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	US Marshal Julian Harrison is taking a much-needed vacation in the south, one of those all-expenses-paid trips where all you do is drink fancy cocktails and tan in the sun. Unfortunately, his vacation is cut short when two marshals show up.

	 

	 

	It’s an important case, guarding another US marshal, who has blown the whistle on some men he worked with. One of them is still at large and was his superior. Julian is not happy about losing his vacation time, but he’s even more unhappy when he is told the name of the marshal.

	Victor Reeves went through marshal training with Julian, and they were not friends. In fact, Victor made it a point to compete with Julian on every activity. Julian suggests they send someone else to watch over Victor, but apparently, Victor personally requested him. But why?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	It all started when I was having one of those rare, perfect days, dozing on a sun-drenched Mexican beach. Some friends had talked me into taking one of those all-inclusive vacations for a week. I’d been here two days, and so far, all I’d managed to do was catch up on some much-needed sleep, swim, soak up the sun and drink cocktails... lots and lots of cocktails.

	I was having a daydream about some hot guy going down on me, and it was just at the good part when I heard a woman hollering, “Hey, look at those dorks in their suits! Shit! They’re coming this way, and oh my God, run! They’ve got guns!”

	Immediately my eyelids flew open, and I sprang up straight in the sand. My hand blindly reached for what I knew I wouldn’t find, my weapon, while the whale-like grey-haired lady in the striped bathing suit hopped up and down in front of me. I couldn’t see a damn thing.

	Then I heard a male voice telling people to be calm, and as the three men got closer, the lady stopped jumping. I could see them now, the sun reflecting off their shields. I groaned and dropped back down in the sand again.

	The woman who’d been jumping pointed right at me. “I knew that man was a fugitive from the law. I could see it in his eyes,” she declared.

	Truth was, I wasn’t a fugitive from the law. I was the law.

	“US Deputy Julian Harrison?” The men in the suits blocked out the sun.

	I sat up, my jaw set. “No!” I shook my head. “No friggin’ way. This is the first vacation I’ve taken in almost three years, and I’ve only been here for two days. I haven’t even sampled all the cocktails yet.”

	The man speaking didn’t flinch. “You are Deputy Julian Harrison, aren’t you?”

	I groaned. “Yes, but—”

	“I’m Deputy Ingram.” He turned around and introduced his companions. “Marshals Phillips and Lewinski. We’ve been told to deliver you to headquarters in Washington immediately. There’s a plane waiting.”

	The other clones didn’t speak. They glanced around from behind their dark glasses as Deputy Ingram waited for me to respond.

	“Washington?” I worked out of New York City, not Washington. I wrinkled my nose, picked up my beach towel and got to my feet. “What’s going on?”

	“I’m not at liberty to say, Sir,” Ingram replied.

	“Perfect,” I muttered. “How did I guess you’d say that?” I trailed behind the three marshals, feeling miserable.

	“Aren’t they even going to handcuff him?” the jumping lady exclaimed.

	I glanced at her as I went by, sneering, trying to look dark and threatening.

	The woman placed a hand to her mouth and gasped.

	That made me chuckle a little. I hurried to catch up with the three marshals, my bare feet sinking into the sand. I was trying to think of what I could say to make them go away. I knew it was futile.

	“How in hell did you find me out here, anyway?” I demanded as we approached the hotel lobby. I already knew the answer. I was a member of SOG, a special emergency unit, and as such, I had to keep the Marshals Service informed of my whereabouts at all times. I was a sitting duck, ripe for the picking. “I’m entitled to a vacation, you know! Isn’t there any other marshal in the whole goddamn country that could have been called in my place?”

	Ingram took off his dark glasses. He looked just as intimidating with them off. “We were told to come and get you. That’s all I know, Marshal Harrison.”

	“All three of you?” I shook my head. What? Did they think I’d try and make a run for it?

	Maybe I still would.

	Lewinski spoke for the first time, taking off his glasses and giving me a huge smile. “Oh, I’m staying,” he said. “I booked a trip here.” He lifted a hand to the other two and walked off toward the front desk.

	My eyes widened. “He’s kidding, right?”

	“No,” Ingram said. “He’s taking your room.”

	“I’ll be damned,” I gasped. “And do I get compensated for my half-assed trip?”

	“You’ll have to contact your department for that, Harrison,” Ingram told me.

	“Yeah, right. Okay, well, you two better come on inside, you’re liable to scare the hotel guests.”

	An hour later, I was on a small plane chartered by the government, heading back to US marshal’s headquarters in Washington, DC.

	As I watched the beautiful sun-soaked beach disappear from view, I almost regretted joining SOG, a specially trained and highly disciplined tactical unit of the US Marshals Service. I knew it was not unusual to be called on at any time to do some special assignment, but during my damned vacation?

