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      Need to infiltrate a drug smuggler’s operation, call Delta Force.

      “Top 10 Romance of the Year!” – Booklist

      Richie—a genius about everything except women—takes point on the team’s most dangerous mission yet.

      At his side, Melissa—who can spot everyone’s motives but her own—must prove far more than her abilities as a woman who can fight with the best.

      And once they’ve gone undercover, the challenge will be to come out alive. Only together can they survive the lethal mission and the intense heat that fires between them.

      “Buchman’s most ambitiously fast‐paced, action‐packed story to date.” – RT Book Reviews

      “With one of the best endings found in Buchman’s books, two of the most engaging characters, and a dramatic aerial assault, this high-action romance has everything, and it’s a one-sitting read for sure.” – Booklist

      [Can be read stand-alone or in series. A complete happy-ever-after with no cliffhangers. Originally published in 2016. Re-edited 2021 for improved reader experience but still the same great story.]
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      Richie Goldman eased back into the darkness.

      Most of the Bolivian farmworkers were sitting around the nightly campfire, eating their salteñas—spicy quinoa-stuffed pastries. He’d learned to pretend that their food didn’t agree with him. It gave him an excuse to duck into the trees frequently, though in truth he’d learned to enjoy the local food nearly as much as a good New York pastrami on rye.

      A few of the farmhands were idly chewing on a strip of charque de llama; the llama jerky lasted forever despite the jungle heat. Others chewed on coca leaves—not much more than a low-grade stimulant in that form, and it grew in lush abundance all across the hillside above their camp. Refined cocaine was too valuable for mere farmers, but chewing the leaves was practically a national pastime. Street vendors had piles of them in all the cities.

      Richie had tried it, thinking it would help him fit in, but found the taste so astringent that he had no problem tucking it in his cheek and only pretending to chew. Others on his team had found similar tricks. Only Duane had flat-out declined, but his formidable silence made it so that he wasn’t an easy man to question. The locals let him be.

      Once out of the firelight, Richie met up with Duane. That left the other three members of his Delta Force team—Chad, Carla, and the team leader, Kyle—still at the fire making sure that no one followed them into the darkness.

      He and Duane spoke softly in Spanish about nothing in particular as they strolled along the edges of the coca fields they’d been working for the two weeks since their arrival. A thousand hectares, ten square kilometers of coca plantation in this farm alone. They’d been building up to this one for five months; it represented around five percent of Bolivia’s coca production. They’d be gone in a couple days. And that would be the last day of this farm’s existence.

      Only two more measurements to take. They strolled the edge of the field like a pair of hombres walking off the day. Their feet were silent on the rich dirt. To one side was thick jungle, with no two trees alike. A massive kapok, a spindly palm, and a fig tree that was bigger than the Goodyear blimp sitting on its butt were crowded together. Beneath them were banana, rubber, and a hundred other small trees he couldn’t identify in the dark, but the rich, loamy scent was lush with life.

      The leaves rustled, whether on the light breeze or due to a passing band of monkeys, he couldn’t tell. To the other side, there lay row upon neat row of man-tall coca bushes with their thick leaves ready for harvest.

      When they reached the southwest corner of the main field, Richie ducked down low while Duane kept watch. He pulled a GPS tracker out of his boot, checked that he had a valid and stable reading, then recorded the numbers. He slipped it back into his boot, and once more they were merely two shadows strolling the line.

      The two of them had originally bonded during the six-month training course for The Unit—as Delta Force operators commonly referred to themselves. They had discovered a shared inner nerd over various triggers for different types of explosives that was Duane’s specialty. Being the team’s chief nerd was Richie’s specialty.

      Duane’s deeply laconic nature made for a lazy conversation, a rhythm which Richie had come to rather enjoy. It felt as if they blended better into the night that way—the occasional bat flitting by with a quick brrrr of wings, the dry grass rustling against their calves, and two guys down on their luck sharing quiet commiseration.

      Kyle and Carla were a couple now, and it was rare to have a conversation with one and not the other. And any conversation involving Carla was more like a debate match than a conversation. The lady was intense. Amazing, beautiful, and incredible…but intense. And Kyle and Carla’s relationship was like that too.

      Richie had never seen anything like it, had never imagined it was possible. When the two of them were together, the day became brighter. His parents had always been his ideal of a good relationship that was solid and stable, but Kyle and Carla made it look like a heck of a lot of fun too. For the first time, Richie was forced to recalibrate the standards of what he hoped for from his own future.

      Chad, on the other hand, talked about women and nothing but. He thought women were great sport, and if he hadn’t been so successful with them, Richie would have discounted half of what he said. Chad somehow always ended up with the hot women and seemed to leave every one of them smiling; his successes were short-lived and he claimed that’s the way he wanted it. His one other favorite topic of conversation wasn’t one they could pursue while undercover—guns. He was their weapons master. He couldn’t outshoot Kyle or Carla, but he could match them.

      Duane was the one most like Richie on the team. They came from professional backgrounds; they both had grown up in nice neighborhoods with good schools, corporate executive fathers, and involved mothers—Richie’s was a housewife who did a lot of entertaining in support of Dad’s job; Duane’s was a family-law attorney. It was like he and Duane were related, separated only by New York versus Georgia respectively and an entirely different hereditary line.

      “I don’t know, brother,” Duane was saying. “How did Chad sweep up Mayra?” They spoke Spanish for both the practice and to protect their cover story.

      It wasn’t typical of them to discuss women, but Mayra was the hottest, most-built Bolivian beauty they’d seen in the eleven coca farms they’d worked over the last five months. Their Delta team had been quietly roving the countryside, posing as itinerant workers—ex-pat Americans down on their luck. Their assignment had been to blend in, precisely map each field’s location, and then move on with no one the wiser.

