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    Dedication


    To Christi, for always marching with me.

    And to my family, for their heroic support.

    Thank you.
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    Chapter 1


    Derek DiMarzio was going bat-shit crazy. Between days of forced inactivity, being cooped up in an old warehouse with a bunch of equally edgy meatheads, and the riskiness of the hack they were attempting, he was the personification of nervous, restless energy.


    Eyes glued to the computer screen, Marz paced back and forth behind the chair occupied by Charlie Merritt, who’d been quiet as a stone as he’d typed strings of complicated code into the keyboard. Charlie was the civilian son of Marz’s deceased—and dirty—Army Special Forces team commander. More important for their purposes right now, he was also a computer genius and a hacker by trade. In his real life, Charlie used those hacking skills for good, testing out companies’ computer security systems by trying to hack into them. Lucky for Marz, the guy was willing to go off-roading a bit, too.


    Their current target: Army Human Resources Command records—essentially, the database of all Army personnel records. Hopefully, their first and last stop for the information they needed on a SF veteran named Manny Garza, who Marz and his team had recently learned worked with the enemies connected to the conspiracy that had ruined their lives and reputations and killed seven of their teammates.


    Pausing behind Charlie’s chair, Marz leaned in over his shoulder and willed this to work. He sighed.


    Charlie shoved long strands of dark blond hair from in front of his eyes and peered over his shoulder, one eyebrow arched.


    “Now I’m driving you bat-shit, too, aren’t I?” Marz asked, backing off a good step.


    Throwing a small smile at him, Charlie shook his head. “Don’t worry. I got this.”


    Crossing his arms, Marz nodded. “Of course you do.” Charlie had done something similar once before, when his crook of a father died and dropped a series of mysteries on his doorstep. If anyone could manage it, Charlie could.


    Problem was, when Marz wasn’t the one perched at the keyboard, he was antsy as all hell. He wasn’t used to being second string when it came to computers, not that he resented Charlie for a minute—not when the guy represented a second pair of desperately needed hands on the mountain of computer research their investigation required.


    They’d been searching for Garza for days, but though they’d seen him with their own eyes, online the guy was a ghost.


    Minutes passed. Marz stretched his neck and tried to shake some of the tension he’d been carrying about the clusterfuck of a situation he found himself in. Not just him. Him and the other four surviving members of his Army Special Forces unit—Nick Rixey, Beckett Murda, Shane McCallan, and Easy Cantrell—as well as a whole host of new friends and allies. Over a year ago, the five of them had barely made it out of a checkpoint ambush in Afghanistan alive—an ambush they quickly realized had occurred because their commander, Colonel Frank Merritt, was on the take.


    And that wasn’t the worst of it. As if the critical injuries three of the five survivors had sustained weren’t bad enough, they’d been blamed for the deaths of their teammates, discharged from the Army, and sent packing back to the States without their friends, their careers, or their honor. Figuring out how and why the shit had landed on their team—and who was behind it—were the questions that had brought them all together again about ten days ago.


    And Marz was ready for some damn answers. A thought came to mind, and Marz leaned in again. “Hey, what if you—”


    “Marz, get over here and leave Charlie alone for five minutes,” came a gruff voice from across the cavernous unfinished space that was part gym, part mess hall, and part war room. In the far corner from the computer setup, Nick Rixey and Beckett Murda, two of Marz’s other SF teammates, had been sparring for the past half hour. The pair circled one another, getting in hits wherever they could. Whereas Nick had speed and agility on his side, Beckett was like a Mack truck on legs, all stubborn bullheaded strength.


    Clapping Charlie on the back, Marz said, “Shout as soon as you—”


    “I will,” the guy said without looking away from the screen.


    Scrubbing his hands over his face, Marz crossed the room. Nick’s hair was so damp it almost appeared black, and as he turned his back toward Marz, a massive tattoo came into view of a fierce dragon curled around a long sword. Then it was gone again. The guy delivered a roundhouse kick that nearly caught Beckett in the chin. Beckett grinned and charged, his lethal intensity nearly a physical presence in the room. Apparently, Marz didn’t have the market cornered on going stir crazy, if the energy these two were expending for the hell of it was any indication.


    “Why is it I want to watch you two beat each other bloody?” Marz asked as he stood at the edge of the unofficial ring. He eyeballed Nick, their former second-in-command, whose request for help had reunited the five former teammates, as the guy dodged one of Beckett’s rib-breaking punches.


    “Time out,” Nick said, crossing one gloved fist over the other to form a T. He tugged off the thick black fingerless gloves and flung them at Marz. “You’re not watching. You’re working off some of that damn restlessness before you end up going postal. Or making one of us go that particular route.”


    Marz caught the first padded missile against his chest, but bobbled the second one, dropping it to the floor. “Asshole,” he muttered with a grin as he awkwardly bent to retrieve it. Things like waist and knee bends—not to mention more routine movements like climbing stairs or walking over uneven outdoor surfaces—didn’t come as easy when one of your legs wasn’t flesh and bone. The day of that fateful ambush, Marz had left a good forty percent of his righty lying on a dusty road in the middle of Bum Fuck Afghanistan after a grenade literally blew him to pieces. Turned out that in a grenade-versus-leg scenario, the grenade won. Go figure.


    Not that Marz would undo how it’d all gone down. Because him losing his leg meant that Beckett, Marz’s best friend in the world and the closest thing he’d ever had to a brother, got to remain a biped. Marz hadn’t hesitated for a moment to knock Beckett clear of the explosion. Better to take the hit himself than let a buddy get hurt. And seeing the guy get around with little more than a limp made Marz’s sacrifice more than worth it. One thing Marz had always admired about the SpecOps community wasn’t just that you could count on someone having your back, it was knowing you had theirs. No matter what.


