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  One


Despite the warm powdery sand between her toes, the vast blue sky overhead, and the crystalline Mediterranean as far as she could see, Olivia Markham might as well have been in prison or a hospital bed for all the fun she was having. A dull ache threatened her head even though she wore sunglasses against the glare and barely sipped the Sex on the Beach cocktail that her boyfriend Jamie had handed her with an exaggerated leer.  
Said boyfriend was already on his second cocktail, and it was only two in the afternoon.
Olivia sighed. Drinking copious amounts of alcohol had been one of their primary missions in coming to Ibiza, the Spanish island known as the clubbing capital of the universe. At twenty, they couldn’t even drink legally back home in the United States, but the legal drinking age in Spain was only 16—and most started even younger. In fact, there was a large gaggle of what looked like middle-schoolers down by a rugged outcrop of rocky shore. They had plastic cups in their hands, and the unpredictable way that they lurched and laughed told her that they weren’t drinking soda.
Frowning, she sipped the sweet peach-, orange-, and cranberry-infused vodka drink.
Jamie placed a consoling palm on her bare shoulder. “Babe, what’s wrong? Not enough simple syrup in your Sex on the Beach?” He waggled his eyebrows in case she didn’t get his clumsy effort at innuendo.
“No, it’s good,” she said before glancing around at the milling swimsuit-clad tourists who clamored for tiki cocktails with tiny paper umbrellas and maraschino cherries jammed on miniature plastic cutlasses. “Something’s just off.”
Jamie gently tugged her chin until her gaze met his. “Hey, that’s why we’re here, right? To put the past in the past and let go and live a little? It’s what Emily would have wanted for you.”
Olivia’s frown deepened. “No, that’s not what I meant, Jame.” She rubbed the small pewter medal hanging on a fine-gauge silver chain on her chest, which had grown hot in the midday sun. It nearly burned her fingertips. “That creeping sensation is making the hairs on the back of my arms stand up, like there’s static electricity around us.”
“Your spidey sense is tingling again?” Jamie asked this lightly enough, but Olivia could still hear traces of exasperated affection in his voice. More exasperation than affection, she suspected.
She couldn’t blame him. He’d been patient during the past year at Brown University where they’d met in the premed program, but she’d been predicting disaster on this trip since before they boarded the plane back at Logan Airport.
Olivia sat up, her fingers curling around the medal in reflex. The sense of warning only increased. She swallowed, setting her barely touched Sex on the Beach onto the side table next to her lounge chair. “Yes.”
Jamie bent and unwrapped her fingers from the embossed disc. “Seems like your gut is linked to this bizarre pendant. It’s not even a proper piece of jewelry. Why do you still wear it?”
A low-grade buzz filled Olivia’s ears. She didn’t know if it was Jamie’s question or the almost-visible vibrations pulsing through the air toward them from the southeast side of the beach. Several people pushed through a loose clump of young women, their faces stark with what looked very much like terror. The women yelled at these inconsiderate newcomers, with more than one throwing the contents of their cups at them. Instead of the predictable fight, the hurrying individuals only picked up their pace at an open stretch of sand. They didn’t actually seem to be heading anywhere in particular, just away from the southeast. 
“Hey, did you hear me?” asked Jamie, his sharply rising voice cutting through the buzzing.
Olivia looked at him. She let the weight of her unease keep her voice low. “Let’s get out of here.”
Anger sparked in Jamie’s blue eyes. “What? We only just got here. I haven’t even gotten into the water yet.”
Olivia ignored his complaint and stood. Alarm shot through her as more people began to shove in a visible human wave through the people talking and laughing on the sand around them. It was too early and too calm for a spontaneous drunken crush to overtake the beach club, even if most of the people here had been drinking for days, only stopping to pass out in a dreamless stupor each night before getting up and doing it all again. 
Olivia’s suddenly sensitive hearing noted the babble of panic riding on the air towards them. A curious rat-a-tat-tat followed by a distant shrill scream knifed through her, leaving an icy lump in her stomach.
