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      Being an assassin is easier than being in love

      

      My prey was here, somewhere. I just had to locate him and hope he took the bait.

      Music pulsed through my body as I casually crossed my legs at the knees and adjusted myself on the stool in front of the oak bar. Deliberately, I let my strapless little black dress slide up, exposing more of my thighs.

      Without looking directly at anyone, I knew men were watching me. I was good at that—attracting attention when I needed to. From my days as a sniper and an assassin, I was well trained to be aware of everything and everyone around me.

      The stem of the martini glass was cool to my fingertips as I raised it and touched the rim to my lips. Sweetly sour, the lemontini rolled over my tongue and I felt the alcohol slide down my throat.

      Wood-bladed fans stirred the air, alleviating some of the warmth of the Boston nightclub as I watched people gyrate on the elevated dance floor in the center of the club. I found myself wanting to slip into the crowd and join them, dancing to get my mind to stop dwelling on things I didn’t want to think about. I wanted to dance to forget.

      Damn it. What’s wrong with me?

      What was wrong? I knew exactly what was wrong. I couldn’t let go of the past. Couldn’t let go of what had happened to me and what I’d done so many years ago.

      And I can’t let go of Nick.

      Yet that was exactly what I’d done. I’d let him go.

      Over and over in my mind, our last conversation played like a song that wouldn’t stop repeating and repeating itself in my head. On that day we had been standing in my bedroom after sleeping together.

      “I love you, Lexi.” Nick had taken me by the shoulders as he told me again how he felt. “Don’t shut me out.”

      For a long moment I’d remained silent, not looking at him. When my gaze met his, I didn’t flinch when I said, “I don’t love you, Nick. I care about you, but I don’t love you.”

      Even as I’d said the words I felt something crumble inside me.

      He’d looked at me a long time then released his grip on me and stepped back. His expression had darkened and I couldn’t read it at all. “One of these days you’ll realize that you more than care for me.”

      I shook my head. “No.” I couldn’t allow myself to love him. Not after everything I’d done in my sordid past.

      Nick deserved better than me.

      He’d pushed his hand through his hair in the familiar way that I’d come to know so well. “I’m leaving.”

      I just stared at him. “Okay.”

      “Leaving Boston.” His face was grim, his words tight. “I’m moving back to Arizona with my sister.”

      A hot flush had stolen over my skin and my head grew light. I couldn’t think of anything to say. First, he said he loved me and then he was telling me he was leaving. I felt as if all of me was falling apart now.

      I straightened my spine. “Is this goodbye?”

      He had studied me for a long moment. “If you want it to be.”

      I pushed past him, my eyes hot and dry. I waited for him by my front door. When he reached me he wore a grim expression.

      My voice had trembled a little and I’d hoped he couldn’t tell as I said, “Goodbye, Nick.”

      He walked past me, grabbed the doorknob and jerked the door open. He didn’t look over his shoulder as he closed the door hard behind him.

      Tears wanted to come but of course I didn’t cry. I couldn’t cry. I was broken.

      An odd lump seemed to block my throat as my mind returned from the memory of Nick leaving, to the present where I was sitting in a nightclub waiting for my target. I didn’t have time for pain or regrets.

      Stop it, Lexi!

      Once I managed to swallow down the lump, I drained my glass and set it aside on the bar before casually letting my gaze drift over the patrons. I lightly fingered the diamond dragonfly pin on the left side of my strapless dress, above my breast.

      A young man, probably in his mid-twenties, got to his feet and started toward me.

      Mentally I sighed and moved my hand away from the pin. Here goes.

      The guy leaned up against the bar as I brought my gaze to his. By his mannerisms, confidence, and smirk, I pegged him as someone who’d just graduated from college and was on the fast track to a brilliant career. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      I gave him a cool smile. “I’m waiting for someone.” I looked away but still kept him in my peripheral vision.

      He turned to the bar and ordered himself a beer. After the bartender handed him a cold one, he said to me, “If you change your mind—”

      “I won’t.” I cut through his words, making it clear I wasn’t interested. “But thank you.” I gave him a quick smile.

      He raised his beer bottle in a salute and turned away.

      Three more men approached me, and I sent them packing faster than the first. I didn’t have time for them. I needed to locate the man I was told could lead me to Anders Hagstedt. Or rather, Karl Bachmann, his real name. He was wanted in several countries for sex slavery, and personally I wanted to kill him.

      I let my gaze drift toward the entrance, and it was as if my heart stopped beating and I couldn’t breathe when I saw the man who filled the doorway.

      Nick.

      It was as if my memories had brought him to me.

      A black T-shirt stretched across his well-defined chest and sculpted biceps, and his Levis hugged his trim hips. His dark hair was a little longer and I could imagine that I could see the brilliant blue of his eyes from where I sat.

      He seemed to radiate even more power than he had the last time I’d seen him, if that was even possible. His rough angles and edges gave him an unapproachable look. Dangerous. Lethal.

      Our gazes met and a purely sexual thrill went through me. Or was it something more?

      My body heated as he started toward me. In an almost nervous movement, I tucked a strand of my dark chin-length hair behind my ear. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t look away from him.

      If I was honest with myself, I didn’t want to look away. But I didn’t want to be honest with myself. I was fighting it with everything I had.

      The closer he came to me, the faster my heart beat and the greater the heat grew inside me. Fire licked at my skin and my belly twisted. The immediate reaction I always had when I was around him hit me with a force that nearly took my breath away.

      And then he reached me, and I could see the blue, blue of his eyes even in the dim light. He studied me, his mouth in a firm line and he looked almost grim. I had to look up from where I was sitting. Even if I was standing, I’d have to look up. He towered at over six feet where I was a whole five-foot-four.

      I swallowed again, a bigger lump in my throat. It had been six months. Six long months.

      “Nick.” I hesitated. “What are you doing here?”

      He fixed his gaze on me and I met his head on. I wasn’t about to look away.

      “Your cover is blown, Steele.” His voice was rough, almost harsh. “We need to get you out of here.”

      “What?” My heart started to beat a little faster.

      “Let’s go.” He grasped my upper arm and none-too-gently brought me to my feet.

      I tried to jerk my arm from his hold, but he gripped me too tightly. “Knock it off, Donovan. I can walk by myself.”

      He still didn’t let go. He leaned close and an ache pierced my chest as I caught his familiar masculine scent, a scent I had missed. I wanted to bury my face against his shirt and breathe deeply of it.

      Damn it. I was distracted. I knew better than that, but his unexpected presence had thrown me completely off guard.

      Gripping my small purse, I let him guide me toward the club entrance.

      A huge man stepped in front of the door and stared at me. He had dark shoulder-length hair and a mustache and goatee. The corner of his mouth turned up in a half-smile, half-snarl.

      My scalp prickled. Not good. So not good.

      “This way.” Nick turned us around and we were headed for the bathrooms and back entrance when he made a quick right, around a corner, and straight into the kitchen.

      My heels clicked on the tile as we hurried past servers, two cooks, big stoves, and shiny metal counters.

      “Hey,” someone shouted. “Get out of here. You don’t belong in the kitchen.”

      Ignoring the voice, Nick and I both glanced over our shoulders at the same time. We looked toward the doorway and saw that the big man had followed us.

      And he had a gun pointed directly at me.
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      Bullets are a girl’s best friend

      

      I dropped at the same time Nick pushed me down just as I heard the retort of the gun. I heard the crash of glass and the screams of servers and cooks who’d been in the kitchen.

      On my hands and knees I scrambled around a counter and two more bullets zinged by. Broken glass cut into my palms and knees as I moved. I shoved my hand into my purse and pulled out a small Glock and chambered a round. I took one second to press down on the center of the dragonfly pin to send a signal to HQ that I was in deep shit.

      Nick was beside me and he already had his Glock in a two-fisted grip and was peering over the counter. He ducked as another shot ricocheted through the kitchen.

      “It’s always an adventure around you, Steele,” Nick said. “Can’t stay out of trouble.”

      “Screw you,” I muttered.

      I looped the long strap of my purse around my neck and arm, cross body so that I wouldn’t drop it and lose valuable items. I had my back to the counter, and I listened. The screams had moved to the nightclub, but the kitchen was quiet.

      Glass crunched beneath a boot and then silence. My pulse seemed to pound in my ears, adrenaline jacking me to the point where I could barely sit still. Cautiously I peered around the corner, my Glock ready.

      The man was ready, too.

      He aimed his gun at me, and I felt the bullet whiz by as I jerked out of the way. I looked at the back door that had a stack of boxes on the left side of the doorway. Twenty feet.

      I met Nick’s eyes. “I’ll cover you,” he said.

      It was so easy to slip back into working as a team. I nodded once and he held up his hand. At the same time, he gave me the signal to go, he rose and fired at the gunman.

      In a crouch, I bolted toward the stack of boxes beside the door and hid behind them. A bullet hit the door, and buried itself in the wood. I peered and saw the gunman duck.

      Where I was hiding, Nick could see me, but I didn’t think the gunman was able to. Nick was crouched down behind the counter and I gave him a nod. He bolted toward the door and the gunman rose again.

      I took aim and fired. My bullet pierced his forehead and he dropped.

      Nick rushed to me and we headed out the door as another man barreled into the kitchen and started shooting.

      We made it out through the back door and into the night. Nick and I pressed our backs against the nightclub’s brick wall. Nick was closest to the door and he raised his gun as he peered around the door.

      He fired two shots and whipped back around. “He’s down.”

      And then we bolted for the parking lot. My car had been valet parked so I followed Nick without question to his black Explorer. He unlocked it and I climbed into the passenger seat while he made it to the driver’s side.

      In the distance I heard sirens, likely the Recovery Enforcement Division. Once I’d sent a signal to RED, with their ultra-high-tech equipment, they would have rerouted all calls for the police and jammed all other signals coming out of the club. This was now RED’s mess to deal with.

      A bullet struck the windshield, piercing and spider webbing the safety glass. I saw the gunman directly in front of us. I buzzed down the window at the same time Nick started the vehicle and tore out of the parking lot. I leaned out the window and shot the gunman in the chest.

      I didn’t even see him go down as Nick peeled out of the lot and onto the street. We couldn’t take a chance on anyone getting another look at me in connection with the shootings, so we didn’t return to the scene as RED arrived. I’d have to have someone pick up the little red Mercedes I’d driven. We’d be debriefed tomorrow.

      With a groan of frustration, I buzzed up the window then shoved my Glock into my purse. “How the hell did my cover get blown?”

      “The snitch who fed you the information was caught by Hagstedt’s—Bachmann’s—men,” Nick said. “They tortured it out of him. I doubt it took long.”

      “Damn.” I ground my teeth and sank back against the leather seat. “All of that work for not a damned thing.”

      Nick said nothing and then our reality started creeping back in as the adrenaline rush slowly subsided. I looked at him. I couldn’t stop myself from tracing with my gaze the strong lines of his jaw, and every other feature I knew so well. I wanted to feel his stubble beneath the pads of my fingers, slip my hands into his soft hair then move my palms down until I felt the steel of his arms and chest. I wanted to rest my head on his chest and listen to his heartbeat.

      It was crazy to be having these kinds of thoughts about him when we’d just been chased and shot at. But I’d never been able to help myself around him. Never.

      And the truth was, I’d missed him.

      He glanced from the street to me and I felt heat rush to every part of my body.

      “What are you doing back in Boston?” I asked. “You’ve been gone for six months.”

      “I have unfinished business here.” He looked from me to the road. “I have things to settle before I go back to Arizona.”

      My heart squeezed. Some stupid part of me had hoped he was back in Boston to stay. I’d driven him away so what reason would he have to care one way or another about me?

      I realized my short dress was almost up to my hips and I tugged it down. “How’s Kristen?”

      A part of Nick softened, something intangible that I could sense and feel.

      “Better.” He glanced at me. “Small town life in Bisbee has been healing. She’s not afraid to go out in public alone anymore and she’s gaining some of her confidence back.”

      “That’s good.” I felt a measure of relief for Kristen. “How has her self-defense training gone?”

      “She took to it like nothing I’ve ever seen before and she practices for hours every day.” The corner of his mouth almost turned up in a smile. “I think she could do some damage to any bastard who tried to hurt her.”

      “I pray that she’ll never need to use her new skills,” I said.

      Nick didn’t reply and I glanced out of the window and saw that we were almost to my apartment in Southie. I hadn’t been paying attention and didn’t realize we were so close.

      My palms started to burn, and I realized that I had gotten some glass in them when I was on my hands and knees in the nightclub’s kitchen.

      We reached the egg yolk-yellow trip—short for triple-decker—that housed my apartment. He parked and shut off the engine.

      I don’t know what possessed me, but I said, “Do you want to come up? I have some Guinness in the fridge.”

      He studied me for a long moment then gave a nod. A flutter in my belly told me that this wasn’t a good idea. But since when did I listen to my head with it came to Nick Donovan?

      I climbed out of the black Explorer after glancing at the spider webbed window and realized for the first time just how close I’d come to being shot. Nick had saved my ass more than once tonight.

      We walked side-by-side to the trip and I unlocked the door that opened into the hallway and shut the door behind me. We headed up the stairs to the second floor and I realized my hands were shaking a little as I stuck the key in the lock and turned it.

      A sliver of embarrassment went through me at what a mess my apartment was and then I forced it away. I wasn’t normally embarrassed by my home and lack of perfect housekeeping. Take me as I am.

      Nick, Mr. Neat Freak, had been to my place more times than I could count when we were together, and he’d never once said anything about the perpetual mess. He had always accepted me for me, one of the things I loved about him.

      Love. That’s what had driven us apart.

      Love was something I couldn’t feel again, and that wouldn’t be fair to him. He hadn’t seen it that way.

      I turned on the light and he shut the door behind us. A package of pecan sandies rested on an end table while an empty pizza box was front and center on the coffee table. Next to it was a Guinness bottle. Clothes were scattered over a chair including my purple panties and matching bra that were draped over it. Hell, I hadn’t expected company tonight.

      Tiny shivers skittered along my skin as he took my hands and I almost jerked them away, afraid of what might happen when he touched me. But he was looking at my hands. I glanced down and saw the blood and cuts on my palms. They burned and so did my knees.

      “Damn, Steele.” His eyes met mine. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      “It’s not as bad as it looks.” I tugged my hands away from his and turned to walk into my kitchen. Prickles ran up and down my spine as I felt his gaze on me. I went to the sink and started picking out the glass.

      “Let me.” He moved me aside, stood in front of me, and took my hands again.

      I wanted to argue but his touch did something to me. It melted me, making me want so much from him. At that moment I could hardly think straight from all of the desire and longing I had bottled up inside me over the past months.

      Shouldn’t have asked him to come up, Lexi. Dumb, dumb, dumb.

      He finished picking out the glass then rinsed my palms under the water. His touch was firm yet gentle. He released my hands then looked at my knees. I looked, too, almost bumping his head with mine.

      “Sit.” He took me by the arm and pushed me down into a chair at my small kitchen table, then crouched in front of me. Not as many cuts were on my knees as had been on my palms.

      Normally I wouldn’t let a man tell me what to do in any way. But something about Nick tonight had me obeying and doing whatever he wanted me to do. I wanted to reach out and touch his soft dark hair, run my fingers through the strands as he paid attention to my knees. He removed what little glass there was and wiped the cuts with a clean dishcloth.

      When he had finished and tossed all of the glass shards, he came back to me. I could only watch him, my heart in my throat. He took me by my wrist and brought me to my feet.

      “I missed you, Lexi.” His voice was rough. He didn’t call me Steele like he normally did. In the past he’d only used Lexi when we were intimate.

      “Nick—” I started to tell him to stop when he jerked me toward him and brought his mouth down hard on mine.

      The moment he kissed me all coherent thought took flight. I couldn’t get enough of him. Couldn’t get enough of the taste of him, the feel of his hands on me, his warm masculine scent. My mind felt like it was spinning, and I knew I’d lost complete control. Hell, I’d lost control the moment I saw him tonight.

      His hands felt familiar and warm as he moved them from my shoulders to my waist and the curve of my hips. He brought me tight to him and I felt his hard length pressed against my belly. His desire clearly matched my own.

      I slid my arms around his neck, kissing him with all the pent-up passion that had been building inside me for so long. I hadn’t even realized the power of it until that moment.

      My breathing grew heavier, my nipples tight against the soft material of my dress. I moved my hands from around his neck as he kissed me and spread my palms over his chest before easing them down to the button of his jeans.

      He caught my hands in his as he broke the kiss, keeping me from going any further.

      “We have to stop.” He searched my gaze as confusion swept through me. “Unless you’re willing to give me your heart, I can’t do this, Lexi.”

      I stared at him. “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Can’t and won’t are two different things.” His jaw tightened. He took me by my shoulders. “I thought that giving you some time and space might help you realize that we have more going on between us than just sex.”

      I looked away from him. “I’m damaged goods, Nick. I’m broken inside.”

      He caught my face in his hands. “You are not, and it’s time you got that through your thick head.”

      I wanted so much to believe him, but I didn’t. I couldn’t.

      I’d been an assassin. I’d killed people I didn’t know and didn’t have any idea if they’d been good or bad. It hadn’t been my choice, but I had done what I was ordered to do. Because I had to.

      “Why are you here?” I asked as he moved his hands away from my face. “You didn’t come back for me.”

      His eyes darkened. “Hagstedt or Bachmann, whatever the hell he’s called now.”

      I gave a slow nod. Bachmann was the reason why I couldn’t sleep at night. It used to be the horrors of my past. Now it was because of the horrors that Bachmann put innocent victims through every day of their lives. When I’d finally come face to face with him, I hadn’t been able to take him down.

      Nick took a step away from me, putting cool distance between us. “I’ll see you Monday at HQ.”

      “Are you working for RED again?” I asked as he turned away.

      “I never stopped.” He looked over his shoulder as he grasped the doorknob. “See you Monday.” He opened the door and paused, as if he was going to say something else. But then he walked out and shut the door firmly behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Karl Bachmann, aka Anders Hagstedt

      

      Karl Bachmann paced the length of the hotel suite as John, his government puppet, watched. Karl’s mind churned, his head ached. His limp from the bullet he’d taken to the thigh was exacerbated by his anger.

      He could almost feel the huge shards of glass shredding his features. He’d been forced to undergo plastic surgery to give him a new face—to repair the damage and to avoid ever being recognized. His formerly shattered hand ached when he clenched it into a fist.

      He’d been double-crossed. Betrayed. His life ruined.

      Someone in the U.S. Government had been responsible for his house of cards crumbling into dust. Someone had been responsible for the fortune he’d lost. For the loss of his identity, his wealth. Everything was gone now because he’d been betrayed.

      “I was one of the most powerful and influential men in Switzerland,” Karl said to John in a snarl. “I owned a well-known ski chalet and a popular chocolate factory and had millions in the bank.” He’d also run a popular sex slave business locally, beneath his ski chalet, and he’d owned personal sex slaves throughout the years. He’d used the young men and women then discarded them depending on whether or not he tired of them or they’d grown too old. “Your people ruined my life.”

      More important than all of his other businesses, was a business so profitable it outclassed everything else—he’d run a worldwide sex slave organization that had made him millions. His sex slave trade in the States had been one of his most profitable ventures.

      Now almost everything was gone.

      Everything but this one last venture. It had been a safety net so that he had influence in the U.S. Government just in case he needed it.

      And now he needed it.

      He clenched his hands into fists and ground his teeth.

      John looked scared but like he was trying to hide it. He very well should be frightened.

      People who should have protected him were going to die or their lives would be completely ruined. The woman…his scowl magnified as he thought about the brunette. She would die a slow and painful death.

      “I want to know why I was double-crossed and targeted.” Karl said in a harsh voice, his Swedish accent strong. “My business was to be protected. For that my services would be availed to those in the government who wanted them.”

      John said nothing, as if he was too frightened to speak.

      “I’ll make sure careers and lives are ended if you don’t take care of this immediately.” Karl shook with rage. “Bender. Ackerson. Mackie. Jones. Eckstrom. Their lives will be as ruined as mine is.”

      John’s throat worked as he swallowed. Karl had just named some of the biggest men in government.

      Karl picked up a photograph on his desk of the short brunette whore before he continued. “One in particular is the woman.” He looked over the photograph of the bitch who had helped to ruin him. Not that long ago she had infiltrated his New York sex slave organization and when she’d located him, it had brought down his house of cards. Now his true identity was known, and his former life was lost to him forever. His money, his power, his prestige—all of it gone.

      “Now that she’s been identified,” Karl said, “I want her because she was responsible for tracking me down, shattering my hand, and ultimately for the damage done to my face.” He flung the photograph back on the desk. “It was her fault that little Chinese slut got a hold of that vase. The Steele bitch will pay with her life. I want her now.”

      John visibly flinched from the anger in Karl’s voice. “I’ll do whatever I can.”

      “You will do better than that.” Karl pointed his finger at John. He didn’t give a shit that John held a high position in the U.S. Government other than how it would best benefit Karl’s last remaining enterprise and his future. “You will have her brought to me and I will kill her myself.”