    “I’m not being that annoying,” Marz said, knowing full well that, yeah, right now, he probably was.


    “Dude, you’ve gone total hovercraft,” Beckett said as he wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his arm.


    Eyebrow arched, Nick pointed at Beckett and nodded. Marz groaned and jammed a hand into one of the gloves. “Fine. Maybe you have a point,” he muttered. “Besides, kicking Beckett’s ass always makes me feel better, so at least there’s that.” He threw a smirk toward his friend.


    And didn’t like what he found at all.


    Beckett had the bluest eyes you ever saw on another human being, and right now they were fixed on the lower half of Marz’s right leg, where his black track pants shielded his prosthetic limb from view. Beckett’s guilt over Marz’s amputation was pretty much always clear in the lines on his face. No matter what Marz said or did, Beckett didn’t seem to be able to shake the feeling. Ten-to-one odds that Beckett was going to—


    “Nah, that’s all right,” Beckett said, tugging off his own gloves. “You two have at it. I’ve got some calls to return.”


    Sonofabitch. Sometimes Marz hated being right. Not often. But times like now, when his gut had screamed that Beckett wasn’t going to spar with him? Yeah, definitely then.


    “Dude. Don’t wuss out on me,” Marz said, pretending like he didn’t know the potential universe of why Beckett was bowing out of fighting him. Because he didn’t want to hurt Marz. Because he thought Marz was too . . . what? Vulnerable? Defenseless? Weak?


    Beckett threw a droll stare his way as he scooped his cell off a vinyl bench. “Another time maybe.”


    “What’s with the maybe crap?” Marz said, finding it harder to keep up the happy-happy/joy-joy. Growing up the way he had—abandoned into the foster care system by parents he didn’t well remember—humor had always been his go-to defense mechanism. But that shit took work. Sometimes more than he wanted to put in. He stepped in front of Beckett.


    The big guy stared down at him, the shrapnel scars around his right eye making his gaze look more severe. “Figure of speech. That’s all,” Beckett said. Marz inhaled to call bullshit on the declaration when Beckett’s cell buzzed in his hand. He thumbed a button, placed the cell to his ear, and said, “Murda, here.”


    Marz backed down. For now. At some point, they were going to have to have a damn come-to-Jesus meeting about Beckett always treating Marz with kid gloves. That sure as hell wouldn’t work for Marz in the long term, not if they were ever going to get past what had happened.


    “I’ll be happy to kick your ass,” Nick said from behind him. “Let’s do this.”


    Turning, Marz watched Nick grab another pair of gloves off a metal shelf and pace to the center of the ring. The guy’s oddly pale green eyes silently asked if Marz was in or out. Marz knocked his gloved fists together and joined him in the middle of the open space.


    Nick had him on speed and agility, but Marz was a scrappy fighter. Always had been. You grew up half on the streets, you learned to fight dirty. And, in a real-world situation, he carried the equivalent of a titanium baseball bat on his leg, so there was always that hidden advantage.


    They circled for a minute and Marz settled into the rhythm and movement of his body. He didn’t move exactly as he used to, but he’d come a helluva long way in the last fourteen months. Marz feinted with his right and delivered an uppercut to the jaw with his left. “Don’t take it easy on me, Rixey. You hear—”


    Wham!


    Punch to the gut. Marz muscled through the ache and looked for his next in.


    “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Nick smirked and winked.


    Then it was on. Five minutes. Ten minutes. Twenty. The only thing Marz couldn’t do as well as Nick was make use of the kickboxing moves he’d once mastered. On the one side, he wouldn’t chance hurting his friend with the inanimate object on the end of his leg. On the other, he no longer had the same strength in his right thigh, and he didn’t want to chance hurting himself by pushing harder than his leg was ready to handle. For all the distance he’d covered, he still had more to go.


    A split second of inattention, and Nick had grabbed his upper body, swept a leg behind Marz’s knees, and knocked him to the ground.


    “Aw, shit, man. Are you okay?” Nick asked. “I wasn’t thinking.”


    Marz rolled onto his back and smirked. “What was there to think about?” As if he had to ask. “It was a clean takedown. Fair and square. And I’m fine.”


    “But, I, uh . . .” Nick tugged a hand through his damp hair.


    The guy was dancing all around the elephant in the room. Marz’s amputation. And that sucked some major ass, especially as Marz lay there, knocked on his own gluteus maximus. Maybe they were right. Maybe he was the weak link now. At the thought, ice slid into his gut and he shook his head.


    “Just didn’t want to knock your limb off or damage it. That’s all,” Nick said, planting his hands on his hips.


    Pulling himself out of his mental funk, Marz decided to give Nick the benefit of the doubt and believe him. Besides, since some prosthetic limbs could be knocked or moved out of position, Marz couldn’t deny it was a legitimate concern. One he could put to rest.


    “No can do,” Marz said, unzipping the track pants at the ankle and hauling the material up over his knee. “I am vacuum sealed into this mother. You couldn’t remove it if you tried.” He chanced a glance at Beckett, and, sure enough, the guy’s gaze was glued to them. Which probably meant he’d seen Marz get his feet knocked out from under him. Peachy.


    Nick crouched down and took a closer look. Marz reached into his pocket and removed a small black remote control. He held it up between his fingers. “I am literally a machine.” The remote operated the limb’s vacuum, the part that ensured that the socket and outer sleeve held an airtight, immovable grip on his stump.


    “You’re the Six Million Dollar Man,” Nick said with a grin as his gaze scanned over his limb.


