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        Somewhere off the coast of Oregon

      

      

      

      Water lapped against the side of the boat. The moon hung like a beacon in the sky, a glimmer of the coming dawn, reflecting what could be. But hope had never done him any favors. If hope had been a worthwhile endeavor, he wouldn’t have been left to live out the rest of his days as a dead man.

      Angus Dubkowsky scratched at the stubble on his chin, the wind whipping the edges of his collar. That was the name on his driver’s license, anyway. Most of the time he went by “Nix,” as in a phoenix—the mythical bird that came back from the dead.

      He tugged the beanie over his short cut blond hair that also needed a trim, but it wasn’t like anyone cared. Those who weren’t members of his team that saw him either dismissed him or avoided him, and that was how he liked it.

      Made his work easier.

      So what if the part of him that wanted to stare at the moon, or the array of stars overhead, never really quieted?

      Nix snatched the empty metal cup off the bench beside where he’d been standing. Kai stood at the helm, behind the plexiglass screen, chatting to Dan. The others were down below, standing around the table. They hadn’t figured it out yet.

      “What do we have?” Nix refilled his cup despite the amount of coffee already sloshing around in his stomach. Above the coffee pot, the guys had taped family photos, old military pictures, newspaper clippings, web pages they’d printed, and even a recipe for brownies no one had ever made. The cupboards were covered so completely that the surface color remained a mystery.

      Every family member they wanted to think about, every niece and nephew who won a trophy, social media posts about family reunions they hadn’t been part of.

      Nix made a fist and knocked his index finger against the one photo that belonged to him, then turned and leaned against the counter while he sipped the tar-like brew.

      Ash said, “We have a bunch of nothing.”

      Ice sat back against the bench seat. “It’s going to be impossible to breach. These things are designed to keep people in and they’re basically impenetrable.”

      And yet they’d found the location.

      “All this is based on a snatch of intel we haven’t even verified.” Ash sniffed. “Could be nothing.”

      “But none of us is going to take that risk,” Nix said over his mug. “Because if he gets loose and into the wrong hands, we can all kiss our peaceful lives goodbye.”

      Two of the guys chuckled quietly, someone else snorted. Sure, their lives were so peaceful. But Nix figured they got the idea. Ice had a hole in his shoulder from their last mission two weeks ago, though you’d never know just looking at the guy. He looked ready to move.

      The rest of them needed a seminar on healthy sleep habits.

      Other than that, they were the top of the food chain and always would be. Thanks to friends, they could move through the world semi-freely. They could be the apex predators they were when life had tried to sideline them into inactivity, which would have killed all of them with a slow, torturous death worse than a blow torch to the sole of your foot. Ask me how I know.

      Nix glanced around the room. “So how are we going to fix this problem?”
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        SEA-TAC Airport, Washington State

      

      

      

      Roxie’s K-9 could tackle a two-hundred-pound man and subdue him in about three seconds, but it turned out escalators were a big problem. They stepped off the elevator on the ground floor of terminal 2 arrivals into an ocean of people. Roxie gave her a little pat on her head even while the spot between her shoulder blades itched.

      She scanned the crowd for one of those “head and shoulders above the rest” guys. Specifically, her husband. Liam O’Connell could power through a crowd like this and send people flying if he wanted to. Thankfully, he opted to use his powers for good. First as a marine, then a police sergeant, and now a cop attached to an inter-agency taskforce.

      Pronto, her Malinois, occasionally managed to find her manners, but with her being barely six months old, that was mostly pushing it. People who saw her in a puppy-sized working vest got distracted, like the two kids to Roxie’s left.

      She held her hand out when they started to rush over and shook her head. “She’s working.”

      Mom got a disgruntled look on her face Roxie decided to attribute to the late hour and a long day of traveling. Not my job to entertain your kids.

      Roxie had exhaustion of her own after three flights with a dog which had followed sixteen weeks of training to become a US Marshal. Pronto had undertaken a whole lot of basic training of her own with an old colleague of Roxie’s from the Marine Corps. Just not intense training, since she was still so little.