      “Yes, sir.” John gave a single nod. “I’ll make sure it’s done.”

      “And I will take care of those responsible for not shielding me,” Karl said. “Did you think I would simply stand around and put up with the incompetence I’ve witnessed?”

      John shook his head. “No, of course not.”

      Karl resisted throwing one of the hotel’s crystal lamps at the wall across the room. Seeing the crystal shatter and score the wall would give him only a small measure of satisfaction.

      He stopped pacing and gave John a steely glare. “Remember this—if I go down, everyone goes down.” Karl paused for emphasis. “I can take you down so fast that you’ll end up in prison for life.”

      John’s features grew pale.

      “I have compromising pictures of every single man involved and extensive blackmail files. No one has been left out.” Karl paused for emphasis. “Including you.”

      Karl had the urge to laugh at the fear written across John’s face. It was perfect how corruptible the men were whom he’d brought into his fold.

      “I will not hesitate to kill to protect myself and this venture.” Karl stared at John with biting anger in his chest. “The lives of your men in your pitiful government mean nothing to me.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” John shifted his stance in a nervous movement as the words tumbled from his mouth. “Like I said, we’ll get the woman.”

      “If you don’t think I’m serious, you will.” Karl gave John a cold smile. “Watch the papers over the next few days. What you will find will be my warning shot.”
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      A little one-on-one is good for the soul

      

      “Oh, no you don’t.” I snatched the basketball from my older brother, Evan, and went for a three-point shot.

      My six-two brother blocked it, batting it away from the hoop and knocking it out of bounds. “Ha, small stuff.”

      With a laugh, Rori, my younger sister, said, “You know those are fighting words with Lexi.” She picked up the ball that had rolled in front of the bottom step of my parents’ front porch. She tossed it to me, and my palms stung from last night’s glass cuts as I caught it.

      “Better believe those are fighting words,” I said. I dribbled the ball, dodged my brother, and went for a lay-up. I might be height challenged but I’m quick and coordinated.

      The ball swished through the hoop and I raised my arms. “Yes!” I grinned at him. “One more game and you can crown me the champ.” We were one and one now.

      “It’ll never happen.” Evan had a devilish gleam in his eyes.

      Zane’s dark SUV pulled up to the curb on the right side of my parents’ corner house. I rested the ball on my hip as I waved to my brother and his wife, Willow, when they climbed out of the vehicle. Willow had almost been drafted into the WNBA when she graduated with her bachelor’s degree. She’d chosen to continue her education instead. I loved having her on my team when the bunch of us played basketball.

      Mama stepped onto the front porch and called out, “About time. Sunday supper is getting cold.”

      Zane reached the bottom of the porch, jogged up the steps, and gave our mother a kiss on the cheek. “Sorry, Mama.”

      “Just get your arses in the house, wash up, and sit down at the table.” She said it with mock-seriousness as she pointed to the front door.

      “Hi, Molly.” Willow reached Mama and gave her a quick kiss. Willow was a free spirit and a lot of fun. She was good for Zane who could be too serious at times.

      I carried the ball under my arm as Evan put his hand on my shoulder and we headed toward the house. “You’re just lucky our game is postponed,” I said. “I was ready to kick your ass.”

      Evan snorted. “You should be so lucky.”

      We walked up the front steps to the porch. “Luck has nothing to do with it.” I hit him in the gut with the ball and he released me to catch it. I grabbed the handle of the screen door. “Skill, baby, skill,” I added with a grin.

      Before he could say anything else, I stepped into the cool recesses of my parents’ home, the home where all seven of us had grown up—my five brothers, sister, and I.

      I hurried into the kitchen, and like the others I washed up as Mama had commanded. I helped by carrying out a big platter of thick potato fries while our youngest brother, Sean, brought out the large tray of battered fish. Willow grabbed the cauliflower while Zane picked up the bowl of buttered cabbage.

      Sunday supper was something we all tried hard not to miss. Mama and Daddy counted on us to be here. When Ryan was in the Marines, he hadn’t been able to attend often, and Zane and I had to take off frequently on assignment. Rori, as a flight attendant, had an unpredictable schedule, too. Today, everyone was here, and my mother beamed.

      The ten of us seated ourselves around the huge table that was just big enough for my parents, brothers, sister, me, and our sister-in-law, Willow. Add any more family members and we were going to need an additional table.

      “Great fish and chips, Mama.” I smiled at her.

      As I looked at the pink scarf tied around her head, I tried not to think about the trials she was going through. She’d never let the cancer beat her down and hadn’t changed when it came to her ability to handle her own with her six grown children and one still at home. Sean, a late in life surprise, was still a teenager, but had turned into a different kind of challenge.

      Evan, who was now a detective with the Boston Police Department, pretended to pass the plate of beer-battered fish right past Sean to Troy, who was a firefighter. In the past Sean would have complained good-naturedly, but instead he scowled. He had changed from a hyper fun-loving twelve-year-old to a brooding thirteen. Yes, he had definitely crossed to the Dark Side as Daddy liked to call puberty.

      With a shake of his head, Evan placed the platter in front of Sean. “Hurry up, kid.”

      Sean loaded his plate then passed it to Troy who took his share. Mama always made a truckload of food for her bunch. It was a wonder they’d been able to feed all of us as poor as we’d been growing up. Somehow there was always good Irish food on the table. We’d lived on potatoes, cabbage, and whatever meat happened to be on sale. As far as we were concerned when we were kids, we ate like kings.

      Rori was the only one of us who picked at her food. A flight attendant, she was always on a diet even though she was slender. Rori and I had similar features and we both had dark hair. We were exact opposites in personality, though, and she was four inches taller than my five-four. Somehow in our family of giants, our older brothers all over six feet, I’d ended up with the short straw. Even Sean, our baby brother, was getting close to our older brothers’ heights.

      Zane was also a RED operative like me, and he’d recently recruited Ryan, a former Marine, into the organization. No one else in our family knew about RED. They thought Zane was still with the Secret Service, that Ryan had become a bodyguard, and that I was an interpreter—I speak multiple languages and dialects. The secrecy was necessary to protect the rest of our family.

      Our family could be a pretty raucous bunch and today was no exception. Mama looked on in pride where Daddy acted as if he was grudgingly putting up with all of us, but I know that secretly he loved it as much as Mama did.

      I think Mama loved the normalcy that we worked hard to keep up. Her breast cancer had been a shock to us all, but she was a strong woman and wasn’t about to go down without a fight. If she could raise seven rowdy kids, she could put up a hell of a fight when it came to cancer.

      As our family laughed, talked, and ate, I did my best not to think of Nick. It was nearly impossible to keep my thoughts from wandering to him. He was back, if only for a short time.

      He’s back.

      I stared at my plate and couldn’t help but think about the way he’d looked when he walked through the door of the nightclub. Fierce, brooding, dark, and dangerous. And then the way he’d studied me last night after he kissed me. Sensual, gentle, loving.

      “Unless you’re willing to give me your heart, I can’t do this, Lexi.”

      The memory of his words sent a sharp pang though my chest. Why couldn’t it be like before? Why did he have to push me into something beyond what we’d had?

      And I was going to have to see him again tomorrow at work.

      “Lex.”

      I looked up from my plate and met Troy’s gaze. “Where were you just now? Mama asked you a question.”

      “Right here.” I turned to Mama and gave her a smile. “Sorry. What were you saying?”

      “Will you be here for supper next Sunday?” she asked.

      “I hope so.” I gripped my fork. “I never know when I’ll be sent out of town on a job.”

      “Mama’s making sorrel pie next Sunday,” Rori said. That was the one thing that Rori would break her diet for.

      “Yum.” I grinned. “I’ll plan on it like I always do and hope that something else doesn’t break my plans.”

      Mama nodded. She smiled but she looked tired. She was too thin from the chemo before the surgery. She’d had surgery not that long ago, but the doctors weren’t sure they’d gotten it all so now she was taking radiation treatments. She always put up a brave front, but I could see it in her eyes.

      Mama started to get up. “Time for dessert after we get these dishes cleared from the table.”

      “You sit down.” I put my hand on her arm. “You have seven kids, eight counting Willow. We’re more than capable.”

      We’d always had to argue with her to let us do all of the cleaning up, but she always insisted on being in the middle of it. This time she nodded. “Dessert is in the fridge.”

      The fact that she gave in so easily told me she wasn’t feeling well, and it made my belly twist. But I only smiled and squeezed her thin arm. Always a robust woman, my mother had never been thin or frail until now, and it was hard to see her that way.

      We cleared the table in seconds. Within ten minutes, the bunch of us had the dishes, pots, and pans cleaned and put away, the counters wiped down, the floor swept, and dessert on the table.

      Mama had made two huge pans of wicked good apple dumplings that were gone in no time.

      I leaned back and put my hand over the diamond piercing in my bellybutton and the tattoo that surrounded it as I gave a happy sigh. “Thank you, Mama. That was amazing.”

      She beamed at all of us. “God gave us the lot of you. That is the greatest blessing Keegan and I could have.”

      “And we’re fortunate to have parents like you.” Rori smiled at Daddy them Mama.

      “As much as we all pulled growing up, it’s incredible that they let us live,” Ryan said with a grin.

      Everyone laughed. After we cleaned up the dessert dishes, we headed out for our usual after-dinner family basketball game.

      As we walked out, I slugged Rori’s arm and she winced and rubbed the spot. “Watch it,” she said.

      “Just wanted to see if you’d tip over,” I said with a grin. “You’re too thin.”

      Even though we didn’t have a lot in common, I loved my sister, and it was fun teasing her.

      “Now you sound like Mama.” Rori frowned but I knew she was taking my kidding in stride.

      I walked with her out onto the porch. Willow, Ryan, Zane, Evan, and Troy were waiting for me. Sean had disappeared like he normally did these days. Inwardly I frowned. He’d always wanted to be in the middle of things from the time he was just a little kid. Hopefully he’d grow out of this moody stage soon. Rori never played basketball with us. Might break a nail.

      “Come on, Lex.” Zane dribbled the ball. “You’re holding up the game.”

      I jogged down the stairs and Zane snapped the ball to me.

      It was good to be home. It was good to have family who would always be there for each other.

      And now I was going to kick some ass.
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      Charles

      

      Charles licked his lips as he stared at John. He shoved his hands in his pockets to keep John from noticing that they were shaking. Charles looked at the U.S. flag behind John and the photos of the man with various dignitaries.

      To the left a flat screen television showed a major news station, but the sound was turned down.

      “I want her,” John was saying. “I want you to serve her up to me. If you don’t get her, I’ll have your life and—”

      He tossed eight-by-ten black and white photos on the table.

      Charles felt blood drain from his face as he looked down at the pictures. “Where did you get these?” He barely managed to get the words out.

      “The Man had them sent over as a little insurance that you’ll do your job.” John gave a tight smile. “To keep guys like you in line who might double-cross him or me.”

      Charles’s throat worked as he stared at the photos. Each one of them showed him with a different prostitute. In the first photo, he was wearing women’s lingerie and in the others he was bound and gagged while any number of things were done to him. In one he was being flogged, in another he was hogtied, and in another he was taking it up the ass by a prostitute with a strap-on dildo while he was sucking the nipple of a second prostitute.

      “Do you want these released?” John asked with a cool expression.

      “Please, no.” Charles shook his head. “My wife, my kids—”

      “Not only will your wife know, but so will everyone else.” John shoved the photographs closer to Charles. “I will release them if you don’t get me that woman.”

      Charles swallowed hard. “How do I get her?”

      “Doesn’t matter how you do it.” John sat in his luxurious leather chair, leaned back, and steepled his fingers. “I let you know what I want, and you figure out how to get there.”

      Charles’s gaze fell on the photograph of John shaking hands with the President of the United States. Charles wondered how he’d ended up in this office at the beck and call of such a powerful man, a man who knew the President on a first name basis.

      It was women of course. John had learned of Charles’s weakness and had brought him in, supplying him with women who fulfilled his fantasies. He loved to be tied up and at the mercy of a strong female. His wife would never have believed he had these secret desires much less a fetish for wearing women’s lingerie.

      And here he was, facing exposure if he didn’t deliver.

      “Is there a problem?” John asked, his lips tight as he began gathering the photos and putting them into a large manila envelope.

      Charles shook his head.

      John slid the envelope across his desk to Charles. “Keep these as a little souvenir.”

      He reached out and grasped the envelope, his heart beating fast.

      “And just so you know,” John said, “those aren’t the only copies.”

      Bastard. Charles clenched the envelope, likely warping the photographs. They seemed to burn through the envelope to his hand.

      Out of his peripheral vision, he saw something on the TV that caught his attention. When he looked at the screen shock made his skin prickle.

      Along the bottom of the screen ran a ticker:

      Randolph Eckstrom, head of the NSA, dead at fifty-one.

      “Turn it up,” Charles said, his throat dry.

      John was already holding the remote and he increased the volume.

      “…found dead in a hotel room,” a female newscaster reported. “Sources say that Eckstrom was bound to a bed and gagged in what appears to be a case of bondage with a prostitute gone bad.”

      Charles shuddered and glanced at John who had blanched. “His warning shot,” John muttered so low that Charles wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly.

      “Eckstrom is survived by a wife and three grown children.”

      “The Man did this,” Charles said as he turned to John. “Some kind of message.”

      For a moment John didn’t answer, as if weighing what he should say. He gave a single nod. “He’ll make more examples of everyone involved if he feels that person betrayed him.” He narrowed his gaze. “You should be concerned, Charles.”

      Charles swallowed. “Whatever you need done, just tell me and I’ll do it.”

      John gave Charles a hard look. “Get her.”

      With a sharp nod, Charles backed away, turned, and walked out the door.
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      Over my dead body

      

      The room is hot. Stifling. I struggle against my bonds, but I can’t budge.

      Fear grips my insides so tight I feel as if I might bleed internally as I watch him bring the knife to my gut.

      He slices into my skin and I cry out then grit my teeth as he begins to carve his initials into my belly. Hopelessness and fury combine as he cuts into me. I’m going to kill him the first chance I get, and I imagine snapping his neck.

      When he’s finished, he sets the bloody knife aside and picks up a bottle of ink. Horror tears through me as he injects the tattoo ink into the initials, making it permanent.

      I want to kill him so badly I can taste it. One careless move and I’ll destroy him.

      But I’m helpless to stop him from branding me, and I want to throw up. This is worse than any beating I’ve ever taken. Worse than all the torture I’ve endured.

      And then he dissolves and reforms, taking the shape of an enormous snake. Its forked tongue darts out as it stares at me, its mouth wide, poison dripping from its fangs.

      It strikes and I scream.

      

      I woke up screaming, holding my hand to my belly as I sat up in bed. My hands shook as I pulled up the T-shirt and looked.

      The diamond piercing sparkled in the sunlight that poured in through my window. The Chinese symbol for dragon was tattooed across my belly, hiding Cabot’s initials. Nick had done that for me, had taken me to a tattoo parlor to hide the horrid initials that would only serve as a reminder of the sick man who had captured me.

      Before I had killed him.

      I pushed my hand through my hair and took a deep breath. He could never hurt me again.

      Too bad I couldn’t kill him twice.

      I shook off the nightmare and slid out of bed. My dreams had become random, going from one thing relating to our case to another. This nightmare about Cabot. Another one about the poor girls taken into sex slavery. And dreams about Bachmann who was responsible for it all.

      The sick, sick man I intended to take down.

      I stumbled into my bathroom and pushed my messy hair out of my face. I missed the days when Nick slept with me and held me when I had nightmares of the past, nightmares of when I’d been a sniper and an assassin. With him holding me, those dreams had become less frequent. Now other nightmares plagued me, and I wished Nick and I were still together.

      No. I’m strong. I don’t need Nick.

      I braced my hands on the small porcelain sink and stared at my reflection. I had my father’s green eyes and dark hair and had been told I look like a pixie. A tough, deadly pixie. Those who lived after calling me a pixie never did so again.

      It was beginning to drive me crazy, how my thoughts kept going back to Nick. Even if I did have strong feelings for him, he lived in Arizona now. I wasn’t leaving Boston, my home, and my family. So, what did he want from me?

      My heart felt like a tight fist squeezed it and I couldn’t get Nick out of my mind. All of the time we had spent with each other, what we’d been through together, had made us close. With him gone I’d felt like a part of myself was missing.

      But love?

      And now it was Monday morning, and I would have to face him again.

      With a deep breath, I forced the thoughts away. I was tough, disciplined, and I could handle this.

      I splashed cold water on my face, which seemed to chase away remnants of my nightmare. I headed for the kitchen for some Captain Crunch and found that all I had was maple and brown sugar oatmeal. I mentally added cold cereal to my grocery list, which consisted of Guinness, Mountain Dew, pecan sandies, and a few other random things. The phone was my best friend, food only a dial tone away.

      Once I managed to drag my butt out of the house, I headed to HQ, driving from Southie to Boston in my black Jeep Cherokee. I usually listened to the news while I drove, but today I just didn’t feel like it.

      RED, the Recovery Enforcement Division, was a clandestine branch of the NSA. Only a few bureaucrats knew it existed, including Senator Jeanette Shelton and the President. Not even the VP knew of RED, much less the President’s cabinet members.

      The rest of the list of those aware of RED included a federal judge, a federal prosecutor, and the head of the NSA. No one else should know about it.

      During the drive my thoughts wanted to return to Nick and I had to keep telling them to shut the hell up.

      When I arrived at RED’s HQ, I guided my Jeep into the parking lot of the five-story building. It had an interpreter services sign outside, serving as the agency’s cover. I wore jeans, athletic shoes, and a white T-shirt with a white eyelet blouse over it that hid my shoulder holster and Glock.

      Once I reached the lobby, I nodded to the receptionist who gave a slight smile of acknowledgment. Past the doors behind the receptionist was administration where Special Agent in Charge Carter was probably playing solitaire, counting away the days until his retirement.

      Carter was ultimately responsible for every aspect of RED, but I doubted he had a clue as to what the hell happened on a day-by-day basis. Our SAC let the ASACs—Assistant Agents in Charge—for each department handle everything and then our SAC took credit for all we did.

      At the elevators I placed my hand on a fingerprint scanner and within moments one of the elevator doors opened.

      Would Nick be here already? Nerves bounced around in my belly. Damn it. Since when did seeing Nick make me nervous?

      The elevator passed the second floor—narcotics and weapons trafficking; the third was technology theft; the fourth, terrorist activity and organized crime. And then the elevator stopped on my floor, human trafficking and sex crimes.

      Outside the elevator was a black tiled catwalk above a chrome and glass control center. A blue glow reflected off the shiny surfaces from the countless screens and monitors in Command Central, CC, which was below the catwalk.

      Directly in front of the elevator was a set of metal stairs that led down to the CC, which was outfitted with the highest level of technology in the world. That included technology no one outside RED had a clue about. We employed the best developers as well as formerly infamous hackers—who had disappeared from the scene once employed by RED. And of course, we had many who weren’t well-known at all but who were among the best of the best.

      Within the CC were multiple team centers for every operation currently in progress. Along the wall to the right, the only breaks in the flow of smooth black granite were doors to several private conference rooms. I turned to my left and walked along the glass-walled offices for all Team Supervisors, including my office.

      At the end of the row was the office of our ASAC, Karen Oxford. She was tough, fair, and had no obvious sense of humor.

      I walked past offices for the Team Supervisors. Lee’s and Taylor’s were first followed by Nick’s, which had stayed empty since he left. The door was closed, and it looked like lights were on, but it was hard to tell with the floor-to-ceiling blinds drawn. I almost paused to knock on the door, but forced myself to continue on to my own office. Beyond my office were Karchner’s, Martinez’s, Armistead’s and Blomstein’s and then Oxford’s at the end.

      When I entered my office, I turned on the lights and closed the door behind me, then pressed the button on my desk that buzzed the blinds closed. I wanted privacy. Needed privacy. Soon enough I’d see Nick and I wasn’t sure I was ready.

      In one corner of my office a punching bag that I used to work off stress dangled from a sturdy metal holder. In the back closet, a few changes of clothing hung, including workout outfits. A couple of chairs stood in front of my desk and I had a few family photographs on my credenza. Other than my huge computer monitor, along with the keyboard, there wasn’t a whole lot in my office. I like to keep things simple.

      I sat at my desk and scooted up my chair. As I looked at my desk, images came to me of all the times Nick and I’d had sex on it. Wild, crazy, animal sex.

      Trying to force the pictures in my mind away, I logged onto my computer and pulled up Bachmann’s files and key information for Operation Big Bad Wolf. My palms still stung a little, but I’m a fast healer. My knees hadn’t been bothering me at all.

      A knock at my door had me raising my head. The knock sounded like Nick’s. I don’t know why I felt that way, but I was sure it was him.

      “Come in,” I called out and waited for the door to open.

      Nick stepped inside and my heart melted at the sight of him. His gorgeous blue eyes met mine and I took in the features that I knew so well. I’d missed him more than I’d realized, and I knew it wasn’t just the sex. It was more than that. A lot more.