      “Chad makes it look so easy.” Richie didn’t exactly envy Chad’s insane success with women. It was too slick, too casual, and too easily forgotten. But he wouldn’t mind having more effective skills himself for when the right woman came along—so she wouldn’t pass on by before he could untie his tongue.

      “Maybe he is hung like horse,” a voice said out of the darkness. Rolando eased into view, a battered AK-47 over his shoulder catching the moonlight and well-worn radio at his hip.

      “You got patrol tonight. Sorry, amigo,” Duane said more easily than Richie could have. Rolando was one of the most dangerous of the coca farm’s guards. The others joked that he loved his gun more than his mother.

      “No big deal. But I was mucho close to spreading Mayra.” He held up two fingers so close together the moonlight couldn’t slip between them. “Like so before he come along.” Then he shrugged. “Maybe when he gone.”

      With Rolando it was hard to read if that meant he was expecting them to leave or if Rolando was planning to accidently shoot Chad some night soon. Richie reminded himself to tell Chad to watch his back around Rolando—not that Chad was easy to surprise. He might be a complete womanizer, but he’d also grown up on the wrong side of the Detroit streets.

      The first option was unlikely, because once a person came to work on a coca farm, it was extremely hard to leave. There were hundreds of booby traps set around the perimeter of the fields. They were intended to keep raiders and government men out, but the lethal wall was not far into the jungle and it did an equally effective a job of keeping the workers in. The main road in and out was always heavily guarded, except for five minutes or so around sunrise a couple days from now, which is when the Delta team would be leaving.

      They traded more sympathy with Rolando, all agreeing that it would help if Chad wasn’t such a good guy as well.

      Richie knew better.

      Chad was one of those guys who was everyone’s friend and most people assumed that’s all he was. But he had also come by his nickname, The Reaper, because he was a stone-cold killer when he needed to be.

      Richie and Duane continued their walk, leaving Rolando to watch the night. They stopped and chatted with two more guards before reaching the one corner of the field they hadn’t had a chance to exactly locate yet.

      “Anyone?”

      He and Duane stood for at least ten minutes, talking about the backbreaking work of tending the vast plantings—which in truth wasn’t as tough as a typical day of Delta training—and watching over each other’s shoulders.

      Duane finally shook his head in answer to Richie’s earlier question. They were alone.

      Richie knelt quickly and pulled out a small, high-powered radio, unfolded a tiny parabolic dish antenna, and aimed it upward. He checked his watch, shifted the antenna to point toward the constellation Virgo, and pinged their full set of GPS data coordinates up to a satellite that should be in that vicinity. By using a directional antenna and sending all of the data compacted into a single short burst of information, their signal should be undetectable.

      Many coca fields were heavily protected from above as well; acre after acre of camouflage nets hid the cash crop. Others, like this one, were hidden so deep in the mountains that it was easier to find them from the ground, following leads and tips in place of aerial photos.

      Ten seconds later a squirt pinged back from The Activity—America’s most clandestine military intelligence agency. Another coca field now had been accurately located and recorded.

      Richie glanced at the return message, checking that it unscrambled cleanly. Then swore when his eye caught on the last line.

      “What?” Duane whispered.

      Richie sent the message received squirt back, collapsed his setup of equipment, and scanned the message fully before putting away his gear. It would be a distraction to explain. Maybe he’d read it wrong—he hadn’t but he could always hope.

      “Richie?”

      He turned to Duane. “Six hours. We need to be all the way out.”

      “Aw, mierda!” was Duane’s response.

      Little did he know.
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        * * *

      

      The living room was a complete shambles. It reeked with the bitter sting of spent powder, though not enough shots had been fired to cloud the room with smoke. The room was chilly, threatening to freeze the sweat on her forehead. The midsummer North Carolina heat hadn’t penetrated the thick concrete-block walls—which were painted in a drab brown, creating the worst visibility conditions.

      Staff Sergeant Melissa Charlene The Cat Moore did her best to keep the pure glee of the entire experience out of her expression as her three-person team moved through the room finishing the job—and over the last six months, they had become her team. She’d fallen in as the natural leader despite being the only female.

      Six months ago she had been the one sitting in the battered shoot room in Delta Force’s hidden corner of Fort Bragg. There was the same worn couch, for which too much fake blue leather had died decades before. Mismatched armchairs, a scuffed-up entertainment center, dining table, kitchen in the corner—the whole nine yards of a well-worn modern family great room.

      Here there were three types of occupants.

      The first were seven armed terrorists—all now dead with two shots each to the chest or three in the pelvic region for those wearing armored vests.

      As they’d fallen, they’d knocked over chairs and lamps. One had slid down the wall and taken a pair of cheap paintings with him. The woman in the kitchen with an MP5 machine gun had flailed back into a dish cabinet with a clatter far louder than the silenced weapons used by Melissa’s team.

      It was immensely satisfying, regardless if all seven terrorists were mannequins.

      The lights came back on and Melissa flipped up the night-vision goggles attached to the helmet that covered her blonde hair. Her Kevlar vest was weighed down with a wide array of hardware, most of it spare magazines for her rifle and handgun. After so much training, it felt unnatural whenever she took it off instead of when she strapped it on.

      The second type of occupants in the room remained paralyzed with shock. They were the five members of the most recent group to make it through the Delta Force Selection Process and had played the role of being hostages. They still sat in their chairs as if they’d been bolted there. Melissa barely managed to suppress an un-Delta-like giggle.

      She knew from personal experience that despite being trained soldiers, getting over that shock would take them at least a minute—more than long enough for her to complete her tasks and clear out. For that amount of time, her team could do practically anything they wanted, perhaps pick the new recruits’ pockets. She recalled that she’d certainly been in that level of shock when it had been her turn half a year before.

      It had taken her team under three seconds to neutralize the room.