    “No, no. I am the Terminator,” Marz said, affecting Ahnold’s accent. Having grown up on the Terminator movies and reruns of the bionic man, he did rather enjoy both references. “Here, I’ll show you.” He lifted his leg toward Nick. “Grab the shank and try to pull my leg off.”


    Nick’s eyes went wide before his brow cranked down. “Uh . . .”


    “It’s not like pulling my finger. I promise.” He grinned.


    “Well, that’s good to know. I guess.” Humor slid into Nick’s gaze, but it didn’t replace any of the skepticism.


    “I’m serious. You won’t be able to do it. Bet you a twenty.”


    Rising, Nick took ahold of the black metal shaft that extended up from the foot. “You sure about this?”


    Marz laughed. “Dude, pull my leg already.”


    With an uncertain smile, Nick pulled. Marz’s body followed, his shirt riding up against the cold floor. Nick’s smile broadened and he pulled harder, dragging Marz across the floor. Soon, Marz was fighting against him, trying to find purchase against the smooth concrete or by grabbing at a weight bench. No luck. When Nick twisted his ankle, Marz did the same thing he would’ve done if he’d had his real leg—his body flipped in the direction Nick twisted.


    The longer it went on and the more they laughed and cursed at each other, the more Nick’s reservations appeared to melt away until they seemed to be gone entirely.


    Wonder if it’s working on Beckett, too.


    “See? I told you,” Marz said as he slid across the concrete.


    “This is the most fun I’ve had in days,” Nick said.


    “Yeah, yeah. You can let me go now.”


    The devil in his expression, Nick went faster.


    “All right, asshole. Hands off the hardware.”


    “You’re at my mercy now,” Nick said, waggling his eyebrows. When Nick peered over his shoulder to check his path, Marz used the moment of distraction to his advantage.


    “Says who?” he called as he hooked his free foot behind the back of Nick’s knee and tugged the guy down.


    “Shit!” Nick said as he lost his balance and fell, laughing.


    For a long minute, they lay on their backs side by side chuckling and breathing heavy. “That’s some cool-ass technology.” Nick rolled his head in Marz’s direction. “Proud of you, man. Not everyone would deal with an amputation as positively as you have. Just want to say that.”


    The words hit Marz right in the chest. He gave a jerky nod. “Thanks.”


    “Whoa,” came Charlie’s voice from across the room. “I’m in! Marz, I’m in!”


    He and Nick scrabbled off the floor and jogged across the room, Marz’s heart pounding now for an entirely different reason than moments before. He came to a stop behind Charlie’s chair and watched as code scrolled against a black background. After a moment, the screen went gray and the AHRC’s internal intraweb interface loaded.


    “Holy shit,” Marz said, staring at the screen. His pulse tripped into a sprint. Nothing like the thrill of a clean hack.


    “Gotta get in and out fast,” Charlie said, navigating through the pages to conduct a personnel search. He entered, “Garza, Emanuel.” Some of Marz’s own team had crossed paths with Garza back in Afghanistan. More recently, though, they’d discovered him providing muscle at a major drug deal for the Church Gang, whose kidnapping of Charlie—resulting in the amputation of two of his fingers—almost two weeks ago, provided the initial incident that necessitated the team’s reunion. An overheard conversation at the deal revealed that Garza knew and probably also worked for the party on the other side of that exchange—and finding out who those players were had comprised a lot of Marz’s research the past few days. Someone somewhere would provide the link between the Churchmen who had been after any information Charlie might have on his father’s illegal activities and what had gone down in Afghanistan. And Marz’s gut was on Manny Garza.


    One by one, three records returned. Fuckin’ A. One of those three was their guy. Charlie clicked on the first listing.


    Marz leaned in closer, barely resisting the urge to crawl into the screen and grab the information with his hands. “Just open and print. We’ll read the details after you’re out.”


    The printer came to life. “Already ahead of you.”


    Filled with anticipation, Marz could barely stand still. He paced behind Charlie, exchanging looks with Nick and Beckett, both appearing to be every bit as eager, and then leaned over Charlie’s chair again.


    File one, file two, file three. Done.


    “I gotta get out so we don’t get traced,” Charlie said. His fingers snapped over a series of keys and the screen went black. The lines of code returned. He typed in a few more lines and the machine powered down. Charlie stood up, turned around, and looked at Marz with wide blue eyes.


    “Holy hell, Charlie. Holy fucking hell. You did it,” Marz said, grinning and staring between Charlie’s amazed and excited expression and the stack of paper on the printer’s tray.


    The guy pressed his hand to his chest. “My damn heart is pounding.”


    Everyone laughed. Elation almost made Marz’s head spin. “That was a rush just watching it, my man. For real.”


    Charlie shook his head. The high of success was half the reason hackers did what they did. “Let’s hope we got what you need.”


    Marz grabbed the papers from the printer, heart in his throat. Please don’t let this be another dead end.


    For days, he’d had a Web crawler looking for any mention of Garza. But nothing had turned up, which was ten kinds of fishy. Even if someone steered clear of social media, most people would turn up in a newspaper mention, a professional newsletter, a staff listing, a public record, or even a basic people-search database. The fact they’d come up totally fucking empty on both Garza or any possible relatives seemed improbable in the extreme. Nobody lived that far off the grid.


    Marz’s eyes raced so fast over the words he barely absorbed what the first file said. But his shoulders fell as the data sank in. The information detailed a man too old to be their Manny Garza. He chucked those sheets to the desk.


    He couldn’t have made himself disappear from these records, too. Could he?