“Don’t you hear that?” she hissed at Jamie, who’d gripped her upper arm as she half-turned toward the increasing commotion behind them. 
But Jamie was oblivious to everything except his long-tamped frustration. “Enough, Olivia! It’s been six months since the trial. Six months with you obsessing over lessons with that washed-up karate teacher old enough to be your father. And you’ve been decidedly uninterested in me. Are you sleeping with him?”
“What?” asked Olivia, temporarily distracted from whatever was happening around them to focus on her boyfriend. 
Time stopped.
In that moment, Olivia took in Jamie’s angry, accusatory expression, the scruffy, unshaven cheeks, and the over-long hair waving across his forehead and curling around his ears. He smelled like sugary alcohol and sweat. She saw with a clarity she rarely had before. It was as if the background behind Jamie had blurred, throwing him in stark relief.
“Are you really this self-absorbed?” she asked.
A heartbeat later she saw them: heavily bearded men moving in parallel across the beach, calmly shooting at the suddenly screaming beachgoers who ran in all directions like water droplets on a hot skillet. Bodies dropped, splayed, their sightless eyes staring at the tumult. Many headed toward the sea only to be caught between the serene blue saltwater and two men picking them off.
Like fish in a barrel, thought Olivia.
Jamie started to answer her question, caught himself when Olivia flinched, and looked over his shoulder. 
“Holy shit!” he yelled and, grabbing at her arm, pulled her toward the trees lining the beach.  
Olivia stumbled along after him as ice water flooded her veins. 
The sun flared overhead. Then the medal branded her like a magnifying glass aimed at an ant. It melted the numbness that had weighted Olivia’s feet. She dug her heels into the shifting sand.
Keep your cool, her sensei’s voice reminded her. Running away from a fight doesn’t mean uncontrolled flight. You don’t want to go from the frying pan into the fryer, got me?
“What’re you doing?” yelled Jamie as her arm slipped from his grasp.
Ignoring him, Olivia pivoted and rapidly counted the number of men with automatic weapons. 
Four. Four fucking terrorists. 
Not so different from Jin, just killing from a distance. At least he’d used his hands on Emily’s throat. Hands and rope.
No uncontrolled anger, either. The derision in her sensei’s voice cleared Olivia’s thoughts.
She looked at Jamie, so pale with fear he almost glowed. “Taking a beat so we don’t run into something worse.”
Jamie’s gaze turned wild. “That goddamn sensei of yours. He’ll get you killed.” He reached for her. “You’re coming with me. Now.”
A shadow loomed in the trees behind Jamie. Olivia gripped his forearm and sank her weight into her heels at the same time, tugging hard.
A moment later a bearded man with dead eyes like the victims bleeding out in the sand lunged toward her boyfriend. Olivia caught the sight of something black and pointed in his fist, but she’d already pulled Jamie toward her, stepping to the side as he lurched headlong into the ground.
Knife, her gut shrieked, but her brain slowed down.
She’d run through self-defense drills just last week on how to handle an attacker wielding a knife. 
You’re going to get cut, her sensei reminded her. You can’t avoid it.
The attacker stopped a meter short of them, his eyes focusing briefly on Olivia, who stood still, both hands up in front of her face, her fingers and wrists loose.
Her peripheral vision caught Jamie coming to his knees. Her boyfriend’s lips moved, but she heard nothing except the sounds of the attacker’s movements, which were preternaturally loud.
The attacker smiled. It was pure evil. Then he rushed at her, the knife slashing.
Olivia sidestepped and grabbed his shirt, turning as she pushed. The attacker staggered a few steps. Jamie threw himself out of the way. 
The attacker caught his balance and swung toward Olivia, who’d backed away and planted her feet in a ready stance. His mouth widened in a nasty sneer. The gaze wasn’t so dead now.
“Putain.” Whore. He spat the curse. In French. 
Olivia responded in kind. “Va te faire enclulé, connard.” Go fuck yourself, asshole.
Rage practically lit his gaze red. Olivia’s own emotions shut down. Icy calm filled her. He was going to kill her, but she’d make this asshole bleed first. 