      His jaw was dark with stubble and his hair had a slight wave to it. He wore a dark blue T-shirt and over that he had on a long-sleeved shirt to hide a holstered weapon. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. His Levis were snug in all the right places and he wore a pair of athletic shoes.

      He closed the door behind him and walked toward me. Words wouldn’t come to me, which wasn’t like me at all. I was always ready with some kind of smart remark, but for the life of me I couldn’t think of anything to say.

      He braced his hands on the back of one of the chairs in front of my desk and he held my gaze.

      “Have you heard the news about Eckstrom?” he asked, breaking the spell that had held me hostage.

      I frowned. “I didn’t listen to the news this morning.”

      Nick pushed his hand through his hair. “He was found dead in a hotel room downtown.”

      My eyes widened and I stood. I felt off balance. “What happened?”

      “He’d been playing tie-up games with a prostitute,” Nick said. “They still don’t have all of the details, but right now they don’t think it was murder although they’re not ruling anything out.”

      “Eckstrom was one of the only people to know about RED.” Not to mention our orders came through him. I thought about the chain of command and the few involved in RED’s existence. “The President is going to have to fill in Eckstrom’s replacement with the details.”

      “Which may or may not go well for RED,” Nick said.

      I nodded. “If the new head doesn’t think we should be kept secret from the public or other members of the government, this could mean trouble and we could all be out of a job. It could even create a national scandal.”

      Nick pulled out the chair he’d had his hands braced on and he sat. “For now, why don’t you fill me in on Bachmann.”

      “I was just pulling up the files.” I had trouble changing my train of thought as I moved my gaze from his. I focused on my monitor and turned it so that he could see, too. A clear photograph of Bachmann, aka Hagstedt, was on the left side of the screen with a series of stats on the right. “This is what he looked like before the girl broke a glass vase and carved up his features. No doubt he had to have plastic surgery, and if he did, we have no idea what he looks like now. She took off a piece of his ear and I don’t think that’s repairable.”

      That day was clearly etched in my mind. I had been undercover as a madam involved in a business heavily into the sex slave trade. I had escorted three beautiful young women who had been handpicked for Bachmann. The girls had been brought into the United States from China under false pretenses and sold as sex slaves.

      My cover had been blown and Bachmann had been about to shoot me when one of the girls nailed him across the face with the large glass object.

      I continued, “He was formerly a well-known wealthy playboy in Switzerland who owned a ski lodge and a chocolate factory. All the while he was the mastermind of a multi-million-dollar sex slave trade operating around the world. Now he’s wanted in multiple countries thanks to RED.” No one knew that RED was key to the whole operation, and that was fine with us.

      Nick glanced from the screen to me. “I’m up to date on that much.”

      I switched to another screen. “His home in Switzerland was seized and searched and he apparently had personal sex slaves in his home who were rescued. He also had a sex slave operation below his ski lodge, and it’s suspected that key public figures indulged in his so-called business venture.”

      With a frown, Nick said, “What else do you have?”

      “We believe we’ve tracked him to Washington, D.C.” I brought up some other files on the monitor. “We can’t be sure, not yet, but that’s what our sources are reporting to us.”

      Nick studied the monitor. “What takes him there?”

      “We believe he has a high-level prostitution ring in the area and is working out of at least one of the major hotels. We’ve narrowed it down to four hotels in D.C.” I tapped my fingers on my desktop. “We’re not sure if these women are slaves too, but we’re pretty sure he’s involved. It’s possible that it’s the only thing he has been able to hang on to now that we’ve started to tear down his organization.” I went on, “Fortunately he shouldn’t know the first thing about our agency.”

      Nick gave a thoughtful nod.

      I brought up an image of another man with a list of stats beside him. “This is Hans Johansen.” The blond man was large, powerfully built, and would probably have been considered handsome if not for his deadly looking scowl. “He’s supposed to be one of Bachmann’s personal enforcers.” I looked at Nick. “We learned that much before our informant was apparently disposed of by Bachman’s people, if what you said last night is accurate.”

      “It’s accurate.” Nick’s eyes were intense as he studied the monitor. I knew that Nick was memorizing every detail of the man’s image as well as his stats.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me if Johansen was the one who took care of our informant.” I brought up the image of another man with a series of stats next to his picture. “And here we have Eric Dawson.” I studied the man with dark hair, pockmarked face, mustache, and goatee. “He is reported to be one of Bachmann’s key people.”

      “Do you have additional stats on him other than what you have here?” Nick asked.

      I shook my head. “We were only able to get a limited amount of info from our source. He was supposed to be feeding more to us. We believe our informant was fairly high up on the food chain.”

      “Too bad he’s out of the game now,” Nick said with a scowl.

      “Yeah, it is.” Frustrated, I pushed hair out of my face. “Last night I was supposed to get cozy with one of his key men who happens to be here in the Boston area, but that sure went to hell.”

      Nick met my gaze. “It was a dangerous move.”

      “No more dangerous than any other op I’ve been on.” I frowned at him. “You’re not going to start in on me again, are you? You know I can take care of myself.”

      “Yes, you can, better than most agents I know.” He studied me. “But sometimes you’re reckless.”

      “I’ve been doing pretty damned fine without you here.” I gritted my teeth before I continued. “And I did fine before you ever started working at RED. How do you think I became a senior agent? By luck? By kissing ass?”

      He placed his forearms on his thighs and leaned forward. “You’re a damned good agent, Steele. But that doesn’t mean you’re invincible.”

      “I’m not in the mood to argue with you, Donovan.” I clenched my hands on top of my desk and glared at him. “And I just might deck you if you’re not careful.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked, and I knew I’d almost scored a smile from him. It wasn’t easy to get a smile out of him. Every one I had managed to get in the past had been hard won.

      “So, what exactly are your plans while you’re here?” I leaned back in my chair. “How long are you staying?”

      “As long as it takes to get the job done.” Nick’s expression turned fierce. “Enough time to see that bastard go down and put him in the ground.”

      “We’re supposed to take him alive.” I rocked back in my chair. “But you don’t plan on doing that,” I stated.

      Nick said his next words in a near growl. “If it wasn’t for Bachmann, my sister never would have been sold as a sex slave. I owe the bastard.”

      I gave a slow nod. “I believe you do.”

      “What’s the next step you’ve planned?” Nick asked. “Heading to D.C.?”

      “Yes.” I pushed my hair behind my ear. “We’re getting geared up to move our operation there.”

      My intercom buzzed and I answered it.

      “You are to come to ASAC Oxford’s office at once,” came the voice of Darlene, Oxford’s assistant.

      Darlene always made it clear that she disliked me. Just because I’d made a comment about her Beatles haircut one time didn’t mean anything. I’d only said she reminded me of Ringo back in the early days. Some might consider that a compliment.

      “Be right there,” I said.

      “Is Agent Donovan with you?” Darlene asked, her tone lightening a bit. “She wants to see him as well.”

      “We’re on our way.” I glanced at Nick and he got to his feet.

      We’d been summoned.

      “I wonder what she wants,” I said as I stood. “Maybe it has something to do with Eckstrom.”

      “Could be,” Nick said.

      After we made it out of my office, a man brushed past us. He didn’t acknowledge us but I recognized him. It was Carter, our SAC. I frowned. What was he doing here? In all the time I’d worked for RED I never remembered him actually coming onto our floor. He had to be here due to what had happened to the head of the NSA. It was the only thing that made sense at that moment.

      Nick and I continued on and walked side-by-side to Oxford’s. I was intensely aware of him as we walked. His raw power seemed to cloak me with comfort. I didn’t know why, but something about his presence gave me strength.

      Which was absolutely nuts. I didn’t need Nick Donovan for comfort or strength.

      Darlene showed us into Oxford’s office. She smiled and simpered for Nick then glared at me behind Nick’s back. I gave her a sugary sweet smile.

      Oxford had her back to us and stared out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the CC below. Nick and I stood and waited for her to acknowledge us. She turned and nodded to the two chairs and we sat.

      I owed Oxford my life after she saved me from the trap I’d been in, being forced to be an assassin for FAS—the acronym for my pet name for the Fucking Asshole Sonsofbitches who had ruled my life. FAS had “recruited me” after I was discharged from the Army where I’d been one of the first women in Special Forces and one of their top snipers. An operation had gone down bad, and I’d been blamed.

      And then FAS came along and threatened my family if I didn’t work as an assassin for them. They’d broken me.

      If it wasn’t for Oxford and RED, I don’t know what would have happened to me.

      She wasn’t exactly a beautiful woman, but she was attractive. She had dark eyes that felt like they could pierce right through you if she wasn’t happy about something. Fine lines fanned from the corners of her eyes, but she looked as if she was only in her low forties when she was actually in her early fifties. She was fit and athletic and no matter how tough I was, she would definitely have been a challenge to spar with.

      Oxford looked from me to Nick then returned her gaze to me. “We’re shutting down Operation Big Bad Wolf.”

      My skin pricked with fire as I stared at her, not believing what she’d just said. “Are you telling us you’re killing the Bachmann case?” I said slowly.

      Oxford looked calm. “That’s precisely what I am saying.”

      “You can’t do that.” I lost all pretense of control and I stood. “That sonofabitch is an evil man who needs to be stopped. He’s murdered, sold women into slavery, and who knows what else.”

      “Sit down, Agent Steele.” Oxford’s tone was sharp.

      I sat but barely. I gripped the chair arms to keep from flying to my feet again. Karen Oxford deserved my respect even though right now I could barely control myself from reacting even more to her bombshell.

      From my peripheral vision I saw Nick’s fury in his eyes, but he didn’t lose control the same way I had.

      I counted to five in my head. “What’s going on? I don’t understand. Does it have anything to do with Eckstrom’s death?”

      “As far as I know it is not related to his death.” Oxford looked to Nick whose hands were balled into fists. “I don’t like it any better than the two of you,” she said as she turned back to me. “But the order came from above and I have no choice but to follow the instructions given to me. It’s my job.”

      For the first time ever, I thought I saw a flash of anger in Oxford’s face, but then it was gone. She was the most composed person I had ever met, and I’d never seen her crack over anything. The fact that this affected her too, caused me to falter.

      “Can you explain why?” Nick said, his voice tight.

      “No.” Oxford’s expression was cool now. She folded her hands on her desktop. “You are to go to your team and stop all activity relating to the operation.” She eyed each one of us. “Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” I said through thinned lips. Nick said nothing.

      “You may go.” She gave a nod, dismissing us. “Shut the door behind you.”

      Nick and I got to our feet. With one last look at Oxford, I turned away. I wanted to slam the door, but I would never disrespect Oxford in that way, so I closed it carefully.

      What we’d just been told wasn’t entirely sinking in.

      Nick and I made it into my office, and he did slam the door behind us. “What the fuck?”

      My sentiments exactly.

      “This doesn’t make a damned bit of sense.” I realized I was shaking from anger.

      Nick walked to my punching bag and started hitting it over and over. I walked to him and held the bag and felt the power he put into each punch. That was exactly what I wanted to be doing. Pummeling the crap out of something. Anything.

      Mostly Bachmann.

      “Do you think another agency is after him and they don’t want us to interfere with their investigation?” I asked Nick as he hit the bag.

      He growled as he hit the bag again. “I believe there’s more to the story than Oxford is telling us. Maybe more than she knows.”

      I nodded. “I think you’re right.”
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      Taken

      

      Anger still caused me to shake and I didn’t want to stay at RED, so I headed home early after notifying my team. The news had not gone over well with anyone. I wasn’t the only one who despised Bachmann and everything he stood for.

      Had the order to back off from the operation come from Eckstrom before his death? If not, from whom? Carter?

      I had to work off some steam—if that was possible considering the circumstances.

      When I reached the yellow trip, I saw that my sister’s car was parked along the street. My sister rarely stopped by, so I wondered what was up.

      After I parked my Jeep, I jogged up the stairs to the second floor and found Rori sitting beside my door. Her face was tearstained, and fear shot through my chest like an arrow.

      “What’s wrong?” Panic made me pull her up too fast when I held out my hand to help her to her feet. She teetered but I took her by her shoulders and balanced her. “Is it Mama? Is she all right?”

      “Mama’s fine.” Rori sniffled. “Everyone is fine.”

      Relief flooded me. “Then what’s wrong?”

      Rori shrugged. “Can we go inside?”

      “Oh. Right.” I dug the keys out of my pocket, careful not to move my shirt aside so that Rori wouldn’t see my Glock.

      I unlocked the door and held it open and she walked to the couch and plopped down on it while I closed the door behind us. She looked as pretty and feminine as always in slim navy shorts and a fuchsia pink blouse with gold sandals and pink toenail polish.

      Rori had a gymnast’s build and used to compete when she was young and petite, before she’d had a growth spurt. She wore makeup and had long acrylic nails with a French manicure, both of which I avoided wearing unless I needed to when undercover. Her mascara was a little smudged which wasn’t like her at all.

      “Tell me what happened.” I went to the couch and sat on the edge of the seat feeling like I needed to run. My younger sister rarely—if ever—confided in me. I wasn’t the easiest person to talk with considering I shut off my own feelings deep inside.

      “I’m sorry, Lex.” Rori sniffled and looked down at her hands. “I didn’t know who to talk to about this. I’m embarrassed and hurt, and I don’t know what to do.”

      I scooted closer to her and put my hand on her shoulder. “There’s nothing to be sorry about. Just tell me what’s wrong.”

      She dragged her gaze up and her green eyes met mine. “My boyfriend forced me to do things last night that I didn’t want to do.”

      My scalp prickled. My first reaction was to find him and kill him. I tried to keep calm. “He raped you?”

      “I don’t know if you can call it rape.” Her eyes glistened with tears. “We’ve had sex before and it was, well, normal.”

      I frowned. I’d faced too many cases where women were molested and to think that my sister had been assaulted this way made me want to tear someone apart.

      “Tell me what he made you do.” I put my hand on hers where she was picking at a loose thread on her skirt.

      “We were in my bedroom and I was naked. He gave me a drink and I got a little lightheaded and dizzy.” Rori’s eyes filled with tears. “Then he brought in another woman. I guess she’d been waiting outside.”

      My skin began to burn. “He drugged you then forced you to have sex with another woman?”

      Rori nodded.

      I took a deep breath and let it out on a slow exhale. She flinched and I realized I was squeezing her hand too tightly. I relaxed my grip. “What’s his name? Where does he live?”

      “Richard Travis,” she said. “But he’s gone. He’s a pilot and was headed for Honolulu this morning.”

      “We need to go to the police.” I let go of her hand and stood. “That was rape.”

      “I don’t want Evan to know.” She stood, too. “Since he’s with BPD he’d find out. I don’t want him or any of our brothers going off half-cocked and trying to take care of this themselves.”

      What she didn’t realize was that I was just as likely to take care of this myself as they were.

      “Besides,” she continued. “I’m embarrassed.”

      I took her by the shoulders. “You have no reason to be embarrassed. A man took advantage of you and forced you to do things against your will. What you need to be is pissed.”

      Although I was doing a pretty good job of being pissed enough for both of us.

      “I—I.” She swallowed. “I want to think about it first, okay?”

      I hugged her and felt her hot tears on my neck.

      Every tear she cried was like a hammer to my heart. Rori and I might not have been close, but she was my little sister and I loved her. I would do anything to protect her. If I had to fly out to Honolulu to find Richard Travis, I would. I was going to hurt that sonofabitch.

      I drew back and looked into her eyes. “When will he return?”

      “He should be back Friday.” She sniffled again.

      Time enough for me to plan his demise.

      “I don’t want to go home, Lexi,” she said. “That’s where he brought that woman. I don’t think I can sleep in my bed again.”

      “You’re welcome to stay here as long as you want.” I brushed her hair behind her ear. “You can sleep in my bed.”

      “The couch is fine.” She managed a smile. “Later I’ll go bed shopping. I needed a new frame and mattress anyway.”

      I gave her a smile at her attempt to make things light. I didn’t want to smile, but I knew it would make her feel better. No, instead of smiling I wanted to take my Glock and blow off the guy’s genitals.

      So much anger and frustration had built up inside me that I needed to find a way to vent it. First having to shut down the Bachmann op and now my sister being put through a horror of her own.

      “I’m going for a run,” I said after I’d given her some Mountain Dew and pecan sandies, the perfect comfort food. “Need anything before I go?”

      She shook her head. “I appreciate you letting me hang out here for a little while.”

      “That’s what sisters are for.”

      I put on shorts, a T-shirt, and my jogging shoes, along with a pack around my waist that I used to carry my keys along with my work and personal cell phones. I’d put my Glock in a safe place that only I knew about.

      When I was dressed, I tied up the bag of garbage from the kitchen trashcan and carried it to the front door.

      “I’ll see you when I get back,” I said.

      She gave me a small smile as she lay down on the couch and put her head on a pillow. “Have fun.”

      I gave her a little wave before I carried the trash downstairs and went out the back to get rid of it before my jog.

      Clouds hung low in the sky and it looked like we were in for some rain. The air smelled clean and the summer breeze cooled my skin.

      My mind whirred as I jogged. I thought about the horrendous things that Bachmann had done. How he had arranged for young women to be taken from Russia under the pretense of winning modeling contracts then forced into sex slavery once they arrived. The young women from China who’d also been shipped to New York City, told they would have legitimate jobs, only to find themselves sex slaves.

      And how he had organized a ring for young American women as well. More anger burned through me as I thought about how Bachmann was responsible for the local ring where Nick’s sister had been abducted from a nightclub and sold to the highest bidder.

      My anger ramped up instead of dissipating and I clenched my jaw. How could they take us off the case? Perhaps they had brought in another organization like the FBI or NSA. But that didn’t make sense. The case was RED’s. We’d been putting a huge part of our manpower into locating and taking down Bachmann and his organization. Why would they pull the plug?

      I tried to calm myself, but it wasn’t working. Thinking about what had happened to my sister added to the frustration and anger locked inside me just bursting to get out.

      Maybe I should go to the gym and spar with some of the guys who were into taekwondo and mixed martial arts like I was. It would feel much more satisfying taking someone down than just running.

      By the time I was close to home again, I had jogged a good seven miles. I was quite a ways down the street when I saw a white van parked in front of the trip. I watched a couple of men hurry out the front door and rush toward the van. One of them had something slung over his shoulder. I squinted, trying to make out what it was.

      Then I realized it wasn’t a something, it was someone with dark hair, wearing fuchsia pink and dark blue.

      Rori.

      Shock pierced me and my skin felt like it was on fire as I sprinted toward the men and the van. I couldn’t see the men well enough to give a decent description. They wore blue jumpsuits and one had longish dark hair while the other appeared to have blond hair in a buzz cut.

      “Police!” I shouted to get their attention, but the men only seemed to move faster. I didn’t think I was close enough for them to hear me well. They didn’t even turn to look at me. “Stop!”

      Panic made my heart beat faster and I put on a burst of speed as they shoved her limp body into the van before they both climbed in. I was still a hundred yards away when the van’s tires squealed as it pulled away from the curb.

      As I got closer, I tried to get the license plate number, but it was mud-spattered and I couldn’t make out even a partial. It took two seconds to mentally note the approximate year as well as the make and model of the van and to look for anything else that might identify it. The rear bumper was scraped on the right-hand side but that was the only damage that I could see.

      “Rori!” I shouted even though the van was already headed away from the trip.

      Stunned, I watched the vehicle leave, a sick feeling clenching my gut.

      I didn’t stop moving. I didn’t have my gun with me, but I had my keys and cell phones in the pack I wore at my waist.

      I wanted to climb into my Jeep and chase the van and the men down but they were long gone by the time I reached my vehicle. I had to slow my pace to unzip the pack and grab my work phone. I pressed the speed dial number for RED.

      RED’s dispatcher came on the line and I told her to dispatch the emergency team for an agent in trouble. As I spoke to her, I hurried up the stairs to my apartment to make sure I hadn’t been mistaken and to check that Rori really was gone.

      The door to my apartment was wide open and there were clear signs of a struggle. The bottle of Mountain Dew I’d left her with was on its side, the contents spilled and soaking the carpet. Pecan sandies scattered across the floor and had been ground into the carpet. A chair was overturned and the glass in my coffee table was shattered.

      I tried to keep calm as I called Zane and Ryan. Thank God they each answered their phones. I explained what had happened and heard all pretense of calmness leave my voice. They both were on their way at once.

      Then I called Nick.

      “My sister’s been abducted,” I said the moment he answered. I shook as my mind tried to make sense of it.

      “I’m on my way.” Nick’s tone was tight, angry. “Tell me what happened.”

      “They must have been after me.” I looked at the mess in my living room as I rushed my words. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. Unless her boyfriend followed her to my apartment, and I don’t think that’s the case since he’s a pilot who is supposed to be on his way to Hawaii.”

      “Start from the beginning,” Nick said.

      “Rori stopped by to talk about something bad that happened to her. She was raped by her boyfriend and another woman.”

      Nick growled as he said, “She was raped?”

      I gave him a brief summary as I paced my living room that was in shambles. Rori must have put up a good fight. “It seems too farfetched to be her boyfriend kidnapping her from my apartment. I think someone was after me.”

      Siren’s approached and I knew it must be RED.