    Problem was, it wouldn’t be the first time in their investigation that they’d come up against erased evidence. Charlie’s sister, Becca, had made 9-1-1 calls to report break-ins at both her and Charlie’s houses, and the records of both had disappeared, leading the team to question the integrity of the Baltimore City Police. Fact that someone had taken the trouble to hide Garza’s presence from the world was just more proof it was no coincidence they’d encountered another SF guy hanging with the drug-dealing scum who’d kidnapped Charlie and tortured him for information about his father’s dealings. Namely, that Colonel Merritt had been running a black op, cashing in on the heroin the team had confiscated in their counternarcotics missions back in Afghanistan. It’d been a lucrative side business, if their commander’s twelve-million-dollar Singapore bank account was any indication.


    The second file was more of the same—the guy had served in Vietnam. “Fuck me running,” Marz said as he tossed more papers to the messy piles on the desk. If they didn’t find Garza here, that left a hack into the Veterans Affairs records, or a potentially lengthy and equally dangerous dive into the Deep Web—the dark, hidden, and much larger part of the internet not indexed by standard search engines, which provided a haven for all kinds of criminal activity.


    “Tell me he didn’t manage to have his service records erased, too,” Nick said, crossing his arms.


    Marz’s gaze scanned over the beginning of the third file. And then a slow smile crept up his face.


    This Manny Garza was the right age and had served in the SF in Afghanistan as recently as two years ago, which fit their guy’s profile to a T. Even better? The file didn’t list a current address for Garza but did list two next of kin—a mother in Northern Virginia and a sister who lived in Annapolis, Maryland.


    “How the hell far away is Annapolis?” Marz asked. Being from Atlanta and having had no time to see anything here unrelated to their mission, he had no idea.


    “Forty minutes, maybe. Depending on traffic,” Nick said, stepping closer and peering over the top of the page. “Why?”


    “Got you, Garza,” Marz said, smacking the papers against his hand and grinning at Nick, Beckett, and Charlie in turn. “Who wants to take a ride to Annapolis?”

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Emilie Garza eased her car up to her bright red mailbox and rolled down the window. Recently, her daily stop here had delivered more and more evidence of how her life had changed. Each new bill, solicitation, or letter brought with it a dose of healing and a twinge of hurt in equal measure. What would today bring?


    Reaching out of her window, she lowered the mailbox’s door and retrieved the thick stack of envelopes and advertisements. One by one, she flipped through them. More than half read, “Emilie Garza,” but a fair number were still addressed to “Mr. and Mrs. Jack Saunders” or “Emilie Saunders.” But she wasn’t Mrs. Saunders anymore. Legally, not for the past five months. Emotionally, not for the past two years.


    Not since she’d learned that her ex-husband had been playing house with another family, lying about frequent travel for work to facilitate the time away from their home . . . and their bed. And Emilie had believed every last lie until the day the other woman had shown up at her door.


    Now Emilie didn’t know who Jack Saunders actually was. Maybe she’d never known. Worse, his betrayal left her wondering who she was, too. And how she could’ve missed all the signs.


    Enough, Em. It’s over. And you’re figuring it all out one day at a time.


    “Yeah,” she whispered to herself as she tossed the mail on the passenger seat and pulled up the long drive surrounded by leafy green woods on both sides. As she came around the bend that led up to her small cottage, her gaze settled on a squat black Hummer parked right in front of her porch. “Shit,” she said. Manny had a key to her house that she’d given him once when he’d offered to help with a repair, and he’d been using it a lot lately, showing up at odd times. With the string of emotionally difficult cases she’d had today, her brother was the last thing she wanted to deal with. Guilt curled through her gut.


    Once, the knowledge that her older brother had come to visit would’ve brightened every dark corner of her day. But since he’d come back from Afghanistan, he’d changed. And Emilie never knew which version of Manny she’d find. She parked, grabbed her purse, the mail, and the three bags of groceries, and made for the porch.


    As her foot landed on the first step, she slowed, then froze. Her gaze drew across the little white house from right to left. All the plantation shutters were closed—and they hadn’t been when she’d left for work this morning. Her shoulders sagged and her stomach flipped.


    So it was going to be the other Manny, then.


    The paranoid one. The nervous one. The angry one.


    In her mind’s eye, she saw herself hightailing it back to her car and getting the hell out of there. Problem was, no doubt he already knew she was home, and she didn’t want to deal with whatever drama leaving without seeing him might cause. Not to mention, this was the big brother she’d idolized her entire life. The one who’d protected her from playground bullies and taught her how to drive and had walked her down the aisle because their father was no longer around to do it. Emilie didn’t want to do anything to hurt that Manny, not after everything he’d always done for her.


    Besides, maybe you’re wrong. He could be fine. There could be a rational explanation for why he closed the shutters.


    Sure.


    She climbed the stairs, held the screen door open with her foot, and inserted the key into the lock.


    Just as she turned the knob, the door wrenched open, a hand closed around her wrist, and she was hauled into the dimness.


    She crashed into the wall behind the door—or was pushed into it—and was so surprised by the whole thing that she dropped the stack of mail and one of the bags she’d been carrying. Something shattered against the slate floor.


    Manny secured the door with a series of clicks, then whirled on her. “Did they follow you?”


    Emilie swallowed around her heart where it hammered in her throat. “Did who follow me?” she asked, ice trickling down her spine. Definitely not her Manny.


    He stepped closer until he towered over her, his longer-than-usual dark waves hanging messily over his forehead and casting shadows over dark, disturbed eyes. His whole face frowned and he shook his head. “Anyone. Did anyone follow you?”


    The pain in her chest was her heart breaking. “No one followed me, Manny. Why would they?” Needing a break from the intensity of his gaze, she looked down to where his hand remained manacled to her wrist. “Please let me go. You’re hurting me.”


    His fingers were off her skin in an instant, proof that her protective brother was still in there somewhere. He retreated from her, shifting his feet and raking at his hair, agitation rolling off him in waves.