“Run,” she said to Jamie, who’d gotten to his feet.
He ran.
A second after she’d yelled, the attacker lunged. Olivia blocked his knife hand with a forearm, stepping inside his reach to meet him. The knife sliced through her skin, but Olivia scarcely felt it as she punched the heel of her free hand up into his jaw. The attacker’s head snapped back. Olivia followed her punch with an elbow strike to the man’s face as it came back down. His knees buckled. He crumpled to the ground.
He did not, however, drop the knife. As Olivia danced back from him, he jerked the knife up, catching Olivia’s flank. The razor-sharp tip plunged into her side.
She felt that.
Instead of fear, however, fury ignited inside her. Planting her feet, she sent a low roundhouse kick into the attacker’s head, relishing the satisfying thud as it connected. He dropped like a boulder to the side. The impact jarred her all the way into her hip, the knife wound still only a minor sting. 
Good came her sensei’s voice. You didn’t break your foot at least. Now reset.
Olivia backed up, her hands up in front of her face again, ready for another assault. Blood slicked the side of her swimsuit, steaming in the sun. 
The man didn’t move, however. Her foot had connected with his temple. He was either out cold or dead.
She hoped dead.
Darting forward, she bent and pried the knife—which looked like nothing she’d ever seen before—from the attacker’s limp fingers. Then she backpedaled, holding the knife in her dominant right hand with both hands again in front of her face.
Only to find herself confronted by a bearded man holding a weapon across his body who watched her with an intensity that sent a bolt of insanity-inducing dread through her. He raised the weapon and aimed at her.
Olivia sucked in a breath, the instinct to run overwhelming. Instead she threw up a wild, spontaneous prayer.
Please let the bastard be out of bullets.
Which was immediately followed by the clicking sound of an empty cartridge as he engaged the trigger—and then repeated the futile gesture.
Stunned disbelief transformed the monster’s visage. Olivia chose the better part of valor and, turning, sprinted toward the trees lining the beach where Jamie had disappeared what seemed like eons ago but was in all likelihood only thirty seconds before.
A rough growl followed by the sound of a something hitting the sand came to Olivia’s ears. Other chaotic sounds, grunts and gunfire, and a few screams competed with the harsh breathing of the gunman as he neared her. She didn’t dare look back or around but put her face down and sped toward the trees, certain that if she could just get a little distance between her and the enraged madman behind her that she could get away.…
A heavy hand clamped onto her shoulder and jerked her around. Olivia lost her footing and teetered, unbalanced. As she threw her arm out to catch herself, she realized that she still held the wicked-looking obsidian knife. 
She jabbed it at her attacker just as he slammed an iron fist into her face, sending her head back so hard she felt a crunch in her neck. Stars burst in her vision, leaving a fuzzy afterglow. 
Panic nearly took rein of her thoughts.
Breathe, Olivia, said her sensei in her ear as if he stood next to her in the dojo. Strike.
Olivia followed the disembodied voice’s command and punched the knife into the attacker’s torso. Somewhere in the back of her mind she noted how it felt, the absolute horror of the blade sinking into living flesh, how hot blood gushed over her hand, making the knife handle slippery. 
But neither she nor the bearded man stopped in their life-and-death struggle. He hit her again. She gripped the knife harder and stabbed again. And again. 
Even as the attacker wrapped steel fingers around her throat and squeezed, Olivia flailed with the knife, no longer stabbing but slicing across whatever body part she could touch with the blade’s keen edge. 
Bleed, asshole, she thought as darkness edged her vision and a rushing sound filled her ears.
Then they were falling, hard, to the gritty sand as blackness suffocated Olivia.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sam Ahren knelt, resting his weapon on the ground within easy reach, and shoved the dead terrorist off the young blonde before reaching over and checking her neck for a pulse. There was one, weak, but definitely a flutter. He scanned her for obvious mortal injury. A massive blood stain soaked the left side of her modest two-piece swimsuit. Her battered face had already started to swell, and the bastard had left massive fingerprints on her slender neck. 
