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CHAPTER 1

Although the grounds seemed to be wide open 
and vulnerable, he knew better. Intel from the 
cell phone chatter and closer satellite feeds told 
him the place was crawling with guards and at-
tack dogs, sweeping security cameras, and laser 
alarm fencing around the water side of the prop-
erty.

But with a little creativity, it was possible to 
get in anywhere.

Using the plea sure boat traffi c as a cover, An-
thony silently slipped into the water and waited. 
Lieutenant Butcher was making an approach at 
the front of the  house. As soon as the guards left 
the yacht that was moored on Salazar’s dock, he 
could rig it and the two security speedboats with 
explosives, board the main vessel, quickly upload 
a viral image to their security camera software, 
then cover the grounds in less than seven minutes 
to strategically plant C4, and be out.
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Anthony looked at his watch and stayed low 
behind his small moored fi shing craft. As soon as 
he heard shouting and saw a huge, blond, bouncer- 
like guard stand up in the yacht’s pi lot house, he 
moved in.

“Don’t shoot the fucking dogs!” the blond 
guard shouted, coming out to assess the problem. 
“Are you stupid? You wanna draw cops  here 
because a neighbor heard something? What did 
Roberto tell you?”

From the edge of the water beneath the dock, 
Anthony watched guards scramble to fan out 
with guard dogs pulling them forward.

“Pop the chains!” a burly Latino guard shouted. 
“It’s not our fault if the mutts crossed the prop-
erty line!”

Anthony packed C4 under the dock and slipped 
out of the water. Chaos was his cover. The alarms 
 were already going berserk. A fence breach would 
be blamed for his diversion. By now, porn should 
have been showing up on the security cameras in 
the  house as well as the boat; wireless networks 
 were a bitch to secure and his people  were the 
best at hacking in. Some poor bastard in Sala-
zar’s camp was going to take the fall for it, but 
who cared?

Laughter rang out along with booming curses. 
That’s how he knew his strategy had worked. It 
was an insane one, but one the older vets had told 
him killed a lot of good men in WWII. Starving 
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stray dogs  were cheap and expendable. In that 
war, the enemy wired the animals with explo-
sives and trained them to run under tanks to get 
fed, then kaboom.

His strategy this afternoon was a somewhat 
subtler approach. It was a known fact that male 
guard dogs could be trained to resist anything 
except a female in heat. Release four or fi ve strays 
in heat on a compound, and you no longer had 
an effective pack of male guard dogs to contend 
with.

Up and out of the water in seconds, Anthony 
peeled off his black wet suit like a viper shedding 
his skin, then began running as if he  were an ani-
mal control offi cer who had scaled the border 
property fence. In his peripheral vision, he could 
see Lieutenant Butcher dashing across a section 
of landscaped lawn with four henchmen running 
after their out- of- control Dobermans.

“We ought to shoot you for letting them get 
out of your truck,” one henchman yelled out.

The blond in charge raked his fi ngers through 
his hair as one of the guard dogs that had mounted 
a female snarled at him when he approached it.

“I’m sorry, man,” Lieutenant Butcher called 
out, purposely allowing a skinny female dog to 
dodge him. “Why don’t you just let him fi nish, 
bro . . .  like, it won’t be that long, then I won’t 
have to trank him so you can get him get back on 
a leash.”
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“Fine!” the blond yelled. “But you get this 
bullshit off our grounds pronto!”

“Done,” Butcher said, trying to tuck away a 
smile as all fi ve guard dogs became adhered in 
ecstasy to the strays, totally ignoring their pri-
mary job functions. “My partner went over the 
back wall to be sure there’s no more running loose 
on the property, sir. He’s got a van patrolling the 
area on an assist. So don’t get trigger- happy if 
you see a tall black guy in a beige uniform, dude. 
We’ll be out of  here as soon as the Dobermans 
dismount.”

The ruse worked. Several of the guards 
laughed, making lewd comments about female 
anatomy, but all seemed generally sympathetic 
to the temporarily powerless state of their at-
tack dogs. Butcher had played his role beauti-
fully, as if he was going for an Academy Award, 
even down to showing the guards how the lack 
of county funding had left his vehicle cage locks 
half- busted and unreliable.