    “I’m gonna put these in the kitchen,” Emilie said, gesturing to the bags. Stepping over the mess covering the foyer floor, she made her way through the normally light and airy den to the kitchen. Except for the big windows over the corner sink, Manny had darkened, one way or another, every window she passed. Emilie settled the bags on the tile counter, then grabbed the roll of paper towels.


    She turned and found Manny hovering in the darkness just outside of the kitchen, as if he was hiding from the light cast by the corner window. Long-sleeved black shirt. Black jeans. Black boots. He nearly blended into the shadows. As she passed him, Emilie gently rubbed his arm and mentally willed her brother to come back to her.


    As a sister, wishing and hoping and yearning were all she could do.


    As a clinical psychologist, she knew it to be completely futile. You couldn’t help someone who refused to be helped. Or, more aptly, someone who refused to recognize there was a problem in the first place.


    Manny followed her to the foyer and hovered over her while she collected the mail, wiped up the spilled salsa, and carried the dripping bag to the sink. With her back to him, she removed and wiped down all the other items in the bag one by one. “Who do you expect might be following me?” she asked quietly.


    Long pause. And then, “It’s me they’re after.”


    It wasn’t the first time he’d given voice to his paranoia. Worst part was, as the months had passed and Manny’s mental health deteriorated, Emilie wasn’t sure what part of what he said was in his head and likely caused by some untreated PTSD from his years in Iraq and Afghanistan, and what part might be fed by reality. Once at a holiday get-together, she’d overheard the tail end of a phone conversation that made her wonder exactly what Manny did for Seneka Worldwide Security, the defense contractor that he’d worked for the past few years. Maybe some of his paranoia was justified—and that didn’t make Emilie feel even a little bit better.


    When the last of the cans and jars sat clean next to the sink, Emilie turned and rested her back against the counter. “Why would someone be after you?”


    Manny’s dark brown eyes, so like her own, stopped the incessant scanning from the front door, along each of the windows, and then over her shoulder out the big window to the water beyond, and focused on her. “You wouldn’t understand.”


    “I’d like to, if you’d let me.” She smoothed her hands over her skirt, then laced her fingers together in front of herself to keep from fidgeting.


    His gaze narrowed. “Don’t psychoanalyze me, Em.”


    “That’s not what I’m doing, Manny. I just want to know what’s going on with you. That’s all. Like old times.”


    He appeared to consider her for a moment, and then he shook his head. “Old times are gone.”


    The declaration propelled her across the kitchen to him until she came to rest against the arch that led into the den. “But why? Are you in some kind of trouble?”


    The skin around his left eye ticked. “Nothing I can’t handle. Anyway, I just needed a place to lay low for a few hours. As soon as I get the signal, I’ll be gone.”


    “You don’t have to leave, you know,” she said. Relief and guilt flooded through her in equal measure. “Stay. I’ll make dinner.”


    The distrust in his gaze made the back of her eyes prick.


    The rumble of an engine sounded from out front. The UPS truck, by the sound of it. No one else ever came this time of day.


    Manny moved so fast that Emilie could barely track what was happening. He forced her to the ground and hissed at her to stay there. In a low crouch, he raced across the room and, gun drawn, took up a shielded position at one of the front windows, where he opened the plantation shutter just the smallest bit.


    In that moment, odd things registered in Emilie’s brain. The throbbing in her knees from how Manny had pushed her down. Momentary, out-of-place pleasure at the thought that it was probably the maxi dresses she’d ordered last week being delivered. Fear that Manny was going to shoot Burt, assuming she was right about it being UPS, who was almost so good-looking he could be the driver from those funny UPS commercials about the women who wait to see the sexy delivery man every day.


    More sounds filtered in from outside. The truck’s brake. Burt’s footsteps on the wooden deck out front. Two knocks against the door.


    All the while, Emilie lay there, afraid to get up and risk startling Manny, whose finger was poised to wrap around the gun’s trigger.


    The footsteps receded, and then the truck itself. Emilie finally felt like she could breathe again. Slowly, she eased up onto her knees. “It was just UPS,” she whispered. “Right?”


    Manny ignored her, his gaze glued to the view out the front window until the sound of the truck disappeared altogether. Finally, he looked at her. “Get the package,” he said.


    Emilie blinked, too dumbstruck by the command to move.


    “Em,” he said, impatience and irritation filling his tone. He waved at the door with the hand still holding the gun.


    She hauled herself off the floor, across the room, and onto the porch, where the package marked with the logo of one of her favorite clothing brands sat. Harmless, of course. She brought it inside only to have Manny swipe it out of her hands as soon as she crossed the threshold. He placed it onto the coffee table and leaned over to press his ear against it.


    “Manny, it’s dresses—”


    He glared and waved a hand at her. Emilie stared at him in confusion, a rock sliding into her gut.


    Apparently satisfied, he sat up, holstered his gun, and retrieved a knife from his boot. God, he was still totally in soldier mode, wasn’t he? Even two years out of the Army. Before she could stop him, he stabbed the knife into the top of the box and drew it back toward him.


    My dresses!


    Emilie pressed her hands to her mouth to keep from crying out in anger or fear. It was like she’d stepped into an episode of Law and Order or The Sopranos or . . . God only knew! All she knew was there was absolutely nothing normal about her brother’s behavior. What the hell had brought this on? She’d never seen him this bad before.


    He ripped open the top of the box and unceremoniously pulled out the contents—which, she could tell from the huge holes in the packaging, he’d damaged.


    Angry heat pooled in her belly, overcoming whatever fear she’d felt moments before. She inhaled to speak as Manny’s cell phone buzzed and he placed it to his ear.


