protected her ears. The noise-canceling earmuffs were rated for eighty-two decibels, more than adequate for most charges, but not knowing the thickness of the metal gate, the Kenyans had resorted to the time-tested formula of using P for plenty.

      “Fire in the hole,” one of the men yelled in French.

      The charge detonated in a blinding flash of orange. The flame was followed a microsecond later by the thunder roar of the concussion that rolled over Mia like an invisible wrecking ball.

      The flat-handed smack of the overpressure left her dizzy, and she was trying to clear her head when the assaulters flowed through the breach, their AKs chattering as they advanced on the main building.

      Still dizzy from the blast, Mia fell in behind them and was angling for the cover of a rusted truck when a figure stepped into view, the rifle on his shoulder spitting fire. Throwing herself behind the vehicle, Mia rolled to her knee, the bullets snapping harmlessly overhead.

      With no time to think, she brought her own M4 onto target, flipped the selector to fire, and dumped three rounds into the man’s chest.

      Her target went down in a spray of blood, and Mia got to her feet, her hands shaking from the rush of adrenaline. Ignoring the tremors, she hustled toward what was left of the front door, but by the time she got inside, the gunfight was over—and the men who’d been occupying the house were lying in pools of their own blood.

      “Where’s Roos?” she demanded.

      “He’s not here,” the men said, shrugging.

      Dammit.

      The low hum and flashing yellow light of a street sweeper ended the memory, and Mia paused at the curb to let the machine pass. While she waited, her mind shifted to her boss and how she was going to explain what had happened. How Mia had managed to let what should have been a simple snatch and grab turn into a raging gunfight.

      They were the right questions; unfortunately, she didn’t have the answers, and standing there watching the bristles scour the asphalt, Mia couldn’t help but think that her career was over.
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