      Roxie had stayed at the Marshals training center in Georgia long enough to get the star badge in a wallet in her back pocket and then ditched to go pick up her dog. They’d taken two days to reacquaint themselves, and then she’d flown back early to surprise Liam.

      Until she reconnected her phone to the internet and realized he was way ahead of her. And here, in the airport.

      There.

      A couple of groups separated, and she spotted him.

      Liam’s wide smile flashed. She felt the pull of her own lips, not just about the sheer relief of not having seen him for so many weeks. The one weekend they spent together in the middle had been the only exception. No, that wasn’t what had her attention.

      His hair. He’d been growing it out when she saw him, and she’d liked the way it fell to his ears. Now it was tied back. She’d hadn’t thought she would like that look on a man.

      He lifted his chin.

      She’d been wrong. She liked his hair a lot.

      Roxie said, “Pronto, halt.”

      The dog stopped but remained standing by her side. Roxie reached down and unclipped the leash, but kept a finger curled in the ring. “Ready, girl? Are you ready?”

      Pronto strained against the hold.

      Liam lifted his fingers and whistled. At that point, she had no choice but to let go as Pronto took off racing down the terminal.

      Roxie jogged after her, grinning.

      Pronto jumped up and slammed into Liam, who backed up a couple of steps. He held the dog in his arms like a big baby while she licked and chewed on him, looking like she wanted to climb his shoulders. Liam chuckled.

      “Pronto, off.”

      The dog braced off his chest, making Liam grunt, and jumped back to the ground. She circled Roxie’s legs and sat on her right side, her body tucked close to Roxie’s leg.

      “How about you?” Liam patted his chest. “I’m ready.”

      Roxie laughed, clipping Pronto’s leash back on. She gave the dog enough slack so she could lift her arms and wrap them around the back of his neck. Their lips met. She tugged on the ends of his hair. Liam lifted her off the ground because he was a show-off who needed to make a point that he could. Thanks to her training she had at least six pounds more muscle than the last time they saw each other.

      He lifted his head, warmth in his eyes. “You’re here.”

      “I missed you, too.” She kissed him again, and he set her down. She didn’t want to let him go, but taking her attention off a puppy Maligator, even one on a leash with some training, was never a good idea. Least of all in a public—and crowded—place.

      Pronto watched the area around them like she was on protection detail. Roxie patted her head and gave her an ear scratch so she’d relax a bit. Yeah, right. Worth a try, anyway.

      “You look good.”

      She heard the tone in her husband’s voice. “Oh, yeah?” She eyed him, trying to be sultry, but she wasn’t a dress and heels girl. She was a cargoes, boots and an assault rifle, sand in her teeth, dirt on her face, mission accomplished kind of girl.

      He grinned. “Let’s go home.”

      “Luggage, then coffee, then home.”

      Liam held her hand, walking with her to the carousel where a few suitcases circled. “Luggage, drive thru coffee you can drink on the way, and then we show Pronto the spot where her crate will live permanently, and you can take your socks off.”

      She laughed. “Is that a euphemism, Sergeant?”

      “What do you think?”

      She thought they were in public, and out of respect for the people around them, he was going to postpone their reunion until they were home and the dog was asleep. She squeezed his hand.

      “Good choice.” He chuckled.

      Roxie leaned against him and let out a long sigh, releasing all the tension of flights and checked luggage. She was home. Liam had been working on the fixer-upper they’d bought a month after their quick ceremony at the federal courthouse at the end of November. Now that she’d completed US Marshal training, she could work side-by-side with him the way she wanted to rather than get relegated to being in their office at Homeland Security while he traipsed over the northwest tracking dangerous suspects.

      “So, I was thinking…”

      She lifted her gaze up past his shoulder to get a look at his face.

      “I know you haven’t spent much time at the house, but there really isn’t any furniture to speak of. Just a camping chair and the air mattress I’ve been sleeping on.”

      “You didn’t buy a bed?” This could get interesting.

      He smiled. “I wanted to wait for you and shop together. But what do you say we go somewhere quiet for a week first? Take some time off. Switch off our phones. Reconnect.”