Sweet Jesus, but it was a miracle she was still alive.
A ray of sunlight glinted on the small metallic disc on her chest. Sam lifted it. A St. Michael’s medal. He raised his hand to his own medal, tucked inside his shirt.
As his men moved around the bodies on the beach, checking for survivors, Sam slid the tank top on the young woman up. Knife wound, not bullet. Probably from the combat knife she still gripped in her right hand. 
Sam shook his head, disbelief struggling with the evidence in front of him. He glanced over his shoulder at the other dead terrorist five or six meters away.
This young woman, who could be his daughter for Chrissake, that’s how old she was, had not only disarmed one of the bastards but engaged hand-to-hand with another one. She’d slashed him into ribbons. Hell, most of the blood on her came from the evil prick. If Sam hadn’t shot him, the terrorist would likely have collapsed halfway to the street.
He’d weeded out less successful Rangers from his team. If she lived, he wanted to find out just exactly how an American college student, if he had to guess her nationality and occupation, had managed to survive the terrorist attack that had just killed dozens of other young partyers. 
“Demon Pup!” he called to Jess, the team medic, who’d just stood up after checking a body. “Got a warm one here, but she’s lost a lot of blood.”
Jess double-timed it to them, dropping to his knees next to the young woman. The former corpsman’s linebacker size made her appear even more fragile. But that was a deadly illusion. Sam’s gut told him that this fierce warrior still wouldn’t cower even if threatened by a massive bully. Generally, not the best idea, but if she read people as well as she’d read the preceding assault, she’d probably intuit that the ‘demon pup’ medic had his warm and fuzzy side, one that wouldn’t allow him to hurt an innocent woman.
One strapped with a suicide vest was another matter, however. Jess would put her down like a rabid dog in a heartbeat.
“How has she not stopped breathing?” asked Jess after giving the blonde a cursory check. “And what possessed her to tangle with these dickheads?”
He said this without looking up, instead moving his hands quickly and efficiently through the battlefield medicine routine necessary to stabilize someone gravely wounded. Then he ripped open a pouch of QuikClot combat gauze, the DOD’s new wonder bandage for stopping blood loss in the field, and smoothed it over the young woman’s gut wound. Average Joes in the sandbox had yet to gain access to this newfangled hemostatic dressing, but the foolhardy tourist here in Ibiza now had a much better chance of living thanks to the Special Activites Division’s early-access procurement program. 
Sam swallowed some water. Tepid though it was, it eased his parched throat. Then he responded to Jess’s observation. “Whatever it was, it was the right thing to do in this case. She took out two of those bastards and survived long enough for you to patch her up, doc.”
Jess inserted an IV needle before looking up at Sam. 
“You shot that one,” he said, gesturing with his chin at the dead terrorist that Sam had rolled off the college student.
Sam shrugged. “He was expectant. I just moved him along to his final paradise. She gets all the credit in my playbook.” He turned to Nick, another team member, who’d jogged up to deliver a situation report. “Hey, Playdough, what’s the word?”
Nick, his face shiny with sweat behind his dark, reflective sunglasses, kept scanning the beach even as he responded. He wouldn’t stand down until after the local first responders appeared. 
“Six Red Zebs, all dead,” the former Army weapons sergeant said of the terrorists. 
Sam’s group referred to all terrorists using Arabic slang for dick; red signaled their status as unlawful enemy combatants. Sometimes the team called them yooks, having turned the odious acronym UEC into an ugly word. The team often joked after neutralizing terrorists that they’d taken down redshirt yooks, a reference to the irrelevant crew members on Star Trek who often got killed on away missions. 
These particular terrorists were members of the Moroccan Salafia Jihadia, whom they’d had under magnifying glass for the past six months.
Nick paused in his surveillance to take a swig from his canteen before adding, “Twenty-eight casualties, two survivors including your girl here. Everyone else escaped to the surrounding streets. Won’t know ’til later how many report to the local ER with gunshot or stab wounds. Sidewinder and Sleepy Boy have doubled back to look for the yooks’ staging point.”