      The shock of the hostages had many sources, the amazing speed and brutal application of force by the rescue team being the worst of it. Nothing in military training, including an actual combat tour in a war zone, could prepare a soldier for the ferocity a Delta team could unleash.

      Mutt had breached the room’s steel door with a large explosive charge and Jeff had killed the lights in the same moment.

      Melissa then slid in a flashbang. It had done exactly as its name implied, releasing a blinding flash and an explosive percussion as loud as that of an M33 frag grenade but causing none of the damage.

      Then their lightning attack with suppressed, night-vision-scoped rifles had capped off the mayhem.

      Live ammo, fired at much closer quarters to live personnel than any other Army shooter would dare, had riddled the bad-guy mannequins. Rounds passed so close by the hostages’ heads that it all but trimmed their hair.

      That was the ultimate shocker to soldiers who thought they were already good but hadn’t faced a Delta-style room clearing before. There was a whole other world of better that these new recruits had never encountered, despite a minimum of four years of military service.

      There were only the five hostages in the room. The month-long test of the Selection Process to apply for admission to the 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta training was brutal. This class had started with ninety-eight applicants.

      Her own Delta Selection class had shrunk from a hundred and twenty-two applicants down to six who had passed. Only three of them had made it through the six months of the Delta Force’s Operator Training Course, and Mutt had been from the prior class but torn out a knee halfway through his first try at OTC. Of her own class, only she and Jeff had made it through from the group of six who’d passed—two injury drops who would be back next time and two couldn’t-hack-it drops.

      That was the third group in the room—she and her two classmates. With the completion of this exercise, the three of them were the newest graduates of the OTC and full members of The Unit.

      With a quick hand signal, she had Mutt and Jeff sweeping the room for hidden explosives and booby traps.

      Melissa The Cat circled the couch and used her silenced Glock 23 handgun to drop an extra security shot into the forehead of each terrorist mannequin. Never presume they were dead—she’d been trained to make sure they were never getting up again, no matter what help arrived how fast. A .40 S&W round into the brainpan guaranteed these mannequins were never going to sell trendy, overpriced clothes again.

      She considered dropping two shots into the MP5-wielding female lying among the shattered dishes. She was wearing a horridly clashing blue miniskirt and an orange blouse—which now had two neat holes in it where their rifles’ 5.56 mm NATO rounds had punched into her chest.

      But the extra shot was against protocol—save the ammo; you never know what is coming next.

      Maybe save the round for whatever member of the training cadre had dressed her that way. Melissa sent the standard single round into the Styrofoam brainpan—a silenced spit from the weapon and a sharp thwap from the mannequin’s plastic skull.

      Once she’d done the last of the security rounds and Mutt and Jeff had signaled an all clear, they began clearing the weapons that had been in the terrorists’ possession.

      Six months ago, when her own class had been the ones on the couches and chairs, she’d been nearly catatonic with shock—and desperate with need. In those intense and blazing seconds, the arriving Deltas had shot every terrorist and not harmed a single recruit. No prior intel on the number of terrorists, hostages, or their positions.

      Now she knew how they did it. The Unit—though it was easier to think of herself as Delta—trained exhaustively to deal with the unknown. Hostage rescue was but one of a hundred skills they practiced endlessly.

      Half a year of brutal training, learning how to walk, then run, then run backward, all while becoming absolutely lethal shots. The Unit didn’t waste rounds during training.

      Unlike most outfits, they never delivered a hail of bullets—except when it was called for. Instead, every single shot counted, was aimed and placed with an accuracy practiced until it was instinctive. But while doing that, the fewer than a thousand operators of The Unit’s entire combat personnel still shot more training rounds than the two hundred thousand jarheads of the Marine Corps.

      Of the five hostages who had survived this round of Delta Selection, there was one woman—only the third to ever qualify for The Unit. She was the first to recover; spotting Melissa, the woman shot her a cheeky grin of Oh yeah, sister!

      Melissa offered an infinitesimal nod in return before gathering the last of the weapons and heading for the door. She wondered what the first woman of Delta had felt when she’d spotted Melissa on the couch. She certainly hadn’t smiled back. Or nodded. Or even blinked.

      Carla Effing Anderson. The first woman of Delta.

      She’d been too chill to offer the tiniest bit of encouragement to Melissa. Pure Delta chill. Carla hadn’t seen her as a fellow woman, or anything else. Melissa suspected that Carla had seen her as just another trainee hoping to make the grade some day.

      Of course Melissa had been in near-terminal shock. She’d thought that she was the first woman to make it into The Unit—right until the moment Carla led in the room-clearing strike team.

      One moment her class had been having a tactics discussion with Colonel Michael Gibson.

      Then the room had gone dark, the door blown, the flashbang, and twenty-four shots went into eight terrorist dummies.

      In less than four seconds, the terrorists were dead, and Carla Anderson had simply materialized a meter in front of Melissa. Star Trek transporters didn’t work that quickly. Melissa still had no idea how she’d done it.

      And all through OTC, Melissa had heard nothing but “Carla always this…” and “Carla always that…” Crap! She was sick of it.

      What was worse, Melissa didn’t hear it only from the training cadre. Mutt, real name Tom Maxwell, had gone through Delta Selection and half of OTC with the famed Carla Anderson before blowing out a knee and having to drop back to Melissa’s class. He’d been impressed as could be by the woman and had been real slow about learning when the heck to shut up.

      He’d finally backed off when Melissa had threatened to kneecap him in the other knee.

      In answer, he’d shot her a grin and said, “Exactly what Carla would have done. Except she wouldn’t have warned me first.”

      Melissa had always lived up to only one standard since her brother’s death—her own. Granted, following in the footsteps of Carla Effing Anderson had pushed her harder, but it had also ticked her off. She dreaded ever meeting the woman when a thousand more comparisons were inevitable.

      Last out the door behind Mutt and Jeff, she paused for one final glance back into the room.

      Actually, there was a fourth type of person in the room, exactly one.