    “Yes?” he said, going totally still. “Yes, got it.” He slipped the cell back into his pocket as he rose to his feet. “Gotta go.”


    Emilie scoffed. “That’s it? That’s what you’re going to say? You just pulled your gun in my home, scared me half to death, and destroyed two-hundred-dollars’ worth of dresses. Now you’re just gonna go?”


    Manny was in her face in an instant. Brow arched. Eyes cold. Mouth in a sneer. “Don’t push me, Emilie. Understand?” He stared at her a long moment, during which all she could manage to do was swallow and nod. Finally, he holstered the blade. He opened his wallet, grabbed some cash, and shoved it into her hands. “Keep an eye out. And keep your mouth shut.”


    With that, he slipped out the door, jogged around to the driver’s side of the Hummer, and drove away.


    Emilie looked down to the wad of hundred dollar bills in her hand and silently counted. Fourteen of them!


    “Holy shit!” she rasped. She counted again just to prove to herself she wasn’t imagining it. Why the hell was Manny carrying that kind of money on him? Who did that? And who gave it away like it was pocket change? They hadn’t been poor growing up, but they hadn’t been rich, either. They’d grown up in the kind of family that scrimped and saved for everything they got. Where you were expected to get part-time jobs and contribute, and scholarships made the difference between attending college or not. She’d landed them where Manny hadn’t, which was why he’d gone the route of the Army.


    And now he was throwing money at her like . . . like . . . like it made up for any of the bullshit that had happened during the last half hour.


    Manny’s voice echoed in Emilie’s ears. Don’t push me.


    Or what? What might he have done if she’d gone off on him?


    Releasing a shaky breath, Emilie closed and locked the door, throwing the dead bolt for good measure. Although she was completely aware that she couldn’t keep Manny out if he really wanted in. Not just because he had a key, but because even if she had the locks changed, he knew how to pick them. It was beyond reassuring to know you had someone with his training and skills on your side. Knowing that person might use those skills against you? That was something else entirely. She shuddered and dropped the wad of bills to the coffee table.


    Red-hot anger surged through her until she nearly shook. She stomped through the house, threw out the destroyed dresses and box, marched into her bedroom to change, and wrenched open all the shutters and curtains Manny had closed. She was a damned adult and a highly educated professional. No one had the right to scare her in her own home. Family or not.


    And the truth of that just made her angrier, because she’d been scared of Manny. There at the end, when he’d nearly trapped her against the wall, knife in hand? She’d been scared, and she knew she wouldn’t pick a fight over his behavior if he did it again.


    Emilie hated that reality. She hated that feeling. And a part of her hated Manny for all of it.


    It’s not his fault. He’s sick. Probably. Definitely.


    But that didn’t make the way he’d acted okay. The hardest thing about knowing someone grappling with mental illness—besides standing witness to their pain—was that sometimes it was so damn hard to blame the illness and not the person.


    Emilie sat heavily on the edge of her bed. Right now she was having a hard time making the distinction.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    As the SUV came to a stop, Marz scanned the woods around where Beckett parked. The narrow dirt road would give them a place to ditch the truck while they scoped out Garza’s sister’s house.


    “Let’s do it,” Marz said, needing to fill the silence. The forty-minute trip from Baltimore to Annapolis was probably the first time he’d been alone with Beckett for more than a few minutes since they’d been sent stateside a year ago. And the whole ride had been quiet as a tomb. In the Army, despite being an odd pairing—Beckett the strong, silent, scary type, and Marz an outgoing chatterbox—the two of them had been tight. More than just friends, they’d been like brothers. Marz had always considered it a major victory when he got the big guy to crack a smile or, God forbid, laugh out loud.


    But the moment the insurgents had thrown that grenade during the ambush, everything had changed. Marz had seen the incoming projectile first, and he’d shoved Beckett out of the way. The explosion had taken them both down, injuring Beckett’s left leg and blowing Marz’s righty clean off below the knee. Since then, it had become clear that act had formed a wall between them, one Beckett wouldn’t let Marz get over or around.


    Beckett turned his head toward Marz. Though dark sunglasses shielded the other man’s gaze, some sort of struggle was clear on Beckett’s face. No doubt he was debating whether or not to ask if Marz was up to this. Granted, walking over uneven surfaces proved a challenge, but that was why Marz had donned the prosthesis with the more responsive—and stable—foot and ankle system. Some men had a suit for every occasion. Marz had a leg for every occasion.


    “We got a problem?” Marz asked as he gripped the handle on the door.


    “Nope,” Beckett said after a long moment.


    “Good,” Marz said.


    They got out of the SUV and met at the rear. From the back, they retrieved packs with surveillance equipment, tracking devices, and other supplies. Silently, they double-checked their equipment and weapons, a habit ingrained from their years of service, and shouldered their packs.


    “Lead the way, hoss,” Marz said.


    With a last glance at his GPS, Beckett guided them down the overgrown dirt road and into the woods.


    Marz chose his path carefully and made out fine. The ground was mostly level and solid, the lack of rain the past few weeks working to his advantage. On alert for any signs of company, they quietly made their way through spots of dense undergrowth interspersed between more open forest.


    Half an hour earlier, they’d driven by Emilie Garza’s property to get a feel for her location. Turned out luck was on their side, because her house was isolated on a narrow point of land that fronted the Chesapeake Bay. They hadn’t been able to see the house from the road, which was why they’d decided to overland it so they could get a good look on their own terms.


    They were close to nailing down Manny Garza. Marz could feel it.


    Ahead through the trees, the house came into view. Beckett signaled with his hand and guided them through the woods to a position where the trees closed in on the far edge of a circular drive. Crouching behind neighboring oaks, they scanned the house and yard.