      “Are you asking me to go on a honeymoon with you?” They’d gone to a hotel on the Oregon coast for a long weekend after the wedding. One of those places with a hot tub on the balcony. Other than that, they’d been working, and then she left for Marshal training.

      “Northern California, in the mountains. There’s a train tour with a four-course meal, and the place we’re staying has great reviews.”

      He had it all planned and booked.

      Warmth swelled in her, even though it would be hard to leave Pronto at home with a sitter. Roxie probably had spent more time with the dog than with Liam since she married him, so there was really no contest.

      “I would…” Movement across the terminal caught her attention. “No.”

      It couldn’t have been.

      Pronto shifted next to her, on alert.

      “No?” Liam’s voice faded.

      Roxie moved between people, holding the dog leash, following what she’d seen. Who she’d seen. “It can’t have been him.”

      “Rox, read me in.” Liam strode behind her, and she felt the touch of his hand on the small of her back. “What’s going on?”

      “I saw…” That was impossible. She couldn’t have seen the person she thought she saw. “He’s dead. We killed him.” She paused long enough to look around.

      Liam stepped in front of her, dispassionate work-mode on his face. “Who?”

      “General… What was his name? We were in Syria.” She rattled off a couple of dates, during their second tour on the same squad. “You know, the guy…with the face.”

      That was probably super helpful.

      Still, maybe they were on the same wavelength because recognition sparked in his eyes. “Armand Darwish.”

      “Yes, that guy.” She shook her head and glanced around. “I swear I thought I saw him for a second.”

      “We killed that guy.”

      “Yes, we did.” A dangerous man who had made hundreds suffer because of his actions. It had been one of the times in her life when she’d been proud of her choice to make the world better. That was what she wanted in their new jobs with the Northwest Counter Terrorism Taskforce, but it was still too early to tell if she would get what she wanted.

      Sometimes when she thought about all she’d been through, and the journey she’d taken to get here—married to Liam—that in itself had been a mountain to climb. She’d been to hell and back in her life, but things were good. An embarrassment of riches. Yet, deep where she’d buried it, she couldn’t help the fear that wanted to swallow her.

      The terror in her that watched every second of every day with the utmost vigilance for the thing that would snap and make her entire life crumble.

      Mostly she tried to ignore it. Then she remembered to pray through it and list things she was thankful for. She would try to distract herself and work it out, pretend it didn’t live in her like a bottomless pit of all the things that could go wrong at any moment.

      Liam squeezed the spot where her neck met her shoulder. “Let’s do a walk-through. Look around.”

      She nodded, disinclined to compare it to her last relationship. Mark had destroyed her mentally and physically. She’d crawled away from the car wreck that killed him all the way to this life—the one God had planned for her all along.

      Liam strode ahead of her, as though determined to be between her and whatever danger came her way. She figured there was a time to be side-by-side and a time for each of them to defend the other. That was what made a relationship balanced, rather than putting one person at a disadvantage.

      They completed a circuit of the terminal before she spotted the same jacket.

      “Up ahead. In the red ball cap. Green jacket.” He could be any other guy, but Roxie had seen that face. She knew that face.

      Liam said, “Hang back, I’ll circle around.”

      “Copy that.”

      He gave her hand a quick squeeze, and Roxie reached under her jacket to unclip the holster that secured her weapon out of sight. She grabbed the wallet in her back pocket and hooked it on her belt. She had planned to get a chain so she could hang the Marshals star around her neck. But if she got in a fight, would it hit her in the face?

      Probably.

      Maybe that wasn’t a good idea. Even if it looked cool, she didn’t want some opportunistic fugitive to try and strangle her.

      She switched hands with the leash and gave Pronto some praise, and the instruction to stick by her. The dog probably wanted to run after Liam again, and who could blame her after the welcome she received?

      Red hat/green jacket shifted. He’d seen Liam to his right, on the other side of the open hallway. He started to turn back toward her, and Roxie saw his face.

      It was him.