      Colonel Michael Gibson, the most senior and scariest operator of them all. He’d stood unflinching during their entire raid as rounds flew close by either side of him. He was a bird colonel, yet he still fought out on the front lines. There wasn’t anyone else like him—definitely not in the room, probably not anywhere in The Unit. Which meant he was the top warrior anywhere in any military.

      No matter how many were in the room, he would always need a category of his own, commanding absolute respect by the simple act of his presence.

      “These are the graduates of the class before yours,” Gibson informed the latest selectees/freed hostages in his surprisingly quiet voice. His words earned him the same gasps of surprise it had elicited from her own class six months earlier. “Operator Training Course will begin the day after tomorrow at oh-six-hundred. Get some sleep.”

      The exact same words too.

      And they’d need that sleep. Fresh from the single most harrowing part of the entire month of Delta Selection, the Commander’s Review Board, she’d been hammered and desperately wanted to let loose a bit. But her body had been wiser and she’d slept most of the thirty-six hours between the end of Selection and the start of OTC.

      That oh-six-hundred formation, after only one day’s break, had been the start of a twelve-hour day of shooting skills requiring immense concentration.

      The newbie woman recovered enough for a question to cross her face, though it was another ten seconds before it connected to her body and her hand shot up. Unlike Melissa’s own fair, blonde, and built, she was a sleek-figured brunette with skin dark enough that it wouldn’t peel at the first exposure to sunlight each spring like Melissa’s.

      Gibson nodded at the newbie in that slow, this-had-better-be-good way of his.

      “How many women in The Unit?”

      More than Melissa had been able to articulate six months ago when Carla Anderson had magically materialized a single meter in front of her.

      “Two, now. You will make three if you succeed. Feel free to inspect the results of this team’s attack,” he addressed the rest of the group. Then the Colonel did one of his fade things that was so fascinating to watch.

      As the five new graduates of the Selection Process rose to inspect the carnage that she, Mutt, and Jeff had wrought on the seven terrorist mannequins, Gibson moved at exactly the same speed they did, using gestures common to them and nothing like his own daunting self.

      To them it would feel as if he was one of them, milling about the room, trying to understand how the attack had been executed; except he wasn’t.

      He moved across the room without drawing their attention, then shooed Melissa out the doorway and into the corridor beyond, with no recruit the wiser to his seemingly magical disappearance.

      Gibson always reminded her of someone, but she could never pin down who. They’d seen him only rarely during OTC; typically he was still forward deployed despite his age and rank. But he’d been there for her Commander’s Review Board, her graduation, and now her achieving full operator status.

      It wasn’t his face; she had an exceptional memory for faces. But still he was irritatingly familiar, irritating because she couldn’t pin it down and there was no way they could have possibly met before.

      He had showed up one other time, during the fourth month of their training. By that point her class was totally down with the basic Delta skills. They were convinced that it was just a matter of honing them from that point on.

      They’d shared a pretty cocky, we got this attitude…until the silent Colonel had arrived. Their class, still six people at that point, had been sent to track Gibson in a tiny five-acre plot of woods. Not overgrown, clear understory, it should have been a cakewalk.

      They didn’t find him. But he found them.

      None of them even saw a teammate go down.

      And none of them had seen the man who took down all six of them. To drive the lesson home, he hadn’t been gentle. With their due humbling and numerous bruises handed out, he’d spent a week showing them how to do the same. After that, Delta training had shifted—no longer about honing what they knew, it had become about discovering what they didn’t know.

      Now, a quartermaster was waiting for them in the corridor. While the recruits’ voices slowly came back to life in the shoot-room, her team turned in their weapons, signing everything back in.

      She felt practically naked without the HK rifle over her shoulder and the Glock handgun strapped below her solar plexus.

      Been through a lot of changes, girl. And she’d bet there were a whole lot more to come.
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        * * *

      

      Sunrise was less than an hour off when Chad jostled his shoulder.

      Richie hadn’t been asleep and barely managed to suppress an oath as Chad shook him hard enough to wake the dead—his idea of humor. Richie noticed that he was somewhat more cautious with Duane, who often woke with his knife half-drawn. Kyle and Carla were already at the hut’s entrance.

      Kyle had taken one look at the order and, in minutes, outlined a plan of how they were going to exit the farm with hopefully minimal exposure and risk. The guards they were anticipating would be off duty and the patrol timing would be wrong, but Kyle’s plan was as solid as they could get with what they knew.

      No way would Richie be missing this place. Dirt floor, woven grass mat, and a thatched roof that needed thatch repairs before the next rainstorm but wasn’t going to get it.

      He felt sorry for the laborers. A lot of the farmers were about to have a worse season than the last one. At a big site like this, they were little better than slaves. Once the coca was gone, they’d be free, but with no assets and no working farm crop because they’d been imprisoned here. In the coca business, locals weren’t part of the profit equation.

      Rolando and the drug lord’s other armed guards Richie liked well enough, but had less sympathy for.

      The Delta team slipped out into the darkness, only a hint of the blue in the sky that was already washing out the fainter stars. They passed the farmers’ huts and moved to the road leading out of the camp.

      “Where are you going, amigos?” Rolando, his AK-47 no longer over his shoulder but now in his hands.

      “Hey, buddy.” Chad started forward, but stopped and tried to look stupid when Rolando flicked off the safety.

      Carla stepped forward with an easy sway of her hips. Her dirty blue work shirt unbuttoned far enough to reveal that her assets weren’t all that much less impressive than the fabled Mayra’s.

      Rolando’s eyes dropped to her cleavage.

      She moved a hand up to his chest. With a flick of her wrist, she revealed the long KA-BAR military knife she was holding and rammed it up under his chin and into his brain.

      Rolando twitched once.

      “That’s for trying to ram it up my backside without asking.”