The lieutenant’s claim was that they’d gotten 
a local call about a small gator, and he and his 
partner’s trucks  were the only ones nearby in this 
area that had room in them at the moment. A 
speed bump on the cul de sac had jarred every-
thing loose— that, along with eager female ca-
nines pushing on the doors after clearly smelling 
male dogs in the vicinity, was the culprit.
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Now he had to play his role, and thanks to 
Butcher, even if he was spotted, he  wouldn’t cause 
immediate suspicion. Dogs had been disabled. 
Cameras  were on the blink. Guards and garage 
staff  were in the front of the main building try-
ing to get their animals back under control. Five 
minutes was all he needed to conceal C4 bricks 
wired with cell- phone detonators in the pool 
cabana, at the  house foundation, and under the 
cars in the garage. In a matter of minutes, Plan B 
would be in full effect. Lieutenant Hayes was on 
airport detail, already tailing Salazar and Assad, 
gathering more intel to execute Plan A.

As he set down the last explosive, hiding it be-
hind a drainpipe, Anthony looked up from the 
back west wall of the  house as the unmistakable 
click of a gun hammer cocking pierced his right 
ear. Instinct made him immediately throw a hard 
elbow jab backward to catch the would- be shooter 
in his Adam’s apple. But this assailant was shorter 
than he’d judged, didn’t have an Adam’s apple, 
and deftly moved away, anticipating the jab as 
though an expert in martial arts. The blow never 
fully connected, only grazed her cheek.

For a split second their eyes met, assassin to 
assassin. She was the beauty he’d seen in the brief-
ing and now held a nine- millimeter on him. Her 
hard brown gaze told him that she’d seen him 
stash the explosive. They both knew she had no 
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problem pulling the trigger, but he  couldn’t allow 
her to alert the guards.

Only two precious seconds had ticked by. 
In a fl ash he nodded forward with a powerful 
neck thrust to butt his forehead against hers and 
quickly defl ected her right wrist to keep from 
getting shot. But she’d jerked her head back in a 
strong snap to avoid the collision, yet hadn’t 
properly judged her own distance from the brick 
wall. Her skull slammed against the masonry 
with a crack and he could see it in her eyes that 
she was temporarily dazed when she tried to 
point her weapon at him again and needed both 
hands. He also knew that her uncertainty would 
make her more deadly. Once a person tasted fear 
or was wounded, they  were more likely to do 
something erratic as panic set in.

Not giving her time to think or regain her bal-
ance, he moved in. Size and clarity  were his ad-
vantage, but speed and adrenaline seemed to be 
hers. She rolled out of his attempted grasp and 
then delivered a gun butt blow to his temple that 
would have dropped him, if her aim had been 
a quarter inch better. But in the vastness of those 
frenetic fi ghting seconds, he could sense that she 
meant to capture him, not kill him.

She had a gun and yet hadn’t fi red it. If she 
 were merely protecting herself and the property, 
she should have put a bullet in his skull at close 
range by now. After he’d reached for her and 
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kept attempting to disarm her, she should have 
screamed. If this was a normal civilian . . .  as 
a terrifi ed girlfriend, she should have shot blindly 
and wildly— squeezing her eyes shut to pull the 
trigger, something to suggest that she was just a 
civvy. But she didn’t. She was actually battling 
him in hand- to- hand freakin’ combat, trying to 
apprehend him without alerting the guards? That 
had to mean she wanted information. This was 
a pro.

Then she made a miscalculation, a defensive 
move to match his aggression. She’d turned too 
slowly, her pivot being off by a hair, and his el-
bow jab caught her in the back of her skull. She 
went down hard, and he caught her before she 
hit the ground.

This was not a part of the plan. Who the hell 
was this woman?