      “I can’t believe this is happening.” The urge to cry nearly overwhelmed me, but of course tears would not come. They never came no matter how badly I wanted them to. “My sister is an innocent.”

      “Like mine was.” Nick bit out each word and I could hear the fury in his voice.

      The memory of the horrors that his sister had gone through hit me hard and I felt ice crawl down my spine. What if these men planned to do something similar with Rori?

      My door was still open, and my brothers arrived one behind the other, followed by a team from RED.

      “I’ll see you when you get here, Nick,” I said and disconnected the call.

      Zane and Ryan looked as stunned and as angry as I felt. They both had hard looks like they were ready to kill. I certainly was.

      I explained everything to my brothers and the senior agent who led the RED task force that had been dispatched. Other agents looked for clues and dusted for fingerprints.

      The descriptions I gave of the men to the senior agent were vague since I hadn’t been able to see them well. All I could provide was their hair color, approximate build, and what kind of jumpsuits they were wearing. I gave him the make, model, color, and approximate year of the vehicle, but couldn’t give him the license plate number since it had been obscured by mud.

      It felt like I broke a vow to Rori by telling my brothers and RED about the rape, but if by chance her boyfriend had been responsible they needed to know what had happened.

      I don’t think I’d ever seen my brothers so angry. Ever. Rori was our little sister and we were out for blood. Her boyfriend would likely never be able to have sex again once we got through with him.

      When Nick arrived, he put his hands on my shoulders. “Are you all right?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I won’t be okay until we get Rori back.”

      I thought about her as a little girl and how she’d liked to follow me around. But I was a tomboy where she was a girly-girl, so as we grew older, we grew apart and she played with dolls instead of tagging along after me. I was several years older than her and we never did have a lot in common.

      A lot of moments we had shared went through my mind. Like when I’d pushed her on the swing at the park, or when I’d had to play tea party with her and her dolls when she was little. I thought about the occasions I’d tried to teach her basketball and baseball and how she’d tell me she’d rather play with dolls.

      She hadn’t always been the most levelheaded of us, and she tended to cry when she was upset, or angry, or hurt, or even happy. I, on the other hand, couldn’t cry at all.

      “We’re wasting time.” I pushed my hand through my hair in frustration. “We have to do something.”

      “Did you get the name and number of the sonofabitch she’s been dating?” Ryan asked.

      “I got his name and I know he’s a pilot with the same airline where she works.” I was pissed at myself for not finding out more about him. “I figured there would be time later today to get more from her when she’d had a chance to calm down.” I gritted my teeth before saying, “This is my fault. If I weren’t a RED agent then this would never have happened. The chance that someone in my family could get hurt—”

      Zane grasped my upper arm. “It’s not your fault, Lex. Don’t start thinking that way.”

      Ryan looked from Zane to me. “Now that I’m with RED I know a good deal of what you’ve done, Lexi, which is a lot of good in the world.”

      He didn’t know of all the horrible things I had been forced to do before RED.

      I studied each of my brothers. “What are we going to tell Mama and Daddy?”

      A ringing came from the pouch at my waist, where I’d put my work phone after I’d made all of the calls. It was my personal phone that was ringing.

      My scalp prickled, like a warning. I drew out the phone and looked at the display and saw that the number was blocked.

      When I answered it, the prickles spread down from my scalp and over my body as a familiar man’s voice said, “This is Karl Bachmann. I believe we have something of yours.”
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      Hell and fury

      

      A cold chill went through me. “What have you done with Rori?”

      “Nothing,” Bachmann said calmly, letting the words drag out, “yet.”

      “You want me.” I gripped my phone so tight my hand ached. “Tell me where you want me to meet you and I’ll be there. Just let Rori go and don’t hurt her.”

      “Whether or not I hurt your sister depends on my mood.” He gave a harsh laugh. “And my mood hasn’t been very good since our meeting, Lexi Steele.”

      I looked at my brothers and Nick. Ryan had his hands clenched into fists and Zane’s jaw was set. Fury was in both their gazes. Nick looked just as angry as they did.

      “Tell me what to do.” I took a deep breath. “I’m all yours.”

      “Getting your sister is certainly a bonus,” Bachmann said. “She’s being brought to me at this very moment. They were supposed to get you. This will actually be more amusing—seeing you suffer won’t make up for what you and your agency have done to me.”

      My spine felt like cold steel as he spoke. “You can do whatever you want to me, just let my sister go.”

      Bachmann’s voice had an edge to it, his Swedish accent pronounced. “I will let you know where to meet me.”

      My jaw hurt and I realized I was clenching it. A sick feeling shot through my belly. If he hurt her, I’d never forgive myself.

      “I really must be going,” Bachmann said. “I will call you within the next one or two days.”

      My heart beat like it was going to explode out of my chest. “Why so long?”

      “Because I have plans.” There was an evil smile in his tone. “You shall see exactly what I have in mind.”

      I wanted so badly to reach through that phone and choke the life from him. When I finally got my hands on him, I’d make sure he wouldn’t be around any longer to hurt anyone else.

      The connection went dead.

      I slowly lowered the phone, my belly feeling like sludge lined it. “He’s going to call in a day or two to make the exchange. He said he has something planned for me that he needs to prepare for.”

      My brothers cursed and Nick had a dark look. This hit home for him, I was certain.

      “What if he does something to her?” My throat felt raw. “What if he hurts her?”

      Zane met my gaze. “We need to find him before he does.”

      I slipped the phone back into the pouch. “We need to go see Oxford.”

      “There’s clearly a leak,” Zane said. “And a big one if Bachmann was able to track you down to your home.”

      “It has to be someone who knows about RED.” I shoved my hand through my hair. “And that’s a really short list.”

      Nick gave a nod, his gaze dark as he studied me.

      “What about Mama and Daddy and our brothers?” I swallowed. “Do we tell them? Evan’s a detective with BPD and he might suspect something if we don’t.”

      Zane put his hand on my shoulder. “We need a couple of days to get her back and then we’ll tell them something so that they can help Rori through the repercussions.”

      “We don’t know how this is going to go down,” Ryan said. “And with Mama’s illness, it’s for the best to keep Rori’s abduction from them.”

      I nodded. “At least for now.”

      Still, I wondered if it was the right thing to do. This wasn’t a RED op and her kidnapping could be explained in other ways. But if we did tell them, it could make things more difficult for us to do our job in getting her back.

      After I took a five-minute shower and changed into jeans, a T-shirt, and athletic shoes, we rushed to RED’s HQ. I called ahead and told Darlene we needed to see Oxford and was told she’d be expecting us.

      Once we got to Boston HQ and made it into the building, the elevator couldn’t take us up fast enough.

      This time Darlene didn’t glare at me. I don’t know if it was because I had three gorgeous males with me or whether it was because she’d heard about Rori and felt badly for us.

      When we walked into Oxford’s office, she was standing behind her desk. Her expression was unreadable as always, but her dark eyes seemed darker yet.

      “I understand your sister has been abducted,” she said when the four of us were in her office. “That is unfortunate.”

      I wanted to yell “Unfortunate? That’s what you call it?” but instead I said, “It was Bachmann. He called me. He wants me but he plans to hold off for a couple of days before we make the trade.”

      “We can’t let him take Lexi and we have to get Rori back,” Zane said, his expression tight.

      I clenched then flexed my hands. “We need to re-open operation Big Bad Wolf and find him first.”

      Oxford said nothing as she looked to each one of us. Finally, she said, “I just got off the phone with SAC Carter. RED resources cannot be used to locate your sister and we cannot re-open the Bachmann operation.”

      For a moment there was stunned silence.

      “What the hell?” Zane said.

      “Bullshit,” Ryan said.

      Nick looked angry but said nothing.

      My skin burned hot as I looked at her with incredulity. “That can’t be right. RED would never let a family member be abducted and not do anything about it.”

      “Unfortunately, we can do nothing to help your sister.” Oxford remained calm. “This will have to be left to the BPD.”

      Ryan, Zane, and I all spoke at once, anger in our words. I was on fire.

      Oxford held up her hand to silence us and her expression grew dark. “If you need to take a leave of absence, Lexi, I will grant you one.” She glanced at Zane and Ryan. “You will need to take it up with your respective ASACs. That is the best I can do.”

      I wanted to scream and hit something. I could barely think rationally, but a part of me knew her hands were tied and that the call had come from above. It wasn’t right for me to take it out on her. I could never forget how much I owed her.

      But how hard had she fought for my sister?

      “Not only was my sister taken,” I said, “but Bachmann knows who I am and where I live. There has to be a leak somewhere. RED should be very concerned about that.”

      “I’m sorry, Agent Steele.” Oxford met my furious stare. “You may go now.”

      “Thank you,” I said, trying to control myself. I wanted to protest, rant and rave, but I turned and walked out the door, followed by my brothers and Nick.

      We went to my office. Once Nick had closed the door behind us, it was like an explosion went off as we all started to talk at once.

      “What the hell is going on?” Zane’s expression was furious. “Since when does RED back off something like this?”

      Ryan clenched and unclenched his fists at his sides. “If I’d known this kind of shit went on with RED, I would never have signed on.”

      “This is the first time something like this has happened since I came on with RED.” I clenched my hand in my hair, wanting to pull it out. “I don’t understand.”

      “We can use my operations center.” Nick’s voice caught our attention and we stopped talking. “I’ve been mirroring Big Bad Wolf since I came back to Boston and RED.”

      “Operations center?” Zane said.

      “Nick has a high-tech war room in his home.” I took a deep breath. “I didn’t realize you were working on the op on your own,” I added to Nick.

      “I have a vested interest in tracking down Bachmann.” Nick looked at my brothers. “Bachmann’s organization abducted my sister, and she was put through hell before we found her.”

      “Hell is an understatement. We can only pray that something similar doesn’t happen to Rori.” My stomach twisted as I picked up our family photo from my desktop and looked at my sister’s smiling face. Like Kristen, she was an innocent. “And we have to find Bachmann as soon as possible.”

      After Nick gave Zane and Ryan his address, my brothers went straight to their floors to talk with their respective ASACs about a leave of absence. Nick and I headed to his home after he talked with Oxford about time off. Surprisingly, she gave him a few days.

      It had started to get dark by the time we were on our way to Nick’s. We took both vehicles, and I parked my Jeep in front of his brownstone, behind his SUV with its spider-webbed front window. Anger still burned through me as I walked at his side up the short set of stone steps and he unlocked the front door.

      Anger and more anger. A pain so deep that it cut right through my soul had taken residence inside me. My sister had been taken. She had no idea what was happening to her or why.

      And what was Bachmann doing to her? The thought gave me chills. If I had never worked for RED this wouldn’t have happened.

      But FAS had held my family’s safety over me when I was forced to be an assassin. If it wasn’t for Oxford and RED, something could just as easily have happened to any one of them then. Maybe all of them.

      I wondered about our decision to not tell our parents or other brothers that she was missing. It was the right thing to do, I told myself. To put Mama through the pain of wondering what might happen to her youngest daughter would be cruel and possibly detrimental to her health.

      The interior of Nick’s home was cool and dim but he flipped the light switch and a couple of lights came on. His home was spotless, unlike my disaster of an apartment. This was a different brownstone than the one his sister had lived in before her abduction, but I had been here many times before we split up. Before he’d left Boston for Arizona.

      When the door was closed behind us, we both paused in the foyer. I looked up at him and it hit me how much I’d missed him and the comfort of his embrace. He seemed to read my mind. He took me in his arms and held me as I buried my face against his T-shirt.

      His scent was familiar and comforting and his arms felt good around me. Despite, or more likely because of the horror of the situation, I needed him at that moment.

      When we drew apart, he held me by my shoulders and looked into my eyes. I didn’t fight my need for his strong presence. He stroked hair from my face with his fingertips.

      “I’m sorry this happened to Rori.” His fingers were callused but gentle as he touched me. “We’ll find her. And I’m not about to let him take you, too, Lexi.”

      A feeling went through me that I couldn’t identify, and I didn’t know if I wanted to. It was something stronger than friendship or the need for comfort.

      He kissed my forehead then inclined his head toward the staircase that led up to the second floor. “Let’s get started.”
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      War

      

      I followed Nick to the next level up in his brownstone and into a war room that was as modern and high-tech as the one he’d set up in his sister’s home when he had searched for her. The dim room had a blue glow from the bank of monitors. Five chairs were positioned in front of the long L-shaped desk that extended along two walls.

      “Expecting company?” I asked.

      He glanced at me. “Possibly.”

      “Your special special team?” There was hope in my voice. Even though the four huge black ops team members had discounted me at first because I’m such a petite package, I respected them. They respected me equally after having seen me in action, especially when I snapped a man’s neck using my thighs.

      “I hope you can get them out here.” I met Nick’s gaze. “We can use all the help we can get.”

      “Agreed.” He nodded. “I haven’t been able to reach any of them so I’m assuming they’re on a mission.”

      I took a deep breath. “Let’s get on it.”

      He showed me the information he’d managed to duplicate on his system.

      “How did you do this so fast?” I asked as I looked over everything. “It’s only been a matter of hours since this morning when we were told the op was killed.”

      He showed me his laptop and I saw his desktop from work was mirrored on it. “When you left earlier this morning, I downloaded everything and loaded it onto my system.”

      “Very illegal,” I said.

      “I don’t give a shit if it is.”

      “Same here.” I sat before one of the keyboards in front of the large bank of monitors.

      Nick hadn’t had time to key into the monitors that fortunately were still set up in front of the various hotels, so we worked on that. It was simply a matter of knowing the wireless codes that would connect to the cameras that RED had installed. I accessed my work computer using one of his hard drives, downloaded all of the necessary info, and we had everything we would need to give us a head start.

      The doorbell rang and Nick went to answer it. He returned with Zane and Ryan. They each took a chair while I filled them in on what we had and what we knew at this point. Since neither of them worked in the same department as Nick and me, they weren’t up to speed.

      In the meantime, Nick worked the cameras monitoring the entrances to four of D.C.’s most exclusive hotels.

      “The snitch we worked with gave us a good idea of what’s going on,” I explained. “We believe Bachmann has a high-level prostitution ring where the call girls may or may not be working against their will.” I gestured to the monitors. “According to our source, the operation is headquartered in one of these hotels, but he wasn’t sure which.”

      “Is he a reliable source?” Zane asked.

      “He was.” I glanced at Nick then back to Zane and Ryan. “Apparently he was tortured to death and he gave up the fact that I was working the op undercover. We just hope he didn’t give up everything and Bachmann doesn’t relocate his headquarters before we’re able to locate him.”

      When I’d told my brothers all I knew, it was time to get to work.

      We each took a hotel and monitored the comings and goings at the same time we zipped through recordings from the past few days for that hotel.

      All the while I thought about how Rori had been abducted and my stomach stayed permanently clenched. I didn’t believe it would ever relax until my sister was safe and sound.

      After at least an hour had passed, Zane said, “I think I’ve got something.” His voice jerked me out of my trance, and I paused the recording I’d been reviewing. Hope surged in my chest.

      “What is it?” Ryan asked.

      Zane switched over the recording of what had been his live video feed for today, along with the prior day’s recording, so that each took up half of the bank of monitors in front of us. Both were paused. He backed up each recording. The numbers at the top showed the times and dates.

      He pointed out women who were headed into the hotel. “These women come in every day about the same time. If it wasn’t for the provocative way they’re dressed, they could be hotel employees. But I know this hotel and it’s very conservative.”

      “Maybe they’re just guests,” Ryan said.

      “Could be.” Zane nodded. “But these same women come in approximately eight in the evening and leave around two in the morning. I went back two weeks’ time and checked those hours. The women trickle in and out during the same timeframe.”

      A thrill of excitement went through me. This could be it. I tapped my fingers on the desktop. “Not exactly the hours that guests would be coming and going.”

      “Before they go into the hotel for the evening,” Zane added, “two of the women meet in that coffee shop right there on the corner.”

      I looked at the coffee shop that was within range of the cameras. “That’s interesting.”

      “Let’s focus on that hotel.” Nick clicked a few keys on his keyboard. “And see what else we can come up with.”

      We split up the days. Not only did we see the same pattern for the same women day in and day out over the past few weeks, we recognized prominent politicians, lawyers, judges, and businessmen coming and going during a similar timeframe. None of them seemed to stay more than a few hours.

      “Even for D.C. that’s a lot of politicians going in and out of one hotel,” I said.

      “And none of them look like they want to be seen,” Zane said as we worked through the recordings. “Notice how they seem to avoid eye contact with anyone?”

      “Yep.” Ryan gave a nod. “That’s exactly what it looks like.”

      A burst of excitement went through me when I saw a dark-haired man with a goatee, and I stopped the playback. I pointed to him. “That’s Eric Dawson, one of Bachmann’s key men.”

      My brothers and Nick looked at the man entering the hotel.

      “Are you sure?” Zane asked.

      “Ninety-nine percent.” I studied Dawson. “Make that one hundred percent sure.” I explained to my brothers what I’d already told Nick earlier that morning.

      “I’ve seen that guy on a couple of recordings that I viewed,” Ryan said.

      “This is all excellent news.” I studied the image of the man and nodded. “We’ve got you, you bastard.”

      We continued looking a little longer. “No sign of anyone who looks like Bachmann.” I glanced up from the recording I’d been reviewing. “Not that I expected anything. I’m certain he would have had plastic surgery after his face got slashed.”

      Zane nodded. “From what you and Nick shared, I’d bet that’s the case.”

      “Eric Dawson seems to have a regular schedule of coming in at ten PM and then leaving again the following afternoon,” Ryan said, and I nodded.

      “Now we need a plan.” I looked thoughtfully at the screen then at my brothers. “We need to catch flights into Dulles first thing in the morning. Zane, you can go in undercover as a businessman staying at the hotel and you can potentially catch the attention of one of the call girls. Ryan, you can man the van.”

      “Why does he get all of the fun?” Ryan asked but I knew he was kidding.

      “Zane has a little more undercover field experience, and you have a lot of experience on surveillance,” I said.

      “Ryan and I can drive up together in the surveillance van. We’ll head there tonight,” Zane said.

      I nodded. “Good.”

      “What if Rori isn’t in D.C. with Bachmann?” Ryan said.

      “On the phone Bachmann said that Rori was being taken to him.” I frowned. “I’m assuming he meant to Washington, and that’s why he didn’t have her yet. It’s a good eight-hour drive from Boston to D.C.”

      “We could use an inside woman to pose as a high-class prostitute,” Nick said. “But without RED’s resources, that will make things difficult.”

      “Georgina.” I drew my personal cell phone out of its holster at my hip. The call I needed to make had to be on my own dime.

      “She’d be perfect,” Zane said. “Think she’ll do it?”

      “In a heartbeat.” The tone buzzed in my ear as I called my friend and fellow RED agent on her personal line. “As long as she’s not working undercover right now,” I added.

      Georgina lived in the apartment above mine and we had become tight friends over the years. She’d been there for me more times than I could count.

      “Hello,” came Georgina’s sultry voice.

      “This is Lexi,” I said. “I need your help.”

      “What can I do?” Georgina immediately replied. “Is everything all right? You’re calling from your personal phone to my personal line, so you’ve got me worried.”

      “I’m at Nick’s,” I said, and she made a sound of surprise. She knew the history between Nick and me. She was the only one I’d ever confided in about him. She’d been the only person I confided in at all since Nick left. “I need you to come over here as soon as you can.”

      “I need to wrap up something I’m working on,” she said. “It won’t take me longer than fifteen minutes, so I’ll be there in twenty-five.”

      “Great.” I paused. “Thank you, Georgina. I owe you.”

      “Not yet,” she added. “But you will.” Of course, she was kidding. She never felt the need to hold anything over me and I felt the same way about her.

      The four of us continued to lay down plans while we waited for Georgina.

      “She’s a master at transformations,” I said. “She’s helped me on more ops than I can count.”

      “Lexi and I can pose as a married couple,” Nick said.

      An odd sensation went through my belly at the thought of posing as husband and wife and being with him in close quarters again. I didn’t know if I could keep my hands off him. Maybe he’d be strong enough for the both of us.

      Nick looked at me. “Georgina will need to perform some of her magic so that no one recognizes you.”

      I nodded. “No problem.”

      The four of us talked strategy until the doorbell rang. “I’ll get it.” I was out of my seat before Nick could get up and I jogged down the stairs.

      I looked out the peephole and saw it was Georgina. She was a good Italian Catholic girl who happened to be a very bad girl when it came to men.

      When I opened the door, she strode in.

      “Something’s going on. What is it?” Georgina’s gorgeous runway model features were tense as she closed the door behind her. At five-ten she stood six inches taller than me.

      I took a deep breath. “Rori’s been abducted.”

      “Your sister?” Georgina widened her dark eyes. “What happened?”

      “They had intended to take me.” I held my hand to my belly. “But she was in my apartment while I was out jogging, and they grabbed her by mistake.”

      Georgina looked horrified. “Do you know who has her?”

      I nodded and explained about Bachmann as we headed up the stairs to Nick’s war room. The more I told her, the sicker I felt. I kept thinking of Rori and what she must be going through right now.