      “He what?” Kyle snarled, but Carla didn’t waste any time answering. If there was ever a woman able to defend herself, Richie knew it was Carla Anderson.

      Then Rolando collapsed to the ground and his finger must have snagged on the trigger. A single 7.62 mm round gave a loud crack and zinged off into the trees.

      “Shit!” the whole team said pretty much in unison.

      With their clandestine departure blown, Chad swept up the AK-47. He’d didn’t waste time or the ammo firing a security round into Rolando’s forehead—with Carla doing the knife work, there was no doubt the man was never moving again.

      In seconds, they were fifty meters away and moving fast. Kyle had Rolando’s sidearm and Carla had a subcompact Glock 27 that she’d produced from somewhere—where was one of the questions Richie suspected he’d be better off not asking. Still, it was an interesting problem because they’d all been checked on arrival as being unarmed.

      Richie had pre-buried his GPS and satellite gear in the jungle, carefully crossing then recrossing the mined perimeter before they’d come into the camp so that he could retrieve them once the team had been accepted.

      The two guards at the inner gate were half awake when they stumbled to their feet. They went back down fast and Richie and Duane now had AK-47s as well. Chad stripped them of a pair of Makarov handguns, tossing one to Richie that he caught midair.

      There was an old Jeep parked by the gate, but neither of the guards had a key. It was probably back in the open, on Rolando’s body. Chad started hot-wiring it while the rest of them stood watch.

      Then Richie heard it. Distant at first, but building fast. The four-engine gut-thumping roar of a loaded 747.

      There were also the shouts of the guards farther back in the camp who would find Rolando’s body in short order.

      “Come on, Chad,” Carla pleaded. “Get us out of here. Don’t want to spend a week smelling like what that plane is delivering.”

      The Jeep’s engine roared to life and they piled in. Duane tossed his AK-47 to Chad and dove into the driver’s seat—he was the best driver they had. He’d been working up the sprint-car circuit toward NASCAR when he’d taken his detour into the military.

      Kyle and Richie dropped two more armed guards who came rushing from the huts, half-dressed and scared awake.

      Duane raced the Jeep out of camp along the road, praying for no booby traps.

      Then the largest tanker plane in the world descended and began its run.

      The 747, converted for wildland firefighting, had been put into deep storage in the Tucson desert when its owners went out of business. The CIA had found another use for the massive plane that now began its dump of twenty thousand gallons—over eighty tons—of defoliant across the exact coordinates that Richie had sent to them six hours ago.

      His Delta team had been to twelve coca farms in the last five months. And the 747 tanker had visited each in turn. Twelve farms that wouldn’t produce a single leaf of coca anytime soon.

      “Down,” Chad shouted.

      They all ducked and hung on as Duane rammed the heavy wooden outer barrier of the inbound checkpoint at thirty miles an hour. It blew apart. A four-by-four shattered the windshield and Carla knocked the remains of the glass clear with the butt of a Chinese QBB machine gun she’d acquired somewhere along the way before turning it around to shoot a guard who’d been standing well clear of the outer gate.

      Richie kept an eye out to the rear, but no one was following. If they were, they’d have a long way to go. The team had been pulled out of Bolivia. They were being tasked to a new assignment.

      That was fine.

      After six months training together and another six in the field, it was the last line of the message that had him worried. Others would be deeply offended, and majorly pissed.

      Proceed to Maracaibo, Venezuela. Acquire new team member.
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Gibson led Melissa and her team down the dark central corridor of the hostage rescue training building. She could still hear the amazed voices of the newest class as they continued reconstructing the shoot-room attack. They wouldn’t get it right any more than her class had.

      The building had six doors along this concrete hallway—six doors of hell.

      The doors had started out as a bewildering array of challenges that she would never understand. Over the last six months she’d been sent through each one of the six so many times that it no longer mattered which one they entered, or how marginal the preparation; there would be no surprises that she couldn’t take in stride.

      An airliner, a cave-and-tunnel system, an elaborate multistory shoot-house in which the walls and stairs were never in the same place twice, and the one where Gibson was now leading them, the bridge of a ship.

      Through the last door on the right stood an airplane-hangar-sized space with the upper three stories of an oceangoing vessel standing in its center, complete with a flybridge sticking out to either side like wings.

      The white steel tower had given her endless hours of trouble; big ships were designed with far too many sharp corners and narrow ladderways for the bad guys to use to their advantage. The training cadre had helped them beat it, but it had been so much harder than it looked, actually tougher to take down cleanly than an airplane filled with passengers.

      As a former museum technician, she had to admire each of the sets that The Unit’s training cadre provided. When she was in the scenarios, they were incredibly believable. Radar scopes swept, instruments lit, televisions displayed—everything authentic right down to the questionable fashion sense of the mannequins.

      To add to the authenticity, they often did the raids with Simunitions not live ammo. In those situations, armored training cadre shot back.

      Melissa had worked at the Royal BC Museum in Victoria, British Columbia, for three years before she’d decided to use her dual citizenship to sign up for the US military. At the museum she’d helped build elaborate sets that had to stand up to millions of visitors a year yet still be interactive and intriguing. The cadre’s set dressers were of an equally high caliber.

      In moments Gibson and their team were all seated in thoroughly believable command chairs of a cruise ship’s main bridge. Last time she’d fought her way aboard, it had been configured as a container ship. The set was battered, but the training cadre did a fine job of putting it back together despite stray gunfire and the occasional application of explosives. Thankfully the museum’s tourists hadn’t been quite that aggressive.

      Colonel Gibson sat in the helmsman’s seat, looking greyhound fit, his dark hair and light eyes a startling contrast when he wasn’t being invisible. He was dressed in the same ACUs they were—Army Combat Uniform and boots—nothing to distinguish his superior rank or vastly superior skill.