If he left her body  here, Salazar would be on 
high alert; the shipment might even be aborted 
and they’d lose months of surveillance work. 
Assad would slip back into the shadows. The en-
tire mission would be in jeopardy; their targets 
would know that someone had gotten on the in-
side. If he left her in the grass with a gun in her 
hand, his lieutenant would probably be swiftly 
executed or worse— tortured for information.

Anthony peered up at the glass French double 
doors leading out to the patio where the female 
assassin had obviously emerged. A woman’s purse 
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was on the fl oor along with her high heels. She’d 
literally come to fi ght him Ninja style in her bare 
feet. Oh, no, this  wasn’t a civilian by any stretch 
of the imagination.

“Shit!” he murmured and then quickly ran 
across the patio, grabbed her purse and shoes, 
gathered her up in his arms, and began running 
toward the marina.

If he took one of the moored speedboats, it 
could be made to temporarily appear as though 
she’d gone out on the water. If she was missing 
from the  house and no one saw her leave by car, 
his lieutenant  wouldn’t have time to get out of 
there.

He fl ipped her body, purse, and shoes into a 
boat and quickly covered her with a tarp, stash-
ing her gun in the back of his Animal Control 
uniform pants. Snatching up his wet suit and 
goggles in a fl ash, he untied the boat and eased 
away from the marina. If she woke up before he 
got her secured, he’d have to chloroform her to 
keep her from screaming. Anthony felt for the 
small vial in his buttoned uniform pants pocket, 
relieved that it had survived the brief battle.

Nothing could be allowed to abort the mis-
sion, even if it meant that this mystery woman 
had to be detained to appear as though she’d left 
the  house in a huff. After all, the guards had been 
talking shit about bitches and hoes and rudely 
speculating about which chica they would gladly 
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do doggie style. Text messages could be sent to 
her lover from the cell phone in her designer 
purse for all he cared. But the next forty- eight 
hours  were critical.

She woke up with a dull ache at the back of her 
head and a wicked case of nausea. Bright lights 
and oxygen tubes  were an intrusion on her senses. 
Then as she slowly came around, pain snaked up 
from the back of her skull to the top of it, making 
her grab her head with both hands and squeeze 
her eyes shut.

“Easy, easy,” a familiar male voice murmured. 
“You’ve got a concussion and took a dose of 
chloroform.”

She instantly recognized her boss’s voice and 
relaxed. “Did you get the name of that Mack 
truck or what, Hank?”

Sage slowly opened her eyes and then froze. 
The same guy who’d just tried to kill her was 
standing beside her boss?

“Captain Anthony Davis, let me introduce you 
to Special Agent Sage Wagner.”

“My apologies,  ma’am,” the captain said in a 
solemn tone. “It  wasn’t until I made contact with 
my lieutenant that DELTA Force learned— after 
the fact— that DEA had an embedded agent in the 
Salazar compound.”

Now she was pissed. Royally so. Even the need 
to puke  wasn’t going to keep her rebuttal in check.
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Struggling to sit up, she ripped the oxygen tubes 
away from her nose. “You mean to tell me that 
you military guys just went into our setup, in our 
jurisdiction, and not only gave me a goddamned 
concussion and chloroformed me when I woke 
up in the boat, but possibly blew my cover?”

“Wagner, I don’t think you should get up so 
quickly, and there’s an explanation,” her boss 
said as she swung her legs over the side of the 
bed, then winced.

“Do you know how long I’ve been working 
on this case? We are this close to nailing those 
bastards!” she said, her voice escalating for a mo-
ment until both the headache that yelling gave 
her, as well as her boss’s glance toward the door, 
made her lower it. “Screw you, Captain. No of-
fense. But bringing this guy down has been my 
life’s work and you have no idea of what I’ve put 
on the line. Not a clue.”

She winced again and glared at the man who’d 
possibly given her a permanent brain injury, 
but she was glad that he hadn’t shoved her nose 
through her gray matter or broken her arm in 
two places to take her gun.

“Agent Wagner,” the captain said in a contrite 
tone, “I am really, really sorry that neither of us 
was alerted prior to our stealth operation.”

Sage rubbed the back of her head. “So this is 
what’s known as friendly fi re, I suppose?”
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