    Whereas big houses with soaring windows dominated most of the surrounding properties, Emilie Garza’s house was small enough you might’ve called it a bungalow. The yard was almost triangular in shape, narrower where the drive wound down to the road and wider where the grass sloped off toward the water. A white Toyota Camry sat near the front of the house. What the place lacked in grandeur, it made up for in hominess. The blue shutters against the white siding, ferns hanging in pots along the whole expanse of the front porch, and American and Maryland flags flapping gently off poles affixed to the porch columns made it appear the kind of house you called a home. Something he never had.


    Everything was quiet, and it wasn’t yet dark enough to discern lights or movement within.


    Marz slipped the pack off his shoulders and removed a few pieces of equipment as Beckett did the same. One thing they’d always bonded over: gadgets. They both loved to use them, and Beckett had always been particularly good at modifying them. As Beckett powered up an X-ray camera with see-through-the-wall technology, Marz slipped on a pair of headphones that connected to a bionic ear, a handheld listening device that amplified sound from up to a hundred yards away.


    The moment Marz turned on the supersensitive microphone, he picked up the soft strains of music from inside. No voices, but there were other noises. A soft clinking, a low hiss or sizzle—sounds that made him think of cooking. He looked to Beckett, who tilted the screen of the tablet camera toward him. The cutting-edge technology was essentially a radar system that measured changes in WiFi wave frequency through walls as thick as one foot. The screen revealed one disturbance to those waves.


    One person inside.


    Marz nodded to Beckett.


    “Oh, my God, that’s good,” came a woman’s voice through Marz’s headphones. His gaze returned to the house and scanned from window to window as he imagined what Emilie Garza was doing. Sounds like doors or cabinets opening and closing. The clinks of plates and glasses. The scrape of a chair against the floor. “Oh, forgot the jalapeños,” she murmured.


    She apparently had a habit of talking to herself, as it continued throughout the whole meal until the rushing sound of water suggested she was doing the dishes. And then it got quiet again.


    A cool darkness had fallen over the peaceful yard. Lights illuminated the front porch and glowed from the water side of the house.


    Marz’s thighs were pitching a fit about kneeling, so he carefully readjusted onto his hip. He didn’t even have to look at Beckett to know the guy’s eyes tracked his movement.


    “Okay, stop putting it off,” Emilie said in a soft voice.


    And then music to Marz’s ears—the tones of a phone dialing. Finally, something he could work with. He closed his eyes as they sounded out and immediately translated them to numbers. He pulled out his cell and texted Charlie: Look up 703-555-2496. When he was done, he put his hand up to his own ear to signal to Beckett that Emilie was making a call.


    A moment later, he received back: Will do.


    From inside, one ring, then another, and another. “Hi, you’ve reached—” Click.


    Damnit. No conversation and not even a name from the message. At least Charlie could trace the number. Marz made a cut signal across his neck, and Beckett nodded his understanding.


    More time passed. Nothing glamorous about surveillance. Most of the time it was a whole lotta sitting around hoping something informative would happen while you fought to keep your mind focused and your eyes and ears sharp.


    Numbness radiated from his right hip and crawled down his thigh, and Marz shifted again. Having lost a leg wasn’t all bad. His leg might be weaker, but at least it no longer mattered when one half of a pair of socks went AWOL in the dryer.


    Silver linings, man. He’d always looked for them. Because, really, what choice was there? To wallow in life’s hard knocks and give up? He’d have been down and out at the age of five if that’d been his approach. Fuck that.


    It wasn’t that Marz didn’t think losing a leg sucked ass. It totally did. For a time, it had shredded his psyche, his soul, his sense of self. And it definitely changed his life—like right now, when the squeeze of the sleeve, pressure on the stump, and weaker muscle tone of his thigh made it harder to hold his position. But at least he still had a life. Seven of his best friends—his brothers—no longer had that privilege. In his thoughts and the ink on his body, he included the Colonel in that number, because once Frank Merritt had almost been like the father Marz had never known. That counted for something, even if Merritt had thrown it all away.


    Anger and disappointment weighed on Marz’s chest as it always did when he thought about what Merritt had done. Marz couldn’t understand how their commander could’ve cared so little for his team when each of them would’ve laid their lives down for the man in a heartbeat. Sometimes, Merritt’s betrayal felt a whole lot like being discarded by his parents all over again.


    He blew out a long breath.


    Still, any way Marz sliced and diced it, he’d been one of the lucky SOBs. So he’d found a way to screwing his head on straight about his leg. He hadn’t yet achieved the same level of Zen about his fallen friends. Probably never would.


    But some justice would go a long way toward helping. And his gut told him Garza was key to a shot at that.


    Finally, timers shut out the front lights around eleven, and the inside went dark just before midnight. Beckett’s camera confirmed that Emilie was asleep by showing her in one nonmoving position.


    “Ready?” Beckett asked, rising to his feet.


    “Let’s do it,” Marz said, using the tree to steady himself as he got up, a helluva lot less gracefully than his friend. And damn if he didn’t feel the impact of every single minute of sitting on the ground in the joints and muscles of his lower half. Pins and needles were like fire in his right leg. It was entirely possible that an eighty-five-year-old had temporarily inhabited his thirty-four-year-old body.


    “Okay?” Beckett asked, half looking like he wanted to help but not sure if he should.


    “Good as gold,” Marz said, gritting his teeth as he put his weight on his stump. “Let’s go.”


    They took off at a low run across the yard, Beckett toward the side of the house and Marz toward the Toyota. Well, Marz sorta hobbled. But under the cover of darkness, it hardly mattered. He’d still get the job done. While Beckett hard wired a listening device onto the exterior landline to the telephone, Marz planted a tracking device connected to an app on his phone under the rear bumper of the car.