      She’d always felt a bit uncomfortable around him and could never quite be still when he watched her. She realized that she was fooling around with the switches on the communications officer’s panel and pulled her hands into her lap.

      A smile quirked at the corner of Gibson’s lips, which was wholly impossible, and then it was gone, so she knew she’d imagined it.

      “Well done,” Gibson began. “Three Delta against seven terrorists, well done indeed.”

      And suddenly Melissa felt about three meters tall and, like Alice in Wonderland, wondered how she still fit into the room. She reached out to slap a high five with Mutt, who sat in the radar tech’s chair beside her.

      “Gosh, Colonel. You sure know how to make a girl’s head spin.”

      His smile was wintry.

      Then she pointed at Mutt and Jeff. “I mean, look at them.” They were clearly feeling the same effects she was from the rare compliment.

      That earned her the first laugh she’d ever heard from the Colonel. Mutt stuck his tongue out at her. When she was foolish enough to turn her back on him, he tugged on her short French braid. Jeff merely sighed.

      The three of them had plagued each other from the first day. They’d tried to tag her as M&M because, Melissa Moore, you gotta know you’re total eye candy. She might be, but she’d walked more than a hundred other top soldiers into the ground to get here.

      Most men who’d tried to bed her called her The Ice Queen because she froze them out. She had a dream of finding someone who brought the heat and the heart, not solely for fun but someone who would be a keeper. She had that dream as a young girl. Of course, she’d had a lot of stupidly naive dreams back then.

      In vengeance for M&M, Tom Maxwell and Sem Jaffe became Mutt and Jeff.

      Worse for them, she’d made sure that M&M didn’t stick and that Mutt and Jeff did.

      She’d left behind Charli from her middle name Charlene, because that had been her brother’s nickname for her. The name had died with him. Her middle initial was turned into Cat because she could sneak up on anyone, except Gibson. And just as cats sometimes had too many toes, she had too few. She’d lost two toes and her brother to an ice storm during a winter climb up Washington State’s Mount Rainier.

      Shut it out. Shut it out.

      Though it had been five years, the memory still hurt like a knife.

      “Mutt and Jeff.”

      Melissa The Cat wanted to purr when Gibson called them that.

      “We need you on fireteams based out of Saudi Arabia. Are you ready for that?”

      “Sure,” they chimed in together. They were always doing that, which is why her tag for them had stuck so well.

      She’d be up for that too. Her Arabic was poor—okay, dismal—but she knew from experience how fast she could fix that. There wasn’t anyone in The Unit with less than three languages fluent and several more at least serviceable.

      “Good.” Gibson nodded. “Your flight leaves in forty-five minutes. You have time to shower, pack your gear, and get to Hangar Seventeen. Go.”

      There was a stunned second or two as they realized that they wouldn’t all be deploying together. They’d known that was unlikely of course, had talked about it, but it was still a shock. For six months of OTC plus the preceding month of Delta Selection with Jeff, the three of them had rarely been apart. They’d become her friends. Her team. They had, as the saying went, gone through hell and hell together.

      There wasn’t a third second of hesitation—The Unit’s operators were trained to adapt rapidly.

      Maxwell and Jaffe offered her high fives; instead she gave each of them a hug.

      “Now she lays some flesh on us,” Mutt quipped. Jeff was quiet as usual, but gave her a good hug and a high five. Then he whispered quietly to her, “Kick ass, sister.” Not trusting herself to speak, she nodded and they were gone.

      The shock of their departure left her in the lurch, like she’d been leaning up against a wall that had always been there and suddenly it wasn’t.

      Colonel Gibson was silent, waiting patiently in his helmsman’s chair.

      She did her best to school her nerves into a calm state…wasn’t working, so she shot for a calmer state and made it only partway there…before sitting down. Not quite sure how, she’d landed in the captain’s seat. Now that she was in it, the chair felt odd, wrong. Too big and too important. Hell, she’d only graduated OTC a couple minutes ago and already her two closest friends were up and gone out of her life. The military was like that, but it didn’t make it any easier.

      Melissa forced her attention back to Gibson and shot for casual to hide the lack of calm. “So, what’s the deal, Boss?”

      He glanced at his watch uncertainly.

      Nervous? The most highly trained soldier in any military in any country was nervous? Oh man, this was going to be so bad.

      “I have—” He cleared his throat and started again. “You are fluent in Spanish?”

      He must know that she was from her file. “Ja, ich spreche Spanisch. Auch, Italienisch und Französisch,” she answered in flawless German.

      No smile. Not a hint that he could. He had laughed with her not a moment before; Melissa was sure he had…fairly sure. She knew he wasn’t about to confess to being her father, because Mom and Dad were living happily on their houseboat in Victoria Harbour on Vancouver Island in Canada.

      “And you can fly planes.”

      “Small ones, sure. I can also take off in a helicopter without crashing, if I have an instructor beside me.” Melissa and her brother had gotten their private pilot licenses together, and she’d had rotorcraft lessons for the fun of it. She’d kept her private pilot’s license current more in his memory than anything else.

      So what the hell was going on? Why was he asking her things he must already know? And she could still read the nerves on him. She tinkered with the captain’s command board, wondering what it would take to navigate out of this moment. That switch there? Or the darkened map display? Key in a new GPS coordinate and go, full throttle outta here.

      “Based on your skill set, I have recommended that you be assigned to our top South American team.”

      “Sounds muy bueno,” she agreed cautiously.

      “Good. Your transport is in one hour, Hangar Three.” He rose to his feet and headed for the door.

      She took a deep breath and jumped in. “What’s the other shoe, sir? The one you don’t want to drop.”

      He stopped with his back to her, hands braced on the door.

      Melissa held her breath, could feel the fear squeezing in on her—a place dark and bitterly cold. A feeling she had struggled with often on particularly long and lonely nights.

      “I’m sorry.” Gibson turned to face her, his face carefully controlled, then whispered, “I’m sorry that I couldn’t save your brother.”