      When we reached the war room, Georgina and Nick hugged. She said hello to Zane who worked with her in the same department, and I introduced her to Ryan.

      She set her purse down and took the fifth chair. She wore big gold hoop earrings, designer jeans, sandals, and a low-cut orange blouse that showed her rather generous cleavage. Her toenails were painted a matching color and she had a French manicure on her long nails.

      “We need you to be a high-priced call girl,” I said as I jumped right to the point.

      She nodded, clearly taking it in stride. “Fill me in.”

      We caught her up to speed and ran through the basic plan we’d put together and she interjected her own ideas as we went. Georgina was quick and intelligent in addition to being dazzlingly beautiful. I noticed my own brother, Ryan, seemed to be caught in her spell.

      When we had worked everything out, Georgina headed to her home and Ryan and Zane took off to get ready for their drive up to D.C. tonight in the van. That left Nick and me alone.

      “It’s getting late and I’d bet you haven’t eaten since early this afternoon.” His blue eyes glittered in the dim light. “I’ll fix something.”

      “I don’t know if I can eat anything.” I wrapped my arms around my belly as another sick feeling went through my gut.

      “Hey.” He took me by the shoulders. “Since when have you refused my cooking?”

      I gave him a half smile. “Since never.”

      “Then come on.” He put his arm around my shoulders, and it felt warm and comforting. Every touch he’d made tonight had felt that way. “I’ll make you some of those crepes you always demand.”

      “Me? Demand?” We walked together downstairs. “Never.”

      He snorted. “That’s not what I remember.”

      “Then your memory is faulty.” It wasn’t, of course. I loved both his breakfast and dinner crepes.

      He squeezed me to him as we walked through the doors of the kitchen then released me.

      As he started to get out the ingredients he’d need for dinner, I wondered what I was doing here. Why was I letting myself be close with him again?

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer to that question. Wasn’t sure at all.
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      Soul searching

      

      I leaned up against the counter as Nick made sautéed spinach, mushroom, and cheese crepes with some kind of creamy sauce. We fell into conversation like we always had. It was natural, as if a chasm hadn’t been opened between us.

      But the topic wasn’t so easy. We talked about and analyzed our last op together when we’d found Bachmann. By the time we got to what had happened today, we were sitting at his kitchen table and eating his amazing crepes.

      Problem was that I was having a hard time eating because my stomach was so upset over Rori.

      “All I can really think about is my sister.” I pushed food I would normally have devoured around my plate. I moved my gaze from the plate to Nick. “This wouldn’t have happened if I had chosen another career.”

      “Lexi, you help people. You’ve saved countless lives.” Nick’s eyes never left mine. “Think about those girls you saved from a hell worse than death.”

      “I didn’t save all of them.” I thought about the girl who’d taken her own life after killing two of her abusers. She apparently hadn’t thought life was worth living after going through what she had at the hands of the sex slavers.

      Nick reached across the table and laid his hand over mine. It felt warm, secure. “You can’t save everyone.”

      I set down my fork beside my partially eaten crepe. “But what about my sister?”

      “We’ll find her, and she’ll be okay.” His voice was low, intense. “I promise.”

      I nodded. “And we’ll take out Bachmann.”

      “You blame yourself for a lot of things.” He released my hand, pushed his empty plate to the side, and folded his arms on the table. “You’ve got to forgive yourself.”

      With a sigh I shoved hair from my face. “You’re one to talk. You keep things as bottled up inside as much as I do.”

      “Maybe it’s time we changed that.” His words caught me off guard. “It might be good for both of us.”

      “I—I don’t know.” I looked away from him. “There are some things that are too painful to talk about.” I met his gaze again. “Like the people I was forced to assassinate. How do I get over that?”

      In this very chair in this kitchen, I’d told him about FAS and how they’d forced me to do such horrible deeds. But in the end, I’d taken out every one of the bastards who’d broken me.

      Could I ever be fixed?

      “You know that you had no choice.” Nick pushed my plate aside then took both my hands. His grip felt steadying. “You’ve got to accept that.”

      I stared at our joined hands. “A part of me knows you’re right. But another part of me sees the face of every person I’ve ever assassinated, and I wonder why I’d been ordered to take them out. What their lives had been like before I’d cut them short.”

      “Those are questions that can never be answered. What’s done is done.” He rubbed his thumb over the back of my hand. “What you need to focus on is the good you’ve accomplished since then. And you’ve done a hell of a lot of good.”

      I took a deep breath and looked from our hands to meet his eyes. “Do you really think I can let go? Do you think that’s possible?”

      He gave a slow nod. “You’ve paid your dues. It’s time you accept that and move on. Look at all the good in your life. You have a lot to live for.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Nick was right and I knew that deep inside.

      “If you’re going to fully love the people around you then you have to love yourself, too,” he said softly.

      Inside my soul, feelings stirred that I’d locked away. I opened my eyes and saw the depth of caring in his gaze. He wasn’t just talking about my family and friends. He was talking about us.

      Instead of immediately shutting down and running scared, I thought about what he said and how it applied to everyone in my life from my family and my friends.

      To Nick.

      “Give yourself a fresh start.” His gaze looked so intense, so serious.

      “What about you?” I looked at him just as unflinchingly. “Have you reconciled yourself to the horrors that you went through?”

      He didn’t look away from me. “When I started going to counseling with Kristen, I realized it was time I let go. I had to forgive myself to fully be there for her.”

      I bit the inside of my lip then asked the question that had been bothering me for six months. “Why did you move to Arizona?”

      “For Kristen.” He released one of my hands and pushed his fingers through his hair. “I had to get her away from here. All that’s left for her here are bad memories of the hell she went through. She has a fresh start and she’s been happier than I’d seen her since we rescued her. She’s taking online classes and working as a barista in a coffee shop.”

      “I’ve missed you.” The words surprised me as they came out, but I couldn’t take them back.

      “It’s been hell without you.” He reached across the table and stroked my cheek with his fingertips. “I haven’t liked it one damned bit.”

      He stood, still gripping one of my hands, and he helped me to my feet. “You need sleep.”

      “What about the mess?” I glanced at the table.

      “I’ll take care of it.” He gripped my hand and led me from the kitchen to the stairs.

      I felt a twisting sensation in my belly as he led me into his bedroom. When we stood by the bed, he took my face in his hands and kissed me. His mouth moved over mine in a kiss like I couldn’t remember experiencing before. Gentle, soft, searching. He slid his hands from my face into my hair and my scalp tingled from his delicate touch.

      He raised his head and his eyes searched mine as if he was on a quest for answers. Answers I wasn’t ready to give.

      I touched his stubbled jaws with my fingertips then brushed my thumb over his moist lips. Had we ever been so gentle with one another?

      He maneuvered me so that I was sitting on the side of the bed and he took one of my feet and removed my shoe and sock then took my other foot and did the same. He grasped the bottom of my T-shirt and pulled it over my head and tossed it.

      Goose bumps prickled over my skin that was bared and not covered by the black bra I wore. He knelt in front of me and reached for the button of my jeans. I braced my hands on the bed as he tugged down the zipper then pulled my jeans over my hips, down my thighs, and then set them aside.

      When I was left only in my panties and bra, he captured my mouth with his in another amazing kiss.

      He drew away. “I should let you sleep now.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and drew him closer so that he was kneeling between my thighs. “I need you.” I needed him to take me away. Needed him to make me believe that everything was all right.

      “I need you more than you can know, Lexi,” he said, his gaze searching mine. Most of the time I couldn’t read his expression but this time there was so much in his gaze that it astounded me.

      I closed my eyes. I had missed him so much. The way he felt with his arms around me, the way he touched me, his scent… I’d missed everything about him.

      He pushed aside the strap of my bra and lowered his head and nuzzled the soft skin of my shoulder and I opened my eyes. I shivered as he kissed his way to my throat and moved his lips down my breastbone to my breasts. He reached behind me and unfastened my bra and let it slide away.

      When he had set my bra aside, he cupped my breasts and lowered his head and caught a nipple in his mouth. I gasped as he sucked and licked it, sending thrills straight to my core. He moved his lips down the curve of my breast and I felt cool air on my moist nipple. He captured the other nipple lightly between his teeth and flicked his tongue over it. He moved down and teased the diamond in my bellybutton with his tongue then ran his lips over the dragon symbol.

      I slid my fingers into his hair and clenched the soft strands. He moved me onto my back and removed my black panties.

      He tugged his T-shirt over his head and set it aside before toeing off his athletic shoes and removing his socks. Hunger for him filled me as he shoved down his jeans and boxer briefs, leaving him naked.

      For a long moment we looked at each other and I drank him in. The dark hair over his brow, the blue of his eyes, his broad shoulders and muscular build.

      He eased onto the bed and moved between my thighs and I spread them wide for him. He slowly slid inside me as his gaze held mine.

      I gasped as he stretched me, filled me. It felt like it had been forever since we’d been together. I didn’t know how I’d forgotten the incredible way he made me feel when he was inside me.

      And now I felt…complete.

      He moved inside me at a slow, even pace and I cried out as his thrusts grew more and more powerful. The beginnings of an orgasm stirred inside me and grew stronger and stronger until I knew I couldn’t hold on much longer.

      We never looked away from each other as he took me. His expression was intense, his jaw tight, and I knew he was close to coming, too.

      My mind started to spin with the oncoming climax, and I could barely speak when I told him, “Come with me, Nick. Please come with me.”

      He thrust into me harder as we looked into each other’s eyes. And then my orgasm exploded inside me and I felt myself fly as I cried out.

      His shout was even more powerful than my own. He throbbed inside me as my core pulsed.

      Gradually I came down from that place I’d been with him. He took me into his arms as he rolled onto his side and held me with my head tucked under his chin.

      The fact that I had given myself to Nick when I was consumed with worry surprised me. He had the ability to stop time and help me through tough times.

      I let my eyes close and then all I could do was think about my sister and saving her from the hell she was in.
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      Bachmann

      

      Karl stared at Rori Steele, unable to take his gaze from her. There was something about her that reminded him so much of his younger sister, Mia, that it had taken him aback the first time he saw her.

      Even now, blindfolded, gagged, and bound to a straight back chair in his suite, he could see and even somehow feel the similarities between Rori and Mia. It wasn’t so much her looks, as it was something intangible.

      He took inventory of Rori while she couldn’t see him watching her. A smudge of dirt streaked her cheek and her face looked blotchy from crying. Her pink top and blue shorts were wrinkled and her shoulder-length dark brown hair was tangled. She had a large bruise on one of her thighs.

      “Take off her blindfold.” Karl gave a nod to Dominic, the large, muscular man who served as his bodyguard and who handled physical tasks. Dominic went to Rori and removed the cloth covering her eyes.

      She blinked as if her pupils were adjusting to the light. Like Mia, she had big eyes framed with dark lashes and was about the same height as well as being slender and well developed.

      It was like having his sister with him again.

      Fear was in Rori’s gaze as she looked from Dominic to Karl. She seemed to be pleading, begging for mercy with her eyes. She looked scared, innocent, like Mia had before she died.

      Karl’s stomach clenched with an ache that surprised him as he stood there. He’d missed Mia in a way that he had refused to admit. Even now he had to shove painful feelings to the back recesses of his mind. He could not allow himself to think of his sister or feel the pain of her death.

      He ground his teeth. The fact that Rori reminded him so much of Mia made things far more difficult. He didn’t want to hurt her. Didn’t want to torture her in front of Lexi when he finally had that bitch.

      But he had to. He had to inflict pain upon Rori to get to her sister. It was the only way. He’d have to have Dominic do it.

      “Remove her gag,” Karl said to Dominic. He looked at Rori. “If you scream, I will hurt you. Is that understood?”

      Rori nodded.

      “Why did you kidnap me?” Rori asked when her gag was undone. “Our family doesn’t have much money.”

      Karl crouched in front of Rori. “I want your sister, Alexi Steele.”

      Rori looked confused. “Why would you want Lexi?”

      Karl narrowed his eyes. “She helped to ruin me. I intend to get my revenge on her.”

      With even more confusion in her gaze, Rori said, “Lexi? She’s an interpreter. How could she ruin you?”

      “So that’s her cover.” Amusement made Karl want to laugh. “Your sister is a federal agent. She’s been lying to you and your family.”

      “That can’t be true.” Rori shook her head. “Lexi wouldn’t keep something like that from our family.”

      Karl gave a harsh laugh. “There is a lot that your dear sister has kept from you.” He reached out and touched Rori’s cheek and she flinched. “I intend to make her watch me carve up your beautiful face,” he said even though the thought of hurting the woman who reminded him so much of Mia made him ill.

      Yes, he would have Dominic do it for him.

      “Carve me up?” Horror filled Rori’s expression and fear filled her voice. “Please, no. Please don’t hurt Lexi or me. Please.”

      Anger surged through Karl in a hot wave. The anger wasn’t from Rori’s begging. No, he was angry with himself because he wanted to let Rori go.

      He got to his feet and glared at Dominic. “Gag her and blindfold her again.”

      “I’ll be quiet,” Rori’s voice notched higher. “I promise. Please don’t put the blindfold and gag back on.”

      Despite the urge to listen to the young woman, Karl turned and strode out of the room. Behind him he heard Rori’s whimpers and he ground his teeth. He didn’t know how much more he could take of having her near him. He was going to have to have her killed. Once he had Lexi, he would arrange for Rori to be taken away and dealt with.

      Karl shoved open the door from the main suite into the sitting room where he had set up his temporary office. He shook with anger at himself and he shook with regret.

      The regret came out of nowhere, slamming into him. He’d managed to push away the pain of Mia’s death and every feeling associated with her and lock it all away deep inside him. After she’d been killed, he’d immediately immersed himself in building on the wealth he’d inherited and in developing his own financial endeavors.

      Karl went to the desk where his laptop was plugged in and entered his password. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t get his sister out of his mind.

      Mia had been an unfortunate casualty. She wasn’t supposed to be there when their parents died in the accident.

      She’d been the only family he’d loved. The only family member who had mattered to him.

      Their parents had been planning on cutting Karl out of their will when they’d had an unfortunate accident.

      Karl had arranged everything. It had been the perfect plan, down to every minute detail. Everything had been carefully gone over to make sure it looked like an accident so that Karl would never be suspected. And it had gone almost perfectly.

      The one thing he hadn’t been able to forgive himself for was that his sister had been in the car with their parents. She should have been at a friend’s house. The friend had taken ill and Karl hadn’t known.

      His parents’ deaths had been more than welcome. He had inherited the family fortune and had become a very wealthy man. But the gain had felt somewhat hollow without Mia there to share it with him.

      Now it was as if her ghost taunted him.

      If the fucking idiots had taken Lexi instead of Rori, everything would have worked out the way he’d wanted it to. Lexi Steele would already be dead.

      He stared at the laptop as he brought up spreadsheets for the only financial venture he’d had access to since he’d been betrayed. If he didn’t need the bastards now to continue this one operation, he would have exposed every single person involved. He didn’t give a shit about any of them. What he cared about was money and right now he didn’t have nearly enough coming in.

      The lifestyle he’d grown accustomed to was no more. He would have to rebuild it from scratch and do so under a new identity.

      Fury at the injustice that had been dealt to him made his once shattered hand tremble as he slid it into the pocket of his slacks. He drew out his cell phone and punched in a number he’d memorized.

      When John answered, Karl said, “Your incompetence is going to cost you another life.”

      Shocked silence met his ears. “It was a mistake,” John then rushed to say. “You have my sincere apologies.”

      “What good are your apologies?” Karl nearly shouted. “Lexi Steele is now aware that I want her. She is more than likely looking for me as we speak.”

      John paused. “It won’t happen again.”

      Karl’s voice was cold. “Another screw-up and photographs and video recordings will find a way to the local news stations. Possibly social media as well. Recordings and pictures that I am certain you do not wish to have seen.”

      “There will not be any more problems, I assure you.” John sounded like he was trying to hold his composure together.

      “Did you like my message?” Karl said. “What a shame, really. The head of the NSA had been useful, but I believe he makes an even better example to the rest of you.”

      “Yes, sir.” John’s tone was tight but barely controlled.

      “That could be you next.” Karl drew the words out slowly and deliberately. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” John repeated.

      “Good.” Karl almost smiled at the fear in the so-called important politician’s voice. “I am going to be watching every step you take.”

      He pressed the off button, dismissing John and the sounds of protestation he had made just before the call was disconnected.

      Karl turned his thoughts to Lexi Steele. It was time to lay his plans for taking her and the something special he had in mind just for her.
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      Charles

      

      “The Man is going too far.” John ground his teeth loud enough for Charles to hear. John sat behind his desk and stared at Charles. “You gave him Alexi Steele’s sister instead of the bitch herself. Now he’s making our lives a living hell.” Charles cringed as John glared at him. “You fucked up big time, and the Man knows it.”

      “It wasn’t my fault—” Charles started to protest, feeling panic soar inside him.

      With bared teeth, John interrupted. “Ultimately it was your responsibility to make sure your men got the right woman. It was your screw-up.”

      “Yes, sir,” Charles said, wanting to fold in on himself. The Man knew that Charles had been responsible for arranging Steele’s kidnapping? Shit.

      Damn Steele. The bitch had been more trouble than she was worth ever since she’d been on Bachmann’s trail. He hadn’t realized that Bachmann and Hagstedt were one and the same when he’d been informed regularly on the project’s progress. If he had, he would have killed the operation long ago. Bachmann would still be unknown to the world and everything would be the way it used to be, which would have been perfectly fine with Charles.

      Only a few months away from retirement—it couldn’t go down like this. He was a powerful man as RED’s SAC. If those photos got out, he’d be nothing.

      John stared out the window on the Washington, D.C. landscape for a long moment before he spoke. “We have to negotiate our way out of this with the Man. And if that doesn’t work, we will have to do something about him.”

      Charles took a deep breath, both relieved and scared shitless at the thought of doing away with the bastard who now seemed to control their lives. “If negotiating doesn’t work, is it possible that we can even get to the Man?”

      John narrowed his eyes, as if scowling at a thought he was having. “I can arrange it.” His gaze went to Charles. “But you will have to do the dirty work.”

      Charles’s jaw dropped and his skin went cold. “How can I do that?”

      John waved away the question. “You’ll figure something out. If and when the opportunity presents itself, you will be ready.”

      Charles licked his lips, nearly shivering from the goose bumps that had popped out on his skin. “How can you be so certain that we’ll be able to get to him?”

      “For now, we need to appease the bastard.” John ignored Charles’s question as he pushed back his chair, got to his feet, and started pacing the length of his office. “For now, we need to make him think we’re going along with everything he wants us to do.”

      John gave a sharp look at Charles. “You’re to continue screwing the whores so that he doesn’t suspect anything.”

      The only hardship in that, Charles thought, was knowing he was probably going to be recorded every damned time. What difference did that ultimately make when there were already multiple damaging photos of him? If it hadn’t been for the fact it was blackmail material, in a perverse way it would have been exciting to know he was being recorded.

      “Is that clear?” John paused in his pacing and looked directly at Charles, who hadn’t answered. “You will continue the status quo.”

      “Yes, sir.” Charles gave a slow nod. “What about you?”

      “Don’t be concerned about me.” John scowled at Charles. “Just worry about yourself and keeping up appearances.” John went to his desk and braced his hands on the desktop as he met Charles’s gaze. “And get a team ready to take care of Bachmann the first opportunity that arises. Don’t tell them who the target is, just have them prepared.”

      Charles swallowed. It was one thing to kidnap an agent. It was another to plot a powerful man’s murder—a man as incredibly powerful as Bachmann. How would he get to him?

      But if they didn’t kill the Man, where would it end? Eckstrom had been murdered as an example. Who would be next? Charles? John?

      Charles couldn’t say that he’d miss John, but it would be a shock to the American people. And if anyone found out what John had been instrumental in arranging and facilitating, it would rock the foundations of the government itself.

      As a patriot, Charles couldn’t let that happen. Whatever had to be done, he’d hire the right guys to do the job this time and take care of Bachmann once and for all.
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      Redheads have more fun

      

      With four-inch heels to give me some height, I wore a royal blue designer sleeveless dress and carried a small purse. Everything had been purchased at exclusive shops with high price tags that morning after we arrived at Dulles. My wig had long, straight red hair and Georgina had packed loads of makeup onto my face. She had loaned me a few pieces of jewelry and I had some special RED-issue items.

      The picture of a very wealthy woman would have been complete if I’d had a toy poodle with a diamond-studded collar.

      It was evening by the time I walked into the D.C. hotel with Nick at my side. He carried both of our luggage. I let him because I was playing up the part.

      The hotel was glitzy and glamorous, the perfect place for high-priced call girls and the men who used their services. If you could call prostitution a service.

      It was only Tuesday and I hoped there would still be a booming business in the earlier days of the week. The clock was ticking—we had to find my sister, and I desperately hoped she was here and not back in Boston. One way or another, I’d find out soon.

      Massive chandeliers dripping with cut crystals sparkled above us and huge flower vases with brilliantly colored cut flowers perched on tables interspersed among the furniture in the lobby. Gold and forest green intertwined in intricate designs in the rich burgundy carpeting.