      Disbelief warred with surprise in her, nearly faltering her steps while she dealt with the shock of what her eyes couldn’t quite believe. She sucked in a breath, and beside her, Pronto shifted. The dog was reading her.

      Darwish spotted her, and a muscle flexed in his jaw. He ducked to the right—her left—and used a keycard to disappear into a side room off the hall.

      “Come on.” Roxie ran to the door, whispering a prayer in her heart that she would get there before the door clicked shut.

      Liam was right behind her.

      Pronto ducked through the door. The leash slipped out of Roxie’s hand, but she grabbed the door before it closed. Liam caught it above her head. “Go.”

      She raced into a hall that ran parallel to the terminal hallway after her K-9. “Pronto, heel!”

      The dog ran after the man, who slammed into a door at the end. He fumbled with the handle, spotted the animal bearing down on him, and kicked out with a heavy boot.

      Pronto yelped and fell to the ground.

      “No!” Roxie ran to her.

      General Darwish disappeared through the door.
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      Roxie reached over and squeezed Liam’s knee. “Maybe you should tell me what you did to the house.”

      He didn’t quit bouncing his knee. Maybe he should talk and think about something else.

      After Liam carried the dog to his SUV he’d spoken quickly with the airport police department. When he’d explained their pursuit of a dead man, the cops hadn’t seemed overly worried that some guy who may or may not be anyone dangerous had been spotted.

      It was more because of the fact the guy had gained access to a secure area of the airport—as had Liam and Roxie—that seemed to be the problem. So the airport police were going to follow up with Dakota Pierce, the Homeland Agent who was their boss.

      Liam never worried about fighting his own battles, or doing all the work himself, but he also knew it was his supervising agent’s job to coordinate. Especially if something came up while Roxie and Liam were on their week off.

      Did Roxie still want to go?

      He’d been trying to ask her to go away with him for a week, and she’d said no. He’d been taken aback at first, before he realized her attention was on something entirely different. He couldn’t believe she’d spotted that man. A guy they’d undertaken an operation to eliminate. As much as people wanted to believe things could be resolved peacefully, sometimes force had to be used.

      They’d saved a lot of lives taking out General Darwish and freed a lot of people who got to continue their lives under the authority of his half-brother, who chose not to victimize people he should be protecting. Until it turned out that wasn’t true.

      She shifted in her seat beside him. “You’re supposed to be distracting me.”

      They had chosen a couple of chairs in the corner of the 24-hour emergency vet since Pronto’s doctor was closed at this time of night. Liam bounced his knee.

      “Maybe I need to distract you.” Roxie touched his cheek and turned his face to her. “She wanted to walk on her own. She walked around in the back of the truck before she got in her crate.”

      “Doesn’t mean she’s not hurt.”

      “That’s why we’re here.” She touched her lips to his.

      Liam tugged her over. “Sorry we didn’t get to go straight home and relax.”

      “On your air mattress.” Her eyes flashed with humor.

      “Okay, so I probably could have bought a bed.” Truth was, he wanted to do all that stuff with her. “The house looks great.” He’d been cleaning every corner and every surface for days, trying to distract himself while he waited for her arrival. Then he’d bribed their old friend who’d been training Pronto to tell him her travel plans and found out she was coming home early to surprise him.

      Liam liked surprises. As long as he had full knowledge of the impending event.

      “You fixed up the bathrooms and the kitchen and stuff?”

      “Replaced the roof. Re-did the floors with tile and underfloor heating in the kitchen, so when you get up during the cold months, you won’t have to put socks on. The back of the open plan living and dining area is now a wall of window panels that let the light in. You can unlatch it and slide the whole thing back like a partition door with multiple panels that go together like an accordion. So that the back is just…open to the yard. Pronto can run in and out, and you can sit and watch her play.”

      He’d also repaired the fence in multiple spots, reinforced everything, and switched out some of the shrubbery for more dog friendly stones and steps that Pronto could run around and jump up and down from. It looked like it could be a garden, but it was basically a dog exercise area.

      Liam continued, “I pulled out the old tub/shower thing and put in a tile walk-in shower. Heated towel rails. That one was tricky, but Rory came down from Alaska for a week and helped me do that. Conrad came over from Benson a month later and helped with the floor.”