      Though he looked at her for a long time, Colonel Michael Gibson was gone long before she could recover from the shock.

      At least now she knew why she both had and hadn’t recognized him. On a bitterly cold and cruel mountain five years ago, Colonel Michael Gibson—as unrecognizably swathed in as much mountain gear as she had been—had saved her life. Saved it and completely changed it.
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t ask for anyone else on our team.” Carla Wild Woman Anderson was on a roll. The same roll she’d been on fairly continuously since they’d slowed down enough for Richie to reveal the last line of the new orders.

      Experience had taught them all that while Carla was utterly reliable in the field, she was a major hazard when forced to chill. They’d been installed in a luxury hotel suite in Maracaibo, one they hadn’t been in during their first visit to the city, while they waited for their new team member. But even by Carla standards, her current state was above and beyond her norm, so everyone was keeping their head down.

      Richie pretended to concentrate on sorting out their radio gear. They’d cleaned up and resupplied from a stash arranged for them in Maracaibo. Anyone who might recognize them from the last time they were operating from this city was dead, in the CIA’s hands, or friendly—at least bribe-level friendly.

      Richie had spread his new gear across one of the hotel suite living room’s rosewood coffee tables and then propped up the tablet computer to catch up on the news. The remains of his chili-laced hot chocolate had long since cooled from breakfast. But he sipped at it anyway to try and appear thoughtful.

      It must have worked, as she headed over to the window to stare south once more as if she could divine who was flying in from five miles away—their distance to the airport.

      The room was something of a shock to his body with its broad clean windows, luxurious furnishings, and stunning view of Maracaibo, Venezuela. Hot showers and efficient room service only made it all the stranger.

      The suite had five bedrooms, but as Carla and Kyle shared one, there was a spare.

      An ominous spare, as they knew someone was inbound to occupy it. Kyle had gone out to the airport to meet him, and his buffering effect on Carla’s temper was much missed.

      Richie was hoping they were done with their five months posing as itinerant American laborers on Bolivian coca plantations. If so, they’d be done with nothing to connect their team to the large, unmarked CIA and Colombian planes that flew low overhead in the middle of the night and blanketed the plantations with defoliant. They’d destroyed over four thousand hectares of coca that would never be processed into cocaine, though that ten percent felt like such a small dent in the estimated sixteen thousand hectares in cultivation.

      Thankfully, one farm didn’t talk much with the next, so no one in the camps knew to ask how the intel for the planes was so perfect despite rough terrain, camouflage nets, and remote locations.

      His problem, and he suspected half of Carla’s—as she stormed into Richie’s bedroom again because he had the best view of the airport—was that he was sick of the Bolivian fields. So much of it had been scout work. It was time for action.

      But whatever the other half of Carla’s issue was, it had cranked her up into full tilt frustration. And if it wasn’t a frustration she could knife or shoot, it drove her crazy.

      Now the team had been directed to a quiet hotel suite along the waterfront in Maracaibo. Then they’d been told to plant their asses and wait.

      Carla simply wasn’t good at waiting, except when on a mission, and then she had the patience of a sphinx. But now, in a room that she insisted was too beige, looking out at a city that was too crowded, and a lake that was too wide and too polluted, and a sky that was…

      Richie didn’t mind the waiting. With most of the last five months out deep in the field, he was behind on several fronts of his normal news gathering.

      The Russians were testing a new microwave gun that could fry a drone’s electronics from ten kilometers away.

      The Air Force had retired the A-10 Thunderbolt…again—though they still had nothing to replace it. He doubted that would stick any better than the last couple times.

      Heckler & Koch had a new modification for the HK416 rifle, a softer bolt return that should make it noticeably quieter. He couldn’t wait to try it. Richie looked up the mod but couldn’t see any way to fabricate one in the field.

      There was a cool article about DEVGRU on one of the military blogs intended for veterans and their families. It was impressive how few facts they had right; half of the images were merely standard SEAL teams and two clearly showed Marines. SEAL Team Six, as DEVGRU was still incorrectly known despite shedding that name thirty years before, continued to be a media sensation—which left The Unit to continue operating nicely in the dark. Of course the rare articles about The Unit were farther off the mark than this one about ST6, which was also satisfying.

      “Did you ask for someone new?”

      He’d missed Carla’s return. She now stood close beside the dining table where Duane and Chad had an intense game of Truco going over the last dregs of breakfast. The card game truly needed four players, but having no one else willing to join in didn’t stop them. The Colombian forty-card version of contract rummy was cutthroat and anything but quiet—a skill they’d all honed on the coca farms.

      She broke their concentration, which was hard to do. Chad and Duane always played with an intense mano-a-mano combativeness—especially when they were trying to ignore one of Carla’s rants.

      “Huh?” “What?”

      Carla snarled at them.

      Richie watched out of the corner of his eye. Duane didn’t look like he came from a well-to-do household like Richie’s—though he seriously did, top-tier Atlanta. Instead he looked like he came from a boxing ring. He was a good-looking guy, at least the ladies all seemed to think so, but he looked distinctly tough. And he was leveraging that with a dark scowl of concentration at the moment.

      Chad was the opposite. He wasn’t called The Reaper for his charming Iowan personality and farmboy looks, but rather for the hundred-percent thoroughness he wrought on any who crossed him—a survival skill honed by the Special Forces Green Berets.

      “You two are useless,” Carla snapped at them.

      They both gazed at her blankly for several long seconds, grunted at each other, shared a shrug of confusion, and turned back to their game. It was well timed; she appeared to buy it.

      They were all dressed in leisurewear to blend in, they looked like a street gang from a Connecticut polo club. Richie couldn’t help himself; he smiled as he watched Carla storm back and forth across the room.

      It was a mistake.