      I wondered if Bachmann had holed up here. If he had, it would make it all the easier to find him. At least I hoped it would.

      Nick and I headed to the front desk. I had made reservations earlier this morning for a Mr. and Mrs. Lyle Stevens. Zane and Georgina had checked in separately sometime before us, and Ryan was set up in the surveillance van across the street.

      Again and again my thoughts turned to the fact that Bachmann had Rori. Those thoughts had consumed me since she was taken. If he hurt Rori in any way I was going to kill him. Well, I was going to kill him anyway, but I’d make it hurt first.

      I casually swept the lobby with my gaze, taking inventory. I had a hell of a headache. After my time with Nick, I hadn’t been able to sleep. All I was able to think about was my sister.

      The only time Bachmann and I had come face-to-face, I had been in disguise as a Swedish madam. No doubt Bachmann had since seen photographs of the way I really looked—if he knew who I was and where I lived, then he no doubt had more information on me.

      Who could have given him that information? Where was the leak?

      Nick placed his hand on the small of my back. In the light of day, I couldn’t believe I’d given up so much of myself last night in our conversation and in bed. A part of me still held back where the rest of me wanted to run to him and not away from him.

      As Nick checked us in, I kept my expression indifferent, as if staying in a hotel of this caliber was something I always did, and we had the money to do it.

      After Nick secured our keycards, we walked toward the bank of elevators. Despite his casual demeanor, I knew he was just as aware of our surroundings as I. When the elevator doors opened, another couple stepped inside with us. They got off on the sixth floor while we continued on to the eighth.

      When we stepped off the elevator, we made our way to the suite we had booked, and Nick used his keycard to open the door. He flipped on the light switch.

      The suite was exquisite with a cream-colored sofa and cream and navy-blue chairs. I made my way across the room, my heels sinking into the soft navy-blue carpet and then I stepped through a set of white French doors into a bedroom with a king-sized bed covered with a huge mound of pillows and a cream duvet with a floral design embroidered into it.

      Nick set our luggage down in the room and I swallowed as I took him in. He looked so sexy in his expensive white polo shirt and tan slacks. His dark hair had a slight wave to it and his eyes seemed an even more brilliant blue in the room’s lighting. The shirt stretched over his magnificent chest and his rock-hard biceps were on perfect display with the short sleeves. He had a deep tan that no doubt he’d gotten in Arizona.

      I turned and went to the window and pushed aside the curtain just enough to see the dark night and city lights. I looked down at the street and the busy movement of people going in and out of the hotel.

      The moment Nick moved closer my senses went on high alert. I could feel the strength of his presence behind me and caught his wonderful masculine scent. He rested his hand on my shoulder and I felt the warmth of it through my dress.

      “You make a beautiful redhead,” Nick said, and I turned to look at him. The corner of his mouth quirked as I raised a brow. “Of course, you are one hot little brunette.”

      The way he looked at me made me want to feel his lips against mine and to tumble right into that king sized bed.

      “Do you think this is a good idea?” I gestured toward the bed.

      He slowly shook his head. “Not even close.” He settled his hands on my bare upper arms. “But we’ve already started down that path so we’ll enjoy it while we can.”

      For some strange reason that caused an ache in my belly. What we had right now was only temporary and it didn’t sit well with me.

      He brought me closer, slowly lowered his head, and brushed his lips over mine. The simple touch of our lips sent a thrill through me. He drew away and fingered strands of my long red hair. The look in his eyes was so dark and intense that I swallowed, unable to look away from him.

      “We’d better unpack before my clothes get too wrinkled,” I finally said, breaking the tension filled moment between us. “You know how much I hate ironing.”

      He released my arms and took a step back. I moved past him, reached for my suitcase, and set it on the bed to start unpacking. Georgina had helped me pick out clothing from exclusive shops this morning that would work for a wealthy redhead on this op.

      I checked the contents of my purse and went over the RED-issued gadgets. A tube of lipstick that was actually a small explosive device; a perfume bottle with a knock-out potion; a mini pouch to slip into my bra that contained a lock-picking kit; and a mirror that had a one-way mirror and a camera. I could open the mirror and look like I was checking my makeup when I was actually aiming it at my subject and taking pictures of him or her.

      After touching up my makeup, I put on a sexy but elegant little black dress that had a scoop back and my arms were bare. I slipped on a pair of RED-issue gold earring that also served as microphones for Ryan to listen in more clearly on conversations, and I put in an earpiece that was so small it wouldn’t be detected. The delicate necklace had a pendant that was another camera and Ryan would see everything that I saw.

      “Can you hear me, Ryan?” I asked when I was ready.

      “Perfectly clear,” he responded. “I still think I got the raw end of the deal.”

      “Quit your griping,” Zane said over the earpiece. “You’re still a junior agent so you get the grunt work.”

      “Stop your fighting boys,” came Georgina’s sexy voice.

      Nick said, “Everything a go?”

      Everyone came back in the affirmative.

      “We’re almost ready,” I said.

      When Nick and I finished, he took my hands in his as he studied me. “Time to go down to the restaurant.”

      His touch did odd things to my belly so I tugged my hands so that he would release me. “Let’s go,” I said.

      As I turned, he put his fingers at my waist that was bared by the dress and I shivered. I looked up at him and decided the earpieces were a good thing or we might end up in bed at this very moment. My brothers and Georgina would be great chaperones.
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      Penthouses, politicians, and picking locks

      

      After dinner, Nick and I went to the lobby bar and I sat where I had a perfect view of the entrance. Zane was there but of course Nick and I didn’t look his way. Georgina wouldn’t show up until later.

      Dinner had been delicious but uneventful. We did spot a table of three politicians and a judge but there were no female guests or escorts with them. Since the hotel was right in D.C., it wasn’t surprising that politicians met here for a dinner out.

      We waited a good hour before Ryan said over the earpiece, “Dawson is headed your way.” Like clockwork, Eric Dawson came through the lobby doors at ten PM.

      I watched him through the compact that served as a camera then gave Nick a sign. And then I was up, casually following Dawson. He had smooth even strides as he went to the elevator that went exclusively to the upper floors where the finest suites were located. I just managed to catch up and slip through the elevator doors with him. He didn’t bother to hold the door open for me, so it was a good thing I’m quick.

      He inserted a keycard then pressed the PH button for the penthouse floor. I pushed the button beneath that. Zane had managed to secure a keycard for the elevator for me, too, in case I needed it.

      It was a good sign that Dawson was going to the penthouse. Bachmann could very well be holed up there.

      I avoided eye contact with Dawson but could feel his gaze on me. I ignored him the best I could.

      “Do I know you?” he said, catching me off guard.

      Was he familiar with photographs of me? Could he see past my disguise?

      “No.” I gave him a cool look. “I’m certain we have not met.”

      “I don’t forget faces.” He studied me. “But I can’t quite place yours.”

      Damn.

      “I must look like someone you’ve met.” My voice was steady as I studied him in return, not backing down from his stare. “I, too, do not forget faces and I’ve never met you. I am certain I would remember if I had.”

      As I gripped my evening purse beneath my arm, I turned away from him, but still felt him watching me. He said nothing else and I thanked God that the elevator reached the floor where I intended to get off.

      The moment the doors opened, I stepped out and moved purposefully down the hall and away from the elevator. If he were still watching me, I would at least look like I knew where I was going. Which I did. I headed for the stairs.

      “Smooth, Lex,” came Ryan’s voice over my earpiece as I walked. “Now let’s hope he doesn’t put together your face with your disguise.”

      “No kidding,” I said beneath my breath.

      “As short as you are, the camera on your necklace doesn’t do a whole lot of good when it comes to seeing faces, even with the wide-angle lens,” Ryan said. “Wear higher heels next time.”

      “Even if she wore six-inch heels it wouldn’t be enough,” Zane said.

      “Bite me,” I snapped.

      Zane laughed. “We’ll leave that up to Donovan.”

      My face went hot. Damn it.

      When I reached the stairs, I pulled open the heavy door and let myself into the stairwell. I was careful to let it close slowly so that it didn’t slam. When it was completely shut, I tried the doorknob. Locked.

      I didn’t have much hope that the door that led from the stairwell to the penthouse was unlocked. I climbed the stairs and reached the landing and tried the doorknob. Yep, it was locked. I reached into my bra and pulled out my lock pick kit.

      It took only moments before I had the door unlocked and open and I tucked away the kit. Very slowly I opened the door and peered into a hallway that was luxuriously appointed. A large vase with an enormous bouquet of fresh cut flowers was on a table in the center of the wide semi-circular area in front of a pair of double doors to my left and an elevator on the right. As far as I could tell, the penthouse probably took up the entire floor.

      I frowned. Now what? I couldn’t just walk through the doors and announce myself. That would certainly be convenient for Bachmann.

      My mind turned back to Rori and I wondered if she was in there. I prayed she was, and that she was safe, and no harm had come to her. As evil as Bachmann was, it was hard to believe he wouldn’t hurt her, but it was all I had to hold onto.

      The knob of one of the double doors started to turn and I stepped back into the stairwell, keeping the heavy door open just a crack so that I could see through the narrow gap. I took my pendant, raised it, and held it to the slim opening so that we could record anyone who came through that door.

      A man stepped out into the hallway and I caught my breath. It was Senator Brent Mackie who represented Massachusetts in the U.S. Senate. What was he doing here?

      Cold washed over me as he went to the elevator. If Bachmann really was in that penthouse, and Mackie had been in there with him, we might have a much more serious problem than I’d thought. This whole thing could go to the core of the U.S. Government. The fact that we continually saw government officials and judges regularly going in and out of the hotel at odd hours might be evidence of that. Of course, this was D.C. and politicians were everywhere. But the hours were certainly odd.

      If members of the government were in Bachmann’s pocket, it might explain how I had been found. There was no telling what he could do if that was the case.

      Goose bumps pebbled my skin and I shivered as I watched Mackie go to the elevator and press the button. Maybe it was a wild leap to think members of the government were involved with Bachman, but why else would he be here?

      I lowered the pendant. “Did you catch that?” I said when Mackie was gone.

      Ryan gave a low whistle. “Sure did.”

      For the benefit of Zane, Nick, and Georgina who couldn’t see the video like Ryan had, I told them who had just walked out of the penthouse and my thoughts on that.

      I waited to see if anyone else came out, but the Senator was the only one for some time. I slipped off my shoes and set them aside when my feet started to ache from standing for so long.

      Finally, at least an hour later, I heard another rattle of the doorknob. I held up my pendant again as I peeked through the gap. This time a man came out whom I didn’t recognize. Hans Johansen was at one side of the man and Eric Dawson on his other.

      I studied the unknown man and my skin prickled. He had the same height and build as Bachmann, but his hair color and facial features were different. Dye would take care of the hair and plastic surgery would change the face. Was that Bachmann?

      Johansen slowly looked around the area as if checking it out. I prayed that he wouldn’t notice the stairwell door open a crack. He frowned and headed toward the door. My heart started beating faster. I didn’t dare let go of the door because it would make a loud thunk if I did.

      The elevator dinged. Johansen bent down and picked something up off of the carpet.

      “What are you doing, you idiot?” the unknown man said as he stepped onto the elevator. “Come. Now.”

      The voice wasn’t Bachmann’s. This guy’s voice was higher pitched and a little nasally.

      Johansen turned and walked back toward the elevator.

      Disappointed that the man wasn’t Bachmann, I blew out a rush of air as the elevator doors closed behind the three men. I wanted so badly for it to be the bastard. We could take him down and that would be that.

      It felt like eons had passed as I kept waiting for someone else to go in and out of that door, but no one did. I used the square tube of lipstick to prop open the door to give my hands a rest. Even though the tube was an explosive device, I would have to manually trigger it in order for it to go off. It wouldn’t go off by accident. Or at least that was what I’d been promised by RED’s gadget expert.

      My arms were tired, my feet hurt, and my legs were sore from standing then kneeling. My scalp itched beneath my wig and I wondered if any of my dark hair was sticking out. It was hot and stuffy in the stairwell. Surveillance could be a real bitch, but it went with the territory. I’d wanted to go to the penthouse door and slip inside to investigate, but I had no idea if anyone was in there.

      The elevator dinged. I did a quick stretch of my arms and legs as I stood. I pushed the tube of lipstick aside with my foot so that I could close the door to just a crack and raised the pendant to the opening.

      Two gorgeous women stepped out of the elevator. One was blonde with big blue eyes, tremendous cleavage, and a tiny waist, and she wore a sexy little blue sequined dress. The other woman was dark-haired and dark-eyed with a perfectly proportioned figure. She wore a silky black halter dress.

      Johansen followed the women out of the elevator. The blond glanced up at him and fear flickered in her eyes before her face became fully composed again. The man stepped between the women and they stood to either side of him as he went up to the penthouse door. He used a keycard and then they walked through the open door. It closed with a solid thunk.

      Was Bachmann entertaining? Or was it something more?

      I pushed my hair out of my face. This sucked. I wasn’t much further along than I had been before I set up camp on the landing to the penthouse floor. The elevator dinged again.

      Congressman Joseph Jones stepped off of the elevator, a representative from Virginia. He pressed a button to the side of the double doors, and I heard a chime from inside the penthouse. The doors opened and Jones walked inside before the heavy wood shut firmly behind him.

      “Are you getting all of this?” I said. “This time we’ve got a Congressman inside, possibly with Bachmann.”

      “Got it,” Ryan said. “Things just get deeper and deeper.”

      I nodded to myself then told everyone else who had just entered our target’s domain. Or at least what we hoped was Bachman’s place.

      Zane and Nick responded, but Georgina didn’t.

      “Georgina?” I said. “You there?”

      “She’s in the coffee shop,” Ryan said. “But I don’t think her mic is working. I haven’t been picking up anything from her.”

      “All right.” I knelt and slipped the tube of lipstick in to jam the door again and sighed. “This is going to be a long night.”

      “Do you want me to switch off with you?” Nick asked.

      “I’ve got it.” I rested on my haunches and looked at my dusty dress. The long strands of my wig were out of place and my hands and knees were dirty. “I now look like hell, so I don’t think I’m fit for going back into public and playing my part. Might as well hang out here.”

      “Sooner or later, you’re going to need a break,” Nick said.

      “It’ll be later.” I pushed strands of red hair out of my face, determined to stick it out. “Much later.”
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      Georgina

      

      With latte in hand, Georgina Donatella made her way through the coffee shop. The place was crowded, which was a benefit because she had a good excuse to ask the two female targets if she could join them.

      Her long hair was loose around her shoulders and she wore a tasteful black cocktail dress with diamonds at her ears and throat. When she was undercover, many times she had dressed like a hooker. It was a nice change of pace to play the role of a high-priced escort.

      However, her earpiece didn’t seem to be working. She wasn’t hearing anything from Ryan or the rest of the team.

      “Mind if I sit here?” Georgina asked when she reached the round table.

      The blonde shrugged and the brunette gave a slight smile. “If you can find a chair to pull up, you’re welcome to join us.”

      “Thank you.” Georgina asked the man at the neighboring table if the empty chair beside him was taken. He shook his head, and she took the chair and returned to the two women’s table.

      When she’d seated herself, she held out her hand to the brunette and noticed that the woman had a big bruise on her arm. “I’m Bella and I’m new to this area,” Georgina said as she gave her undercover name.

      “My name is Jessica.” The brunette squeezed Georgina’s hand then released it. She gestured to her tablemate. “This is Chelsea.”

      “It’s great to meet you both.” Georgina took a drink of her latte. “Being new in this part of town makes things a little lonely sometimes. At least I have work to keep me busy.”

      Jessica rubbed condensation off of her plastic cup of iced coffee with her thumb. “What do you do?”

      “Well…” Georgina paused. “I’m an escort. I attend parties and such with men who need a date.”

      Chelsea and Jessica looked at one another before Jessica said, “What a coincidence. That’s what we do, too.”

      “Wonderful.” Georgina gave them each a winning smile then sobered. “Maybe you can help me out.” She bit her lower lip. “Do you work for an agency?”

      Chelsea frowned. “Why do you ask?”

      Georgina sighed. “I’m a freelancer, you could say. But I’m tired of being on my own and tired of not being protected. I’ve ended up in some bad situations.”

      Jessica nodded. “Been there, done that.”

      Chelsea studied Georgina. She had the feeling that Chelsea didn’t trust many people.

      Georgina gripped her latte cup. “What kind of clientele do you get?”

      “We get in with high class men and we’re paid well.” Jessica seemed to subconsciously put her hand over the bruise on her arm. No doubt either a John or her employer had abused her.

      “Is your agency looking for new talent?” Georgina added a hopeful but casual note to her voice.

      Jessica looked Georgina over like she was taking inventory then she nodded. “You’d fit right in. Are you sure that’s what you want, Bella?”

      “Definitely.” Georgina nodded.

      Chelsea and Jessica exchanged looks.

      “Let’s finish our coffee first.” Jessica raised her cup of iced coffee. “Then we’ll introduce you to the guy who handles us and gives us our assignments. It’s almost time for us to go see him and get to work.”

      Georgina gave a clear sigh of relief. “That would be terrific.”

      Chelsea only finished half of her macchiato. She seemed bothered about something. Jessica, on the other hand, was enthusiastic. Maybe too enthusiastic.

      They headed out of the coffee shop and down the street to the hotel. Georgina caught sight of the van across the street but didn’t look at it directly. Did Ryan see her now with the women? Damn but she wished her earpiece were working. She needed to let her team know that she was close to getting “in”.

      When they walked into the hotel, Georgina and her companions turned heads. It was obvious that people couldn’t help but notice three model-beautiful women together, dressed to kill. It just so happened that they were all tall with long legs and dresses that stopped close to mid-thigh.

      Chelsea wore a pale gold dress that complemented her fair features and hair while Jessica was dressed in a figure-hugging blue sequined outfit. Georgina knew she was as beautiful as her companions, but it wasn’t conceit. It was merely a fact and something she used to her advantage in her career.

      As they passed the lobby bar, Georgina let her gaze sweep over it, hoping that Zane, Nick, or Lexi saw her.

      When they reached the elevator that went exclusively to the top floors, Jessica pulled out a keycard from the small purse she carried. Once they had stepped inside, she inserted the card then pressed the PH button for the penthouse.

      Georgina turned to Jessica as the elevator went up. “Who are we meeting?”

      Chelsea bit her lower lip.

      Jessica smiled. “Mr. Dawson. He gives us our assignments and makes sure we’re safe.”

      Dawson. Likely the man Lexi had pointed out in the surveillance recordings.

      The elevator door opened on the top floor and the three of them stepped onto thick, luxurious carpet into a semi-circular area. In the center was an enormous bouquet of fresh cut flowers on a large table and beyond that was a set of double doors.

      Georgina casually looked over the area and noticed the door to the stairwell was ever so slightly open. She doubted that most people would notice, but with her trained eye she did. Could a member of her team be watching now?

      Jessica pressed a doorbell and Georgina heard the faint answering chime from within. It only took moments before the door swung open. They stepped into a magnificent sitting area, the furniture cushioned in slate gray and gold. The door shut hard behind them.

      A man with a pockmarked face and a mustache and goatee stood in front of them with his hands behind his back. It was Eric Dawson, the same man from the surveillance recordings.

      Another man was now behind them. Georgina glanced over her shoulder and saw that it was Hans Johansen.

      Was Rori Steele somewhere behind one of the closed doors that led from the sitting room?

      Georgina turned back to Dawson. His dark eyes narrowed as he looked at her.

      “Who is this?” He cut his gaze to Jessica.

      She smiled. “Fresh meat.”

      Georgina didn’t even blink as it dawned on her what was happening. Jessica had probably taken Georgina in to gain favor with this man or because she would benefit in some way. Well, that was perfectly fine with Georgina. She was on the inside now, exactly where she needed to be. Now to make sure Dawson took her in.

      “She’s been freelancing in our territory,” Jessica added.

      The man walked up to Georgina and stared down at her. “I am Mr. Dawson. Tell me your name.”

      She tilted her chin. “Bella.”

      The man’s slap against her face came so hard and sudden that it startled Georgina into crying out. She held her fingers to her stinging cheek as she did her best to look wide-eyed and afraid. She wasn’t really afraid. She was pissed.

      “We do not allow any freelancers in our territory,” he said in a hard, cruel voice. “How long have you been working this area?”

      Georgina swallowed hard enough that she knew he could see her throat work. She made herself hesitate. “A—a couple of months.”

      “Then you owe this agency quite a bit.” Dawson’s expression twisted into something that could have made her believe he was the devil himself. “You will work it off on your back until I say you have paid your dues.”

      Georgina opened her mouth to say something but snapped it shut when she saw that he was prepared to strike her again.

      “You will move in with Jessica and Chelsea and your basic needs will be taken care of,” he continued.

      Georgina straightened. “What if I say no?”

      His hand snapped up and he slapped her even harder than before, so hard that her tooth cut the inside of her lip and she tasted blood.

      “If you don’t agree or if you tell anyone about our deal,” he said as he stepped closer. “Then I will kill you.”