Sam nodded. The outcome was about what he expected. If only they’d gotten here sooner.… “Goes without saying we recover everything useful before local LE.”
Nick nodded. “Roger that, Uncle.”
Their intel had the cell hitting the ferry terminal tomorrow morning as the ferries dropped off their daily Spanish visitors. It was sheer dumb luck—or a miracle, his brain whispered—that Sleepy Boy had spotted one of the terrorists from their mission brief while at a local market this morning and followed him. Even though they’d scrambled on a dime, they’d lost five minutes to the terrorists. Five minutes meant dozens dead.
In the distance, the shrill sound of sirens pierced the oppressive afternoon air.
Jess looked up at them. “I’ve done all I can to stabilize her. Time to move. We can’t wait for the local ambulance to get here.”
“We’ll take the truck,” said Sam, referring to one of two vehicles the team had acquired for this operation. When Jess looked at him in surprise, he added. “I’m riding along for this one. Playdough, you’ve got operational control. Make like ghosts before the locals get here.”
At Sam’s command, Nick faded into the trees, heading to his teammates Evan and Blaylock, codenamed Sidewinder and Sleepy Boy respectively.
A minute later, he and Jess lifted the young woman on a collapsible stretcher that the medic always carried in his backpack. Jess held the front handles and had just started off at a trot with Sam keeping pace when the young woman opened her haunting blue-gray eyes and looked at him.






  
  Two


Muffled male voices gradually penetrated the thick darkness enveloping Olivia, who rocked on an ocean of fiery pain. Slowly the ocean receded a little, drying her mouth and choking her throat with cotton. Dull pain settled in a tidal pool in her abdomen. She struggled to open her heavy lids, which wouldn’t obey her.  
That made her angry. She needed to see her fate. Her lids snapped wide. 
Now Olivia stared from a reclined position at a tall, middle-aged man more fit than most of the male college students she knew back at Brown. He wore a harsh commanding expression, but when his gaze connected with hers, it softened. A little. 
Then he looked past her to someone else. “Doc, your patient isn’t exactly out.”
This was followed by some colorful—and unfamiliar—profanity. Despite that, the tall man and his unseen partner set Olivia down gently. And then after ‘Doc’ rummaged around out of sight, nimble fingers took her hand, where she realized an IV needle had been taped. Almost immediately, the darkness blotted out the sun and her pain.
The next time she became conscious, a loud rumbling roar filled her ears, and her body, almost weightless, rocked and jostled. 
A school bus? 
That seemed like a stupid thought, but her mind wouldn’t focus, and she didn’t have any energy at all for cleansing anger or jolting fear. She couldn’t lift her eyelids, though she did move her fingers against something scratchy that covered her. A massive headache waited in the far reaches of her brain.…
She heard a slight moan. Hers?
“Your girl has the metabolism of a horse” came an unfamiliar voice, shouting over the roar. “Only Sleepy Boy needs as much sedative.”
“A thoroughbred, if that’s the analogy we’re going with,” yelled the voice of the tall man whose face was the last thing she’d seen … where? “Just knock her out, Doc.”
Someone lifted her hand, and peaceful quiet descended.
When consciousness returned to Olivia again, the headache that had loomed now pounded at the door to her head. The tidal pool of pain in her abdomen had evaporated into a dense, hot mass that throbbed as soon as she focused on it. Heavy magnets pulled her eyelids closed. Dizzy, she strained to open them. She laid on something cushioned, and cool cloth draped over her. Even without opening her eyes, she sensed a room around her. Then the electrical hum of equipment wove its way into her exhaustion.
“Stop fighting the sedative,” said an irritated male voice. 
The tall man. The one her unconscious mind had dubbed ‘Commander.’ There was something about him. He reminded her of Sensei Mark somehow. So she obeyed, floating away on the powerful drug’s cool, dark waters.
The next time Olivia awoke, it was the waking from natural sleep instead of a drugged one. She kept her eyes closed, however, and listened to the sounds in the room around her. 
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