      “What are you looking at, Q?”—a moniker he’d been tagged with during OTC. Which was too cool, because James Bond’s technical support wizard totally rocked. Richie had done okay identifying with Desmond Llewelyn, except that the guy had been old the day he was born. Richie had never clicked with John Cleese, but Ben Whishaw was awesome. Too thin and scrawny to go Delta, but still way cool.

      Richie checked online—no new trailer on the next film yet.

      Besides, how was he supposed to not look at Carla? She was the first woman of Delta. She had long dark hair, a Bond-girl body honed fit by The Unit and half a year in the field, and features and skin tone that harkened back to her Cherokee ancestors. She was magnificent, way out of his league, and the most dangerous member of their team—with the possible exception of her husband.

      Except Kyle wasn’t here at the moment to keep Carla from taking it out on the rest of them when she got like this.

      “I didn’t make any requests.” Richie recalled what he could of his handling-a-hostile-witness training. Not a witness, but definitely hostile in her current mood. Duane and Chad had chosen the dangerous tack of ignoring her. Yet it seemed to be working for them, perhaps because of the added variable of being members of her team, so they knew she wouldn’t hurt them without greater provocation.

      Richie didn’t think the dumb-silent act would work for him, so he’d try interaction. Agreement with a witness may put them at ease, leading them to think that you are there to help them.

      “It is puzzling though,” he tested carefully.

      Carla stopped pacing and faced him directly, her dark eyes black with her anger, fist clenched where the butt of her sidearm would normally be.

      Her attire was completely incongruous with her mood. She wore light blue shorts and a silk white blouse that would fit in at the hotel and the local city streets, but still it looked damned strange on her. He was used to Carla in worn camo pants or jeans, boots, and a ratty t-shirt. The fine attire looked weird on her, but it also looked great. Once again he was left to wonder if he’d ever find someone so amazing for himself.

      “The five of us,” Richie nodded around the room—offer the witness a supporting statement as if you are helping them. It is most effective when it is information they already possess. They will take their prior knowledge of that information as an internal recognition that they are the ones in control of the situation—“we were kept together after OTC graduation six months ago.”

      Duane and Chad were eyeing him carefully from behind their cards. Ready to leap to his rescue if needed? More likely wanting to see the degree Carla might hurt him. Richie decided he was on his own and ignored them.

      “It makes it hard to see why they’d bring in another person,” Carla finally spoke.

      When the witness first speaks, you have developed a basic rapport. Pause to see if they will continue. Be prepared with another statement of support if they don’t. If they do, it will indicate a growing level of trust.

      “If,” Carla bit at her words, “they try to put someone in charge other than Kyle, I’m going to murder them.”

      Richie laughed in surprise.

      Duane and Chad both came out from behind their cards now that Carla had finally revealed what was eating at her.

      “What the hell, Q?” Suddenly Carla was right in his face and the pretty part of her now mattered much less than the dangerous part.

      Breaking an initial rapport abruptly will increase a witness’ hostility by a factor of two to five times depending on the severity of your breach.

      “Sorry.” Richie held up his hands defensively. “I didn’t expect our hostile-witness training to work on you. Now we get why you’re upset.”

      “Hostile what?” The last word wasn’t a steam-whistle shriek, but rather low and dangerous. Then—the moment before Richie thought Carla was going to jump over the low coffee table and throttle him—she covered her face and screamed into her hands. She dropped back into a floral-brocade couch that completely clashed with her mood and groaned.

      “Hey, Carla,” Chad spoke up. “Anyone tries to replace Kyle, I’ll send them down the garbage chute.”

      Richie smiled. Their second live mission as a team had required them to climb up one.

      “I’m being a bitch, aren’t I?” Carla looked deeply chagrined.

      “No more than normal, honey.” Duane made a rare dry comment.

      “Sorry,” she mouthed at Richie.

      He shrugged an easy acceptance. Carla’s rants rarely lasted long and they always had a reason behind them. It was one of her strengths in the field. Their cover would start to shred and Carla would let herself go off, creating the perfect distraction and convincing the bad guys of her own authenticity right down to the core. Because she honestly did care that much.

      Too bad for them that the bad guys couldn’t read their own doom in her rants.

      “Hostile witness?” Her wry tone brought heat to his cheeks.

      “Well, it worked.”

      She tried to scowl at him but ruined it with a smile. Then she bolted to her feet when there was a scrape-tap-scrape on the hotel room’s door. Long-short-long, K for Kyle in Morse code. Had he been knocking under duress, it would have been tap-scrape-tap for the short-long-short of R for Reeves. First initial was an all clear; last initial was a danger signal. He knew better than to unlock the door with his own card key under any circumstances.

      Still, Chad and Duane slipped hands down onto their sidearms before nodding to Carla to open the door.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa stood in the cheery lemon-and-sky-blue hall of the luxury hotel and still couldn’t make sense of how she’d gotten here. She was supposed to be joining a top Delta team, not wandering around a luxury hotel. Something was going wrong and her instincts were saying, Run! but she had no idea toward or away from what.

      The perfect clarity of the last six months—no, the last five years—had been shattered in an instant by Colonel Gibson’s parting comment.

      Five years ago her brother had talked her into the fatal winter climb of Mount Rainier. An unidentified man had hiked solo across the glaciers atop the peak during a raging winter storm and saved her life, though it was too late for her brother. It had turned out that if the balaclava-masked rescuer had been standing right there at the first moment, it still would have been too late for her brother.

      Then her rescuer had disappeared.

      All she’d ever found out was that his first name was Michael.

      She’d been airlifted from close below the peak, blind from the blizzard, by a US Army helicopter piloted by a Captain Mark Henderson. He’d offered to track down her rescuer and later reported he hadn’t been able to. He was a lousy liar, which told Melissa that he’d succeeded but couldn’t reveal who it was. Someone secret.

      The helicopter had told her that her rescuer had been from
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