      She let horror fill her expression when what she wanted to do was kill the bastard and be done with it. No doubt this was what Lexi had been talking about when she said it was a high-class prostitution ring and that it was suspected the women weren’t necessarily willing participants.

      “Is that understood?” Dawson asked.

      She swallowed again and nodded.

      His smile was not attractive in any way, shape, or form, as he took a step back. “Now I have your assignments.”

      From an end table he shuffled through a large stack of cream-colored envelopes then withdrew three. He gave one to Jessica and another to Chelsea.

      “You may go now.” He motioned to the door to the two women. When the door had shut behind them, he turned to Georgina and handed her the third envelope. “This is your first assignment.” The envelope was thick and weighty.

      “Inside you will find a keycard for a suite named inside,” he continued. “The card will also work for the elevator. On the enclosed sheet of paper are specific instructions on what your assignment entails, which is whatever the client has requested.” Dawson’s smile hinted at something, as if this was a special test. “You had better make sure the client is satisfied and that he thinks you’re having an equally good time.” He grasped Georgina’s arm tight enough to bruise it. “Or you will regret it. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” she said with just the right amount of fear in her voice.

      “Yes, Mr. Dawson,” he said with an angry expression.

      She nodded. “Yes, Mr. Dawson.”

      And then suddenly he looked almost pleasant, as if he had two faces and the evil one was now facing behind him.

      “Good.” He gave a little wave toward the door. “Report back here when you have completed your assignment.”

      She nodded again. “Yes, Mr. Dawson.”

      When she made it outside of the penthouse’s sitting room and she again stood by the vase of flowers, she took a deep breath. She was in.

      Out of the corner of her eye she noticed that the stairwell door was closed.

      She slid her finger under the envelope’s flap and opened it then drew out the piece of paper, leaving the keycard inside the envelope. The instructions were handwritten, starting with a room number on top of the page. It then went through a list of things the client had requested.

      Inwardly she groaned. She’d done enough tricks in an undercover role that what was on the paper wasn’t anything more than what she’d been exposed to before. Bondage, humiliation, forced sex. Nothing new.

      The one wildcard was the last sentence. “You will do anything the client asks of you.”

      There might be cameras watching her outside of the penthouse, so she didn’t dare take too long. She shoved the folded note back inside of the envelope and drew out the keycard. No doubt there would be cameras in the hotel room, too, recording everything that happened inside. Good blackmail material.

      She waited for the elevator to arrive then stepped inside the car and pressed the button for one of the lower floors. When she reached that level, she started to round the corner—she came to an abrupt stop as she saw a familiar figure walking down the hallway with Chelsea hanging on his arm. She’d recognize the man’s bald spot and swagger anywhere.

      As she stepped back to the elevator lobby, she dug in her purse for a dental mirror then brought it out. She held it up to the corner of the wall to the hallway and adjusted it to see the couple. The man and Chelsea stopped in front of a door. Chelsea handed the man a keycard and he turned to face the door and Georgina got a good look at him.

      It was exactly who she’d thought it was.

      Charles Carter, RED’s Special Agent in Charge.
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      Surveillance can be a bitch

      

      A door thumped shut. Hard. I jerked awake and realized I had drifted off and the lipstick tube had slipped from where it had been keeping the stairwell door from closing. I held my breath for a moment, hoping no one had heard the door close. I let my breath out in a slow rush. Damn. I never fell asleep on the job and today was not a good time to start.

      Especially with my sister missing and potentially being inside the penthouse.

      My head and heart ached as I thought about my sister. If anything happened to her, I would never forgive myself. Never.

      I reached in my bra for the lock pick set and started in on the lock again when I heard the sound of a door opening and then closing on the other side. Damn, damn, damn. I couldn’t pick the lock while someone was out there, and I might be missing something important.

      The elevator dinged and I assumed whoever it had been was stepping into it now. I waited several more heartbeats before I went after the lock. I had it open in moments and looked back out into the semicircular area then rubbed my temples, trying to massage the headache away.

      I heard the stairwell door open from below and my heart jumped into my throat. I let the door slip back into place and silently scrambled to my feet. As footsteps started up the stairs, I scooped up the tube of lipstick and shoved it into my purse, grabbed my shoes, and started up the stairs to the roof.

      “It’s me, Steele.” Nick’s voice came over the earpiece and from below in stereo.

      “Don’t do that,” I grumbled as I came to a stop on the stairs. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      He appeared from below. He looked so damned hot and sexy that it was criminal. No man should look that good, especially when I was this tired and disheveled. So not fair.

      When he reached me, he brought me into his arms and brushed his lips across my forehead. I wanted to relax against him, feed on his power and strength to renew my own.

      He pressed me closer to him and I did just that. I let his presence fill me and complete me.

      Zane cleared his throat and I heard it over the earpiece. “It’s awfully quiet up there.”

      I tried to step back but Nick had a good hold on me, and he was smiling down at me.

      “Just doing our jobs,” I managed to get out. “How about you?”

      “No luck picking up any call girls.” Zane sounded frustrated. “I must be losing my touch.”

      “You’re probably projecting that married vibe and the fact that Willow might kill you if she knew what kind of assignment you’re on.” I smirked to myself. “We should have let Ryan take the inside job after all.”

      “Trade you,” Ryan said.

      Zane gave a low laugh. “In your dreams.”

      “How’s Georgina?” I asked.

      “Saw her go in a while ago,” Ryan said. “Her mic still isn’t working. Zane and Nick didn’t see her enter the lobby, so not sure where she is.”

      “She must have come in when I hit the men’s restroom,” Nick said.

      “I was probably talking to the waitress,” Zane said. “I couldn’t get a call girl to give me the time of day, but the waitress was all over me.”

      “I’ll take over from here.” Nick took my hand and squeezed it.

      I didn’t intend to go anywhere. “I’ll keep you company.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “I always do.” I slipped off my necklace with the camera pendant and handed it to him.

      This time he picked the lock and we settled in and made it through the night. Consistent traffic came and went from the penthouse, but we didn’t see any sign of someone who might be Bachmann. The men were either too tall or too short or their faces too wide or too narrow.

      No more politicians went in and out after Mackie and Jones, but a lot of beautiful women did along with what appeared to be wealthy businessmen. I did think I recognized a judge from an article in a newspaper, but despite my gift for remembering faces I wasn’t certain, and Nick hadn’t recognized him. I could have missed more politicians coming and going when I fell asleep.

      I could even have missed Georgina if she’d been brought up here. Damn it. I hoped she was all right, too.

      Nick and I finally headed to our hotel room in the wee hours of the morning when all comings and goings from the penthouse appeared to have come to a stop. Fortunately, the hotel was pretty dead at that time in the morning, so I didn’t have to worry about being seen in the condition I was in. Even though Nick helped me straighten my hair and dress, I knew I looked like hell. At that moment in time, I frankly didn’t give a damn.

      When we reached our room, I kicked off my heels and stripped down to my panties, leaving a trail of clothing behind me. I tumbled into bed. I was vaguely aware of Nick climbing in with me. He hooked his arm around my belly and pulled me close to him so that we were spooned together. I felt his warm bare chest rubbing my naked back, his hips pressed to my ass, and his thighs against mine.

      I felt more secure than I had in a long time. And then I was gone.
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      Bachmann

      

      Karl narrowed his eyes as he listened to one of his key men on the other end of the phone line.

      “We just played back tapes from our bugs in his office,” Hans said. “They’re plotting to murder you. Do you want me to take care of them?”

      A slow burn traveled through Karl from his scalp to his chest. Yes, that was exactly what he would take pleasure in—having John and Charles taken care of in a brutal and painful way. However, it would not be a good business decision. Right now, he needed John and that sniveling dickhead, Charles. He had more dirty work for them to do.

      “I’ll handle it,” Karl said to Hans. “Just keep me informed and if necessary, I’ll turn it over to you. I don’t think that will be the case.”

      Karl disconnected the call. Heat burned at his collar. So, they wanted to kill him. Not an altogether surprising development but of course one he’d have to deal with.

      Despite the fact that it was three AM, Karl dialed John’s number.

      “What?” John sounded both sleepy and wary.

      “You are plotting to kill me.” Karl said the words slowly with enough malice in them that John should be sitting up straight in bed right now.

      “Of—of course not.” John sounded wide-awake as he said the words in a loud whisper, obviously not wanting to wake his wife. “Just a minute. Let me go to my study.”

      Karl’s patience was nearly non-existent as he waited.

      A door closed in the background. John no longer spoke in a whisper as he said, “I would never plot to kill you.”

      “Don’t fuck with me.” Karl’s tone was hard. “Let me fill you in on a little secret. Should anything happen to me and I should die in any way, I’ve arranged for all data and photographs to be released to every major news service. Careers will crumble and lives will be shattered. That includes yours.”

      He thought he could hear John swallow. “You don’t have to worry. That won’t happen.”

      “I am not concerned.” Karl put ice cold into his words. “But I may have to teach you another lesson. You need to learn what happens when you fuck with me.”

      “Really, that’s not necessary.” John’s tone had raised a notch with a slight edge of panic.

      A knock and a woman’s voice in the background. “Who is it?”

      “Nothing.” John cleared his throat and spoke louder. “Go back to sleep.” When it was quiet again, John lowered his tone. “I’ll do anything. Just don’t kill anyone else or release the photos. Please.”

      Karl smiled to himself. “Oh, you’ll do whatever I tell you to do.” He had no doubt about that.
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      X marks the spot

      

      Ryan, Nick, Zane, and I met in the sitting room of our suite early the following afternoon. Georgina hadn’t checked in with any one of us and I was starting to get concerned. But she was an excellent agent and knew how to handle herself. We just needed to give her more time.

      “I’m sure Bachmann’s operation is being run out of that penthouse.” I sat cross-legged on the couch, my elbow on my knee and my chin resting in my hand as I thought over the problem. “Now to get in there and find out.”

      Zane thrummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “That’s going to be tricky.”

      “But it has to be done.” I had just taken a shower and I pushed damp hair from my brow. “We may have to come at it from the outside.”

      Nick looked thoughtful. “You may be right.”

      Ryan leaned back in his chair. “That or pull the fire alarm.”

      “Or better yet, both.” I raised my head. “We pull the fire alarm, distract Bachmann, and have enough time to rappel to the penthouse windows before emergency crews arrive and anyone notices us.”

      “That should do it.” Nick nodded. “We’ve got the gear in the van.”

      “Everyone have black to wear?” I asked. “And balaclavas?”

      Zane grinned. “What self-respecting spies wouldn’t pack black with masks?”

      “Arm yourselves and prepare for the worst,” I said. “We just need to watch out for our sister and get her out of there.”

      

      Wearing black jeans and a black T-shirt, Zane brought up our gear in a suitcase. Nick and I were already dressed in black and had on black gloves. I hadn’t put on my balaclava just yet—I’d wait until we were on the roof. My Glock was holstered on my right, in a sheath on my left was a folding knife, and I had pocketed a glasscutter.

      Zane went to the stairwell door to the penthouse and waited there. Nick and I went to the rooftop and secured our rappelling gear and pulled on our balaclavas. We each took a different side of the penthouse and waited for Ryan to trip the alarm when we gave him the signal. The moment the alarm started blaring, we went over the edge.

      Holy hell we were high. This wasn’t something I’d done often, and I’d forgotten the unsettling feeling of hanging from a rope, multiple stories above the concrete below.

      My breathing came fast and hard. I didn’t dare look below at how far it was as I eased down the side of the building to a picture window. I had to pick the right window, or I’d lose the element of surprise.

      The curtains weren’t drawn. Apparently, Bachmann—or whoever was in here—wasn’t concerned about anyone looking in from the top floor. I peered into a window on one side of the column and saw a bedroom. On the other side of the column was another empty room.

      I chose the empty room on the right and pulled a glasscutter out of my pocket. Glass squeaked as I cut in a deep, large X, weakening the glass.

      “Ready?” I said into my earpiece as I stuffed the cutter back into my pocket.

      “Affirmative,” came Nick’s voice.

      “It’s a go,” Zane responded.

      “On my count.” I took a deep breath. “One…two…now!”

      I pushed away from the building and swung toward the window with the X, feet first. My feet hit the X dead center. The glass shattered and sprayed the room. At the same time I swung into the room, I released my line, allowing my feet to hit the floor. I disengaged and in seconds I had my Glock in a two-fisted grip.

      No sounds came from the other side of the door. I opened the door and saw that the room was still empty, then slipped inside.

      The alarm was blaring, and I hoped that it had masked the sound of shattering glass.

      With the barrel of my Glock pointed up, I slipped into the next room, made sure it was clear, then hurried to the next door and listened. This time I heard talking.

      “You should just leave her here,” came a man’s hard voice.

      “And have the authorities find her when they come through?” The answering voice sounded angry, but I wasn’t sure if it was Bachmann or not. “Are you an idiot? Not only could she identify me, but she will also come in quite useful. Of that I am sure.”

      Rori. They have to be talking about Rori.

      “I can kill her,” the first man said.

      “No.” The other man answered in a growl. “We need her.”

      My heart beating like crazy, I slowly opened the door and saw that I was looking into a sitting room with furniture covered in slate gray and gold fabric. Two men, one with a ponytail and the other about Bachmann’s size, had a woman between them and were dragging her toward the front door of the penthouse.

      Rori. The woman was my sister.

      She was struggling but the man who was Bachmann’s size put the muzzle of a gun to her head and she stopped trying to get away. “Fight me anymore and I will be done with you.” It was definitely Bachmann’s voice, his Swedish accent strong. At the same time, I saw that a piece of his ear was missing.

      Definitely Bachmann.

      I had my weapon trained on him. I could blow his brains out right now. But he had a gun to my sister’s head.

      “Bachmann.” I stepped out of the bedroom, my gun raised and still aimed at his head. “Let her go.”

      “Lexi Steele.” He turned and faced me, Rori still in his grip. I wouldn’t have recognized him if it wasn’t for his voice, he looked so different. He sneered as he brought Rori around, gun pressed to her temple. “You can take off that mask. I know it’s you.”

      “Lexi?” Rori said in disbelief. “That can’t be her.” Tears stained her eyes and I wanted to kill Bachmann now.

      I didn’t take off my mask. I didn’t budge. “Let her go.”

      The ponytailed man covered Bachmann as he moved toward the door.

      “Now is not the time.” Bachmann said as he eased out the door with Rori. Zane would be out there, and I hoped he could do something.

      I pointed my weapon at Ponytail as Bachmann disappeared through the front door. Backing up, Ponytail started to follow when Nick stepped into the sitting room. Now we both had our weapons trained on Ponytail, but Bachmann was gone.

      With no hesitation I pulled my trigger and Ponytail went down, a bullet through his brain.

      Nick jogged to my side and we headed through the front door. The stairwell door was closing, and Zane stood there looking pissed as Bachmann and Rori disappeared from sight.

      “I couldn’t get to him without the danger of him shooting Rori,” Zane said.

      “I know,” I said, fury in my tone. “Same here.”

      Bachmann had to take the stairs because the elevators couldn’t be used when a fire alarm was tripped. I started to head toward the stairwell, but Zane shook his head. “He said he’ll kill her if he hears the door opening and he’ll leave her body behind.”

      The thought sent a sick chill through my belly.

      “Ryan is still out there.” I pulled off my balaclava and Nick and Zane removed theirs. “Ryan, have you been getting all of this?”

      “Already ahead of you.” Ryan’s tone was hard. “I’m on my way to the stairwell now.”

      I wanted to say, “Be careful,” but I knew it wasn’t necessary.

      Sounds of emergency vehicles and shouts came from around Ryan over the earpiece.

      “Shit,” Ryan said. “They won’t let me in.”

      Nick, Zane, and I carried our balaclavas so that we could ditch them in the first trash receptacle we came across and we pulled out our shirts to cover our pocketed weapons.

      We took off down the stairwell. Bachmann had likely had enough of a lead that he wouldn’t be able to hear us coming down the stairs. We all wore athletic shoes, too, and didn’t make a lot of noise just as we had been trained.

      “They’re coming out,” Ryan said when we were about halfway down the stairs. “I don’t see a weapon, but I think he’s got it pressed to her back and is using his body to shield it.”

      “Follow him,” I said as we ran faster down the stairs.

      “On it,” Ryan replied. “He’s going for a cab, so I’ll follow him in the van.”

      Emergency crews were still arriving as Nick, Zane, and I burst out of the hotel and into the open after ditching our balaclavas. My eyes blinked against the brightness of the sun.

      “Where are you?” I said over the earpiece to Ryan.

      He gave us a play-by-play as he followed the cab. We got into the car that we’d rented at the airport and had parked with a police placard on the dashboard. We removed the placard and headed in the direction that Ryan and Bachmann were going, Nick driving.

      “I think I lost him.” Ryan sounded furious. “Damn it.”

      My heart sank as Nick slowed the car. “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “I’m still driving but I don’t see a cab with that license plate.”

      I leaned back against the passenger seat. My face was flushed not only from running down twenty flights of stairs, but from anger as well. We’d screwed up. Now what would Bachmann do?

      We arranged with Ryan to meet him at a rendezvous point. Zane, Nick, and I were quiet on the drive, each of us lost in our own furious thoughts.
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      Darkness and light

      

      My phone rang just as we reached the rendezvous with Ryan. As we sat in the car, I looked at the caller ID screen. It showed “Blocked Caller”.

      “I think it’s Bachmann.” I stared at the phone, afraid to answer it.

      “Go ahead, Lex.” Zane met my gaze. “She’s okay. I’m sure of it.”

      I answered the phone. “This is Lexi.”

      “Your stunt at the hotel nearly cost you your sister’s life.” Bachmann’s voice was cold but even. “It might still.”

      “Just tell me what you want.” I tried to keep my tone calm. “Please don’t hurt her.”

      “I want you to meet with me,” Bachmann said. “But if you bring anyone with you, or anyone follows you, I will start chopping off her fingers, one by one.”

      “No.” The word was sharp as I spoke it. “I’ll meet you and I won’t bring anyone with me.”

      “And you will come unarmed.”

      I gripped the phone hard. “I’ll come unarmed.”

      “I will call you soon.” Bachmann’s voice dropped an octave. “I am looking forward to our next chat.”

      He disconnected the call.

      “We won’t let you go alone.” Nick’s eyes were narrowed.

      “I don’t have a choice.” Frustrated, I pushed my hand through my hair. “I need to get to Rori.”

      “We’re not making any trades.” Nick’s voice was hard. “We’ll find her.”

      “He’s right, Lex.” Zane studied me. “We can’t do that.”

      I didn’t answer. We’d blown our chance in the hotel earlier. Would we have another?

      We ate sandwiches at a deli while we waited for my phone to ring again. I didn’t feel like eating but Nick threatened to pin me to the floor and force-feed me. My brothers echoed that threat, so I gave in. Didn’t mean I liked it. But inside I knew I needed to because I had to keep up my strength. I just had to get something down.

      When my phone finally did ring, it was Georgina.

      “Where have you been?” I asked.

      “It’s complicated,” Georgina said. “We need to meet and talk in person.”

      Twenty minutes after I told her where we were, she showed up at the deli. She looked exhausted but as beautiful as always.

      “What happened?” I asked her.

      “Rough night.” She gave an ironic smile. “Rough client.”

      I frowned. “Didn’t you knock him out or something before anything could happen?”

      She shook her head. “The bastard took my phone and purse and tied me to the bed. I had to go along with him to play the part.” She lifted up her sleeve, revealing a huge bruise. “He was on the rough side. I’ve got plenty of these to show for it.”

      My brothers and Nick scowled. Ryan narrowed his gaze. “Give me his name and I’ll take care of him.”

      Georgina shook her head. “It’s all part of the game.” She raised her hand before anyone could say anything else. “You need to hear what I have to say.”

      We were quiet as Georgina took a deep breath. “I’m not positive how he’s involved, but Charles Carter is a part of this whole mess.”

      “RED’s SAC?” I looked at her with shock.

      She nodded. “He was with one of the call girls. Fortunately, he didn’t see me, but I got a good look at him.”

      “That would explain how Lexi was found,” Nick said, his gaze furious.

      I stared at her in disbelief. “That must be why the operation was shut down.”

      “And why we weren’t allowed to use RED resources to locate and rescue Rori,” Zane said.

      “You don’t think Oxford is in on it, do you?” Ryan asked.

      “Never.” I shook my head. “Our ASAC is one of the most moral people I know, and I could tell she wasn’t happy with what was handed down to us. She was just following orders.”

      “And that’s not all.” Georgina paused. “The man I was with last night was the President’s Chief of Staff, John Maldonado.”

      This time the shock was so great that everyone stared at her. No one said a word.

      “Shit,” Ryan finally said. “No f’n way.”

      Georgina nodded. “It was him.” She pushed hair off her forehead and another big bruise was on her temple. “And he is an animal in private. He’s nothing like the cool, calm, and rational appearing man that we see in public. He has an absolute ruthless side.”

      I realized my mouth was still open from the surprise. “This is worse than we thought. Much worse.”

      Nick had a cold look in his eyes and Zane was shaking his head. “Just how deep does this go?” Zane asked.

      “He likes to talk,” Georgina said. “He went on about how I and ‘the rest of the whores’ should be grateful to him or we wouldn’t have a job. Every time he hit me, he’d tell me I should be on my knees, thankful for everything he gave me.”

      Ryan looked like he was about to come out of his seat.

      Georgina spoke like it was all part of the job. She was smooth and professional and one of the strongest women I’d ever known. But something told me that this particular job bothered her more than any other she’d been on.

      “John Maldonado and Charles Carter.” Zane shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

      “Not to mention the two other politicians I saw who went into Bachmann’s penthouse,” I said. “Who knows what parts they all play in this mess?”

      After we finished discussing everything, we headed to a different hotel. We didn’t want to take the chance of running into any of Bachmann’s men who were now no doubt aware that I was around. Not to mention the break-in and the dead man in the penthouse. Law enforcement would likely be all over the place and we didn’t have RED to cover up anything.

      We checked into a hotel—not quite as ritzy, but still nice. Ryan went back to the other hotel to recover our things because he’d been in the van the whole time and likely no one would recognize him.

      Bachmann still hadn’t called back.

      When Nick and I were in our room, I rubbed my arms with both hands. My skin felt like ants crawled all over me and I wanted to squirm.

      “Why doesn’t he call, damn it?” I paced the length of the room that had a king-sized bed. “He’s had plenty of time.”

      “Let me see your shoe.” Nick sat on the edge of the bed and held out his hand.

      I frowned but took off my right athletic shoe and handed it to him. He stuck something between the treads.

      “A GPS transmitter.” He handed the shoe back to me and I looked at it. The device looked like an ordinary pebble stuck in the treads. “Should be undetectable according to our gizmo guys at RED,” Nick added. “Just in case.”

      I sat on the bed next to him, still holding my shoe. “You worry too much about me.”

      Nick placed his warm hand on my thigh. “Maybe I do.”

      I glanced at his hand on my thigh. “I can’t let anything happen to Rori.” I raised my head and looked at Nick again. “I’ll do what it takes, even if it’s just a slim chance.”

      “You can’t help her if you’re dead.” A hard look was in his eyes.

      “I don’t know what else to do.” I found myself with my head against his shoulder as he wrapped his arm around me and held me close.

      In all my years, after everything I’d been through as a sniper, an assassin, and a RED agent, I’d never felt so helpless as I did right then. My sister was in the hands of one of the most evil and ruthless men the world had known, and I didn’t know what to do about it.

      “I’m not going to let him hurt you or Rori.” Nick’s voice was low, his breath warm against my ear. “I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.”

      I turned my face to him, and the shoe tumbled out of my hands as he kissed me.

      It was a kiss filled with the kind of passion that came from love. Not the I-want-to-have-sex kiss, but something genuine and real that made me feel solid inside. Whole. A feeling I had never experienced before.

      When we drew apart, he touched the side of my face. “I love you, Lexi Steele. I don’t know how many ways and how many times I have to say it, but I love you.”

      Instant panic started to take flight inside me and then warmth replaced that sensation, and I didn’t feel panic anymore. I felt a sense of rightness.

      I reached up and touched the side of his face and caressed the line of his jaw. What if these were the last few moments I ever spent with Nick? What if this was the end? Would I die knowing there were things unsaid between us that I’d been too afraid to admit?

      His eyes searched mine as if he knew what I wanted to say but couldn’t get out. But I needed to get it out.

      “I love you, Nick.” I swallowed. “You were right about everything. I couldn’t admit to myself just how much I love you.”

      He gave me a gentle smile before he kissed me again. My mind spun as I kissed him back. The love between us was so strong that it seemed to be alive.

      We drew apart, our gazes locked. “You’re not going to die on me.” He rubbed his thumb over my lips. “Especially when I finally got you to tell me the truth.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” I gave him a soft smile. My smile faded a little.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “Other than all the hell that’s going on right now.”

      “You moved to Arizona.” I shook my head. “I’m a Boston girl through and through and all of my family is here.”

      He put his forehead to mine. “One day at a time.”

      The kiss was different this time as he laid me back on the bed. We were in the middle of a crisis with lives at stake, but I needed Nick. Needed to make love to him and feel that I was a part of him. If things didn’t turn out right, these could be our last moments together.

      He slid my shirt over my head and unfastened the front clasp of my bra. When my breasts were bared, he lowered his head and licked each of my nipples then lightly sucked on them. I moaned as I arched my back.

      His fingers moved to the button of my jeans and his mouth slowly followed as he licked a trail to my belly button. Then he unbuttoned and unzipped my jeans and pushed them along with my panties over my hips and thighs. He pushed off my remaining shoe and finished removing my clothing, including my socks.

      My heart felt full as he stood, and I watched him undress. He stripped off his clothing and then he was easing me up the bed so that my head was on a pillow and he was between my thighs.

      I gasped as he slid inside me, stretching and filling me. He held my gaze, and I couldn’t look away from all of the love I saw there. Slowly he moved his hips and I felt him as he moved in and out, taking my breath away.

      So many sensations swirled inside of me that added to my oncoming climax. I’d never felt anything like this before, even with Nick. It was like admitting that I loved him had set me free.

      His pace increased and he said in a low growl, “I want you to come with me, Lexi.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      I had a hard time focusing as my climax roared closer. He pumped hard, driving into me in a way that made me feel complete.

      “Come now,” he growled. “Come now.”

      My orgasm slammed into me and my body jerked with the power of it as I cried out. He shouted his own release, and I felt him throb inside me as I pulsed around him.

      He drew me into his arms and held me close as if he was never going to let me go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      A time for truth

      

      Sun streamed through a crack in the hotel’s blackout shades when I woke. Surprised that I’d actually slept through the night, I tried to slide out of bed, but Nick had me firmly by the waist. His big arm held me tightly and I couldn’t move without waking him up.

      He kissed my nape, telling me that he was already awake. “Good morning.” Then he kissed the side of my neck.

      “Morning.” I slipped out of his hold and sat up on the edge of the mattress. “Time to get my butt out of bed.”

      He propped himself up with his head on his hand. “And what a nice butt it is.”

      I threw a pillow at him and hit him square in the face.

      We showered separately so that one of us could hear the phone if it rang, Nick taking a shower first. While I showered, he ordered breakfast and when we ate, I found I was hungrier than I thought I’d be.

      My thoughts were constantly on Rori and I wondered how she was doing and if Bachmann had done anything to her. I thought about what she’d looked like when she was being taken from the room by Johansen and Bachmann. She’d looked terrified. Her clothes hadn’t been torn and still looked clean, but there had been red marks around her wrists and ankles where she’d been tied.

      I prayed that Bachmann had showed mercy on her. I didn’t care what he did to me, as long as Rori was all right.

      The day dragged on and my panic grew.

      My phone rang late in the afternoon. I swallowed as I stared at the caller ID screen and saw that it was a blocked call. My heart beat faster as I looked from the phone to Nick. He gave a nod.

      I took a deep breath and answered. “This is Lexi.”

      “Lexi, it’s me.” Rori’s breathless voice came over the phone.

      “Rori?” I got to my feet. “Where are you?”

      “I’m in a hotel.” Rori sounded frightened. “I’m using the hotel phone. It’s the Ridgecrest.”

      “What room number?”

      “It’s twenty—”

      The line went dead.

      “It was Rori.” Panic rose up inside me. “She’s at the Ridgecrest Hotel.” I input the information in my phone, and it came back with the location. It was within walking distance of our hotel. “Got it.” I looked at Nick and showed him my phone. “Let’s go before they move her again.”

      I grabbed my Glock and shoved it into the holster on my belt beneath the over shirt I was wearing.

      Nick grasped me by my shoulders and kissed me hard. Something twisted inside me as the strangest feeling came over me. I don’t know why the thought came to me, but it did—what if I never saw him again?

      “I love you.” I needed to say it, needed to let him know just how much I cared for him.

      “I love you, Lexi.”

      Our gazes met one more time and I turned and rushed for the door. At the same time, I dialed Zane. Nick followed me as I opened the door, then bolted out and hurried toward the elevator.

      “Did he call?” Zane asked as a way of answering after the first ring.

      “No, but Rori did.” I gave him a quick summary.

      “We’ll meet you there with the van,” Zane said.

      “Hurry.” I shoved the phone in my pocket.

      When I reached the lobby, I started to run. I didn’t care that I bumped into people as I pushed my way through the crowded area.

      I rushed out the revolving doors and hurried down the street. I ran all the way to the hotel. I wasn’t breathing hard, but a light sheen of perspiration covered my skin from the exercise and the heat of the afternoon sun. It had been an abnormally hot day for D.C.

      I stopped when I reached the hotel. I glanced back and saw Nick shouldering his way through the pedestrians. I turned and focused on the hotel.

      Strong hands grabbed me from behind.

      I cried out in surprise as I was thrown into the back seat of a car that had just pulled up. I bumped my head on the doorframe, tumbled onto the seat then landed hard on the floorboard at a man’s feet. I tried to scramble to get up, but the door was already shut, and the man clenched my arm before I could pull the door handle.

      Through the dark tinted windows, I saw Nick racing toward the car, but it sped away from the curb, tires squealing.

      My gaze cut to the man holding my arm as I went for my Glock.

      Eric Dawson.

      He had a gun pointed at me.

      My heart slammed in my chest as I took stock of my situation. I was in the back of a car with one of Bachmann’s men and I had no idea where we were going. I prayed Zane and Ryan had arrived with the van in time to follow.

      “Hand me your weapon.” He gestured toward my Glock that was now exposed because my shirt was to the side. “Slowly.”

      I eased the gun out of the holster and handed it to him.

      He stuck my weapon in the back of his pants. “Get out your phone.”

      I dug my phone out of my pocket and held it.

      “Call your friends in the van behind us and tell them if they don’t stop following us, I’m going to kill you now,” he said calmly.

      I pressed the speed dial number for Zane and held the phone to my ear.

      “Lexi?” Zane said.

      “If you don’t stop following the car, they’re going to kill me,” I said, my own voice calm despite the pounding of my heart. “I’ll be okay.”

      Dawson yanked the phone from my hand. He buzzed down the window and tossed my phone out into the street.

      My heart sank but I refused to get discouraged. I’d been in some pretty bad situations and made it out on my own. I’d do it again.

      “We are taking no chances.” Dawson produced a black cloth. “Turn so that your back is to me.”

      He tied the blindfold on me and I heard the clank of metal before handcuffs were snapped onto my wrists. When he finished, he had me sit facing the front. Dawson then patted me down and took my credentials that had been in my back pocket.

      “Now I know why you looked familiar to me in the elevator,” he said. “That red wig did nothing for you.”

      I was going to say something about his pockmarked and ugly face not doing anything for anyone, but I decided to hold my tongue.

      The car drove for some time. I had the feeling that they were just circling the city, making sure I was disoriented before taking me to the location where Rori was being held. They did a pretty good job of it. Maybe if we’d been in my own city, I could have figured it out by familiar sounds and my knowledge of the city backward, forward, and upside down, but this was D.C., not Boston.

      Finally, I heard the crunch of gravel beneath the tires and the car came to a stop. Moments later the rear passenger door opened. A big hand clamped onto my arm and I was jerked out of the car so hard that I stumbled into a huge man. He shoved me away from him, but I managed to keep my balance.

      With the blindfold on I couldn’t see, but I could hear the sound of water lapping against a shore or wharf and a ship’s horn blew in the distance. The air smelled of brine and a cool breeze off the water brushed my skin. By now daylight would be waning and it would be getting dark soon.

      I wondered what waterfront we were at. I wasn’t sure how far we’d driven so there was no telling exactly where I was. Not yet anyway.

      The big hand grasped my upper arm, and he dragged me forward. My shoes made soft sounds as I walked across asphalt. Then came the rusty squeak of a door and he pushed me inside of a building and concrete was beneath my feet.

      I smelled rusted metal, dirt, and oil. From the feel of the air, the hollow sound of the door closing, and by the way the sound echoed throughout the area, I guessed we had stepped inside a warehouse. It had been a while since I’d been dragged into a warehouse to be interrogated. They appeared to be such good places for bad guys to take care of “problems” like me.

      After walking a bit, I was shoved into a wooden chair hard enough to jar my teeth. They didn’t tie me to the chair, which surprised me, nor did they tie my ankles. They clearly discounted me because of my size against their so-called superior strength.

      The sound of footsteps came my way, then the scrape of a chair and female whimpers. It had to be Rori. I tried to keep my breathing even as my heart pounded. I felt a heat lamp on me, and I started to sweat.

      My blindfold was yanked off and I blinked away the bright light from the lamp. I looked away from it and saw Rori in a chair across from me and she stared at me with wide, frightened eyes. I swept my gaze over her and took quick stock. She was gagged, her hands bound behind her back, her clothes were wrinkled, her eyes red from crying, and her mascara had smeared.

      She had dirt smudges on her face as well as on her pink blouse and navy shorts, and the tail of her blouse wasn’t tucked in anymore. There were red marks around her ankles and one of the straps on her gold sandals was torn. I didn’t see any bruises, but that didn’t mean anything. I wondered how they had gotten her out of the hotel as much of a mess as she was.

      “Rori, are you all right?” I asked.

      She looked up at the men to either side of us—Dawson, Hans Johansen, and a bearded man I didn’t recognize. Then she looked at me again and there was confusion in her expression as well as fear.

      I tried to reassure her with my gaze as I took in my surroundings using my peripheral vision. Old rusted machinery like trucks, forklifts, a pallet jack, a man lift, cranes, and an electric towing truck crowded the place, along with who knew what else. The concrete floor was filthy with old oil and dirt.

      “Lexi Steele.” Bachmann’s familiar voice came from behind me and my skin crawled. He moved so that he stood to my left, about halfway between Rori and me. “Finally, we meet again. Though I must say you look different when you’re not wearing a wig. The blonde hair did not suit you quite as well as your own.”

      “And you don’t look quite the same without your face carved up.” I regretted it as soon as I said it as his expression turned dark.

      “Yet another thing you will pay for today.” He seemed to recover as his lips twisted into a semblance of a smile.

      I switched to Swedish. “You said you would set my sister free if you had me and now you’ve got me. Let her go.”

      His smile broadened as he responded in the same language. “I lied. I owe you no truths.”

      Anger surged through me. “You are nothing but a dishonorable bastard.”

      He shrugged. “Think what you may.” He returned to English. “After what you have cost me and my business ventures, I owe you nothing.”

      Rori’s wide eyes darted from me to Bachmann as he spoke.

      He signaled to Johansen. “Remove the gag.”

      Johansen roughly took off Rori’s gag and I glared at him.

      “What’s going on, Lexi?” Rori’s voice was a little rusty from having been gagged. “I don’t understand.”

      “Why don’t you tell your little sister what you really do?” Bachmann gave a smile that chilled me through. “She didn’t believe me. If you don’t tell her the truth, then I shall have Hans show you exactly what I intend to do to your sister.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment before I looked at Rori. “I work for the government.”

      She frowned. “Interpreting, right?”

      Bachmann laughed. “She is such the innocent.” He gestured from me to her. “Go on.”

      “I work for a secret government agency.” I narrowed my eyes at Bachmann. “We take down swine like these guys and put them away.”

      Johansen punched me in the face.

      My head snapped to the side and I tasted blood from my teeth cutting into the inside of my mouth. My focus went in and out and my eyes watered.

      I vaguely realized that Rori had screamed. “Don’t hurt her,” she begged. “Please don’t hurt Lexi.”

      “Not only was she instrumental in ruining my business and my life, but she has other things to pay for.” Bachmann raised his hand and flexed it as if he could barely move it. “Your bitch of a sister is responsible for my hand being shattered and I blame her for this.” He gestured to his face. “I had to have reconstructive surgery after she distracted me, and a little Chinese bitch hit me in the face with a glass vase.” He touched his ear that was partly missing. “And she took a part of this.”

      I remembered that moment so clearly. The girl had saved my life.

      Bachmann glared at me as he continued. “I’m going to make your death even more painful due to your having ruined another one of my operations. There are people in power in your government who will pay for what you have done.”

      “Like the Chief of Staff,” I said. “You got to him, too. Who else have you corrupted?”

      Surprise flickered across Bachmann’s face. “You are even smarter than I’ve given you credit for.” Then he glanced at Rori. “A shame to kill someone so bright as your sister.” He looked at me again. “But I will take great pleasure in it.”

      “No.” Rori sobbed. “Please, no.”

      “I’m sorry, Rori.” I pleaded for her to understand with my eyes. “I never thought that anything like this would ever happen. I never thought you or anyone else in our family would ever be harmed.”

      I looked at Bachmann. “We were betrayed by the head of our own agency, our own Special Agent in Charge.”

      “Very good.” Bachmann smiled. “Yes, thanks to the now dead former head of the NSA, Eckstrom, Charles Carter was the one who gave me your name when I wanted to know who was responsible for what you have done.” He narrowed his gaze. “The one responsible for ruining my life. I lost everything because of you and those you work with. I was told that you were the one in charge of the entire operation.”

      Nick had headed the team with me, but Bachmann didn’t need to know that.

      “The only thing I regret,” I said, “is that I didn’t kill you the first time we met.”

      Bachmann gave Johansen a nod and the bastard hit me in the face again. Stars sparked behind my eyes. Rori screamed. This time when Johansen hit me, he split my lip and blood flowed from my nose and over my lips.

      Tears rolled down Rori’s face. “Please stop.”

      Bachmann laughed as he squatted next to Rori and patted her knee as if he might be fond of her. “This is just the beginning.”
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      Nick

      

      Anger, frustration, and fear for Lexi balled up inside Nick’s gut as he drove the black SUV in the direction of the signals given out by Lexi’s transmitter.

      They followed the tracking signal and found themselves driving in loops around the D.C. area. Finally, the signal headed outside of the area. It continued on and on until it reached a waterfront and came to a stop.

      Nick and Lexi’s brothers were quarter of a mile away when they pulled the vehicles over. They’d go in the rest of the way on foot. They’d worn their utility belts with their holstered weapons along with extra ammo and other devices they might need.

      He couldn’t lose her. From the beginning he’d somehow fallen for the hardheaded pain in the ass. He’d kept it to himself until he couldn’t any longer.

      Her rejection had hit him hard, but he supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d left Boston and moved to Arizona for Kristen’s sake, not because of Lexi’s rejection. He’d always intended to come back. He figured that giving her some space and time to think about what he’d said would allow her to realize how much she loved him in return. She’d just been so damned hardheaded.

      He couldn’t lose her now. Couldn’t lose her ever.

      It was dark, which would benefit them as they went in on foot. Their black clothing would help them blend in under the cover of darkness.

      The three of them slipped silently through the night. Nick had been a Navy SEAL, Ryan in the Marines, and Zane had been in the Secret Service before becoming RED special agents. They were all exceptionally well trained, as Lexi was. Nick wouldn’t have been surprised if she made it out of this whole damned mess on her own. But there was no way he was going to take chances with her life or her sister’s.

      They wore earpieces that allowed them to communicate. The sound of the tracking device had been turned off and the display dimmed as Nick held it in his palm and followed the signal.

      Light glinted off something on the top of a warehouse ahead. Nick paused. “Looks like someone has a scope,” he murmured just loud enough for Ryan and Zane to hear and indicated where he had seen it.

      “I’ve got him covered,” Ryan said as he took up position.

      Nick and Zane continued forward. The signal grew stronger as they closed in on the warehouse that had blacked-out windows. No light came from inside the warehouse.

      They stayed to the shadows. Light poles dotted the area, but the lights themselves had been killed. Likely Bachmann’s men had done it to keep their comings and goings from being seen but that had been a stupid move that benefited Nick’s team.

      Every now and then the moon peeked through the clouds and they had to melt further back into the shadows, but for the most part it remained dark.

      Zane spotted another man who Ryan said he could take care of, too, and then Nick located two other men guarding the warehouse.

      They attached very illegal silencers to the weapons they carried. This wasn’t a sanctioned operation and Nick didn’t give a shit if any part of it was illegal.

      In moments they had dropped all four men, each with a single shot. Unfortunately, one of the shots must have traveled right through the target and hit the warehouse because it made a pinging sound.

      Damn. Nick paid attention to the door into the warehouse as he stayed in a crouch and approached the black car that Lexi had been taken in. The signal told him he was right on top of it. The transmitter was inside the car. It must have fallen out of her shoe unless she was still inside.

      Quietly he peeked in through the window. He couldn’t see through the dark tint and he didn’t open the door in case a dome light came on. Bachmann could have more men out here in the dark.

      “The transmitter is in the car,” Nick said into his earpiece. “I can’t tell if Lexi is in there.”

      The rusted sound of a warehouse door opening sent Nick’s blood to pumping faster. Light leaked from the opening and then the door closed. In the shadows Nick saw two men. He raised his weapon.

      “I’ve got the one on the left,” Nick said.

      “I’ll take the right,” came Zane’s voice.

      The spit of a bullet came from each gun and both men dropped.

      “We’ve got to get closer.” Nick studied the