	I joined SOG for excitement. It was a self-supporting response team capable of responding to emergencies anywhere in the United States or its territories. I’d always craved danger and challenge.

	Most of the deputy marshals who volunteered to be SOG members served as full-time deputies in Marshals Service offices throughout the nation. Now I couldn’t help wondering what the urgency was all about, and why it couldn’t have waited.

	I knew the group’s missions included apprehending fugitives, protecting dignitaries, providing court security, transporting high-profile and dangerous prisoners, providing witness security and seizing assets, but I always thought there were enough of us to go around.

	“Has something happened I don’t know about?” I glanced over at Ingram, who seemed to be in charge of everything. “Has there been a terrorist attack?”

	“Thankfully, nothing like that,” he said.

	The plane touched down at a government air base, and we took the awaiting vehicle into the city. I was perplexed as I followed the two men into headquarters. Dressed in my board shorts, T-shirt and sandals, I got looks, some appreciative ones, mind you. Others, well, dare I say, disapproving? It wasn’t like I brought my uniform on vacation, for shit’s sake, and it was eighty-seven in the shade down south.

	I was led into a conference room then abandoned there. “Great!” I said aloud, scanning the room. The room was basically empty except for a long, walnut table and several padded leather chairs. A pitcher of water and some plastic glasses were the only things on the table. I strolled to the front of the room where there was a whiteboard and picked up a marker. I drew a little matchstick man with his tongue sticking out, then equipped him with a marshal’s badge. I scribbled, “This sucks big time.”

	When I heard voices in the hallway and footsteps coming my way, I tried to erase my masterpiece, but it wasn’t coming off. I picked up the marker and examined it, discovering that it was a permanent marker. Clearly written on it was... not intended for white boards. Shit, shit, shit. I frantically rubbed my fist over it, licked my fingers and tried again. No luck. This wasn’t coming off... ever!

	When a senior US marshal walked into the room with another man in a blue suit, I quickly turned around and discretely tried to clean the evidence off my hand. I positioned myself in front of the whiteboard, crossed my arms and smiled the smile of a guilty little boy.

	“Marshal Harrison?” The US marshal inclined his head. “I’m Chief Deputy Frank Murdock, and this is Agent Drew Stevens, from the FBI.”

	FBI. “Yes,” I nodded. “Hullo there. That’s me. Good day.” I had to move forward and shake hands now, no choice. I noticed the chief deputy’s eyes widen as his gaze fell upon the stickman on the whiteboard.

	“Ah,” I said, “I’m taking an art class. Practise, practise.”

	“Looks like you could do with a few more lessons,” Mr. FBI smirked.

	Oh, he was kind of hot. “Yes, well...” I cleared my throat, “stick men can be... challenging.”

	The chief deputy ignored my comment. Stevens, however, actually laughed. Who said FBI agents have no sense of humour? And he is interesting, in an authoritarian kind of way but I could get into that, maybe.

	I took a seat.

	“First, we apologise for interrupting your vacation,” Murdock said, pouring himself some water. “After this is over, Harrison, you will get your vacation and maybe even a few extra days as a bonus.”

	A few extra days? Would it have hurt them to give me an extra week? And he’d said maybe!

	“I’ve read your file, Marshal,” Stevens said. “I must say I’m impressed.” He opened his briefcase, taking out a file. He met my gaze and smiled again. Whoa, he was flirting with me. Naw, it was the heat. He said he was impressed with my marshalling. Calm down, Julian.

	“Thank you,” I acknowledged. I was proud of my six years with the Marshals Service.

	“You were chosen for this assignment for a few reasons,” Murdock interjected. “First, you have a solid history when it comes to witness protection.”

	“Haven’t lost a man... or a woman yet,” I declared.

	“This is very special,” Stevens met my gaze.

	I sobered, figuring I needed to stop joking around and thinking about the fact that I hadn’t been laid for a while. I’d gotten through life joking around. It was just my way. But not today with Mr. Serious. “Okay.”

	“This is highly confidential, and everything we discuss will remain in this room,” Stevens went on, perusing the file he held in his hands.

	“Of course,” I nodded.

	“Over the last few years,” Stevens continued, “the search and seizure of various weapon stockpiles intended for terrorist’s organizations have been found lacking. Undercover operations indicating the number of weapons to be found in various locations have either been only a quarter of what was estimated or were completely cleaned out just before the raid.”

	“So, there was a mole inside working with the gun runners,” I commented.

	“Seemed that way,” Stevens nodded. “So, the FBI and various police forces, as well as the US Marshal Service set up a joint task force to find out what was happening. All the undercover men were
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