      He wasn’t sure what it was with his brothers, but they’d opted to come at different times rather than in the same week so they could all hang out together. Whatever went down between them had happened while Liam was deployed with the Marines—hanging out with Roxie. Taking down dangerous terrorists and enemy combatants like General Darwish.

      The inner door opened and the vet working tonight strode out.

      Liam and Roxie both stood, and he felt her fingers slide between his.

      “X-ray is done. I took a look, and she has a cracked rib.”

      He felt her let out a breath.

      The doctor said, “I’ve wrapped her chest, and I’ll get you medication to keep the pain at bay, but she needs to be convinced to get as much rest as possible.”

      Roxie chuckled, letting out a little sigh. “Right.”

      The doctor smiled. “She tried to hop off the table. If she’s moving too much, cut the meds to half so she can feel it a little, or she’ll be in a much longer recovery.”

      Roxie said, “Got it.”

      “Crate her for at least two days, except bathroom breaks and eating. Lots of rest after that. And bring her to your vet in four weeks for a follow up to see how she’s healing.”

      “Thanks, Doc.” Liam held out his hand, and the doctor shook it before she shook Roxie’s.

      The doctor went to get Pronto, who meandered into the waiting area with the vet tech holding her leash. Roxie moved slowly. Liam could tell she pulled back her speed so the dog would take the cue from her.

      Roxie knelt, and Pronto moved all the way in, touching the top of her head to Roxie’s collar bone. She rubbed the dog’s neck and head. “Let’s go home, yeah?”

      They stepped out together, heading for his SUV. He scanned the parking lot even though they weren’t working. He might be able to turn off the threat assessment someday. He might be able to let go of the need for vigilance long enough to not be in protective mode constantly. But then again, the more time he spent with Roxie, he figured that might be unlikely. Especially if they had kids someday, becoming more than working-dog parents.

      She got Pronto settled in the crate again. “Home?”

      Liam hit the button to close the rear door, and they both stepped out of the way. “Dakota was expecting us, and we could update her on the General.” She probably didn’t want to leave town now their dog was injured.

      Roxie nodded. “You pre-booked everything?”

      He didn’t care about the money, but he did want to tell their supervising agent about the dangerous man they’d seen. “Josh and Neema are in Southern California on a DEA case, so she’s alone for at least another ten days. She jumped at the chance to spend time with Pronto. She even said she might work from home. And that she could send photos every day like those dog watchers on that app.”

      Roxie gave him a half-hearted smile.

      They had no furniture in their house. He didn’t want to think of it being a metaphor for where their marriage was at after five months. But it couldn’t be denied it was time to color in between some of the lines. Make good memories, honeymoon as she’d said, and just be together.

      She lifted up on her toes and kissed him. “Dakota will make sure the General is found. We can baby Pronto when we’re back.”

      Liam frowned. “You still want to go?”

      “Life doesn’t always go how we planned. We, of all people, know that.” Roxie shrugged. “Pronto might get more rest if we’re gone than if we’re at home or working.”

      He drove them to Dakota’s townhouse—the one at the end of the row with the big yard for her husband’s DEA K-9. Liam had texted their supervising agent a few times in the waiting room and filled her in. When he pulled up out front, Dakota opened the door.

      Older than Liam, though she didn’t look it, Dakota Pierce the Homeland Security agent was Dakota Weber at home. Like right now, wearing socks, black skinny pants and an oversized sweater with her jet-black hair down. “How is she?”

      Liam called out, “Cracked rib. She just needs rest and meds.”

      Dakota chuckled. “A maligator resting? That’s funny.”

      Roxie led Pronto over by her leash, smiling. Clutching the white paper medication bag in

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/image-2dogs-logo-black.jpg
TWO DOGS PUBLISHING. LL.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/_liam-and-roxie_p1_02-copy.jpg
LIB-A?PH vLL

usa TMAV AND PUBLISHERS WEEKLY BESTSELLING AUTHOR
! P