    If this wasn’t enough to get what they needed, Marz might have to find a way to get hold of Emilie’s cell phone. Do a quick install of some spyware and bam! One-stop shopping for pretty much any kind of surveillance he could want as long as the phone remained on. Hopefully, they could get what they needed without having to go that route. They were already dancing pretty far on the wrong side of the law.


    Marz met Beckett back in the shadows of the tree line within two minutes, where they settled in for the night. They kept watch together for another hour, and then they took turns sleeping and standing watch until day broke five hours later.


    When morning came, Marz was almost disappointed. Not that he’d expected Garza to drive up to his sister’s house, hold his arms out, and say, “Here I am!” But they needed intel on the guy, and Emilie Garza was the most direct route to it. And they didn’t have time to be patient.


    Beckett shifted and his eyes opened, immediately alert and awake. “Hey,” he said to Marz.


    “Hey. She’s up but otherwise it’s quiet,” Marz said, nodding toward the house. “Also, Charlie texted. That phone number was Garza’s mother’s house over in Northern Virginia.”


    “Which we already had,” Beckett said gruffly.


    The guy sounded as frustrated as Marz had felt when the message came through. “Yep.”


    “My gut’s telling me waiting for a call or visit from Garza is gonna take too long,” Beckett said.


    Marz sighed. “I was thinking the same thing.”


    Beckett took a long pull from a water bottle, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “One thing’s certain. With the attack on the Church Gang the other night, he and his remaining henchmen have to be looking for the culprits.”


    “Meaning us,” Marz said.


    His friend nodded. “Meaning us. No way they don’t want revenge. So the question is, are we gonna let them find us first, or are we going to do whatever it takes to find them first?”


    Marz frowned. “Not even a question.”


    “No, it isn’t,” Beckett said, piercing blue eyes nailing Marz with a stare.


    Looking at Emilie’s house again, Marz’s brain churned on the best way to get what they needed. “Which means we need to step things up.” Beckett nodded, and Marz rubbed his hands over his face. “Let’s follow her this morning. If we’re still not getting anything, then one of us will talk to her. See what we can learn that way. Failing that, we break into her house and hope there’s something useful there, or I find a way to grab her cell so I can upload some spyware.”


    “Works for me,” Beckett said, standing and stretching. “Let’s hump back to the truck so we’re ready to go when she leaves.”


    “Roger that.” Marz packed his gear and looked up to find Beckett offering him a hand. Glancing between the guy’s big paw and the hard blue of his eyes, Marz swallowed his pride, clasped Beckett’s hand, and accepted the offer of help. “Thanks,” he said, shaking out the cramp in his thigh and shouldering his pack.


    “Yeah,” Beckett said in a low voice.


    Fifteen minutes later, they were back at the SUV. They loaded their gear into the rear and Beckett grabbed a banana from their supplies as Marz pulled a fresh shirt out of the overnight bag he’d brought. He tugged his shirt over his head, tossed it onto the floor of the open hatch, and grabbed the clean tee.


    “I like the phoenix,” Beckett said.


    Marz looked from Beckett down to his own right shoulder, where a black-and-orange tribal phoenix stretched over the joint, across the top of his chest, and down his right biceps. “Yeah? Thanks. Seemed fitting.”


    Brow furrowed, Beckett gave a nod as he busied himself with something from his bag.


    The phoenix was a newer tattoo among his twenty-four pieces, a fair number of which he’d had done since his amputation. Ink had always been a way of claiming a sense of self and creating identity for him. When you grow up without a family, you don’t have the usual ways of defining who you are. Marz had never been someone’s son or someone’s brother—not by blood, anyway. Bouncing between foster families and group homes, he hadn’t grown up with particular familial values or traditions the way other people had.


    Underage, he’d used a fake ID to get his very first tattoo, a tribal on the outside of his right calf. Gone now, of course. Ink had taken on renewed significance after being accused of wrongdoing and discharged from the only career—calling, really—Marz had ever known, all on top of losing a part of his body. He’d returned stateside with a pretty badly rattled sense of self. Tattoos had helped Marz nail that back down again and reminded him what was most important.


    His brothers. His honor. And justice.


    Marz tugged the clean shirt over his head and raked his fingers through his hair.


    His cell buzzed and he retrieved it from his pocket. A notification from the tracking app connected to the device he’d planted on her car. “She’s on the move,” he said.


    “Good. Let’s go,” Beckett said, closing the rear hatch. They hopped in the SUV and Beckett backed it up until they found a place to turn around, then they waited for Emilie to pass their location. The tracking device meant they didn’t have to follow her too closely. Then they were back on the narrow roads leading off the peninsula on which she lived.


    With one eye on Beckett’s GPS and the other on Emilie’s car, they followed her along country roads heading toward downtown Annapolis until crossing a wide bridge dumped them into the old colonial town. Minutes later, she turned into a lot on what looked like a small college campus. Marz hopped out so they wouldn’t lose track of her while Beckett found a place to park.


    A low brick wall ran around the campus. On his phone’s map app, the buildings appeared to fill several city blocks. Marz followed a sidewalk into the quad just in time to see a brown-haired woman in a flowing yellow dress leave the white Camry and make her way across the parking lot toward a big red-brick mansion.


    So that’s Emilie Garza, he thought as she jogged up onto the wide porch and disappeared inside.


    He got close enough to read the sign in front of the house, which identified it as a student health and counseling center. Made sense. The research they’d done on Emilie Garza before traveling here yesterday identified her as a psychologist.


    Footsteps sounded, and Marz turned to see Beckett coming up behind him. The pack over his shoulder might’ve almost allowed him to blend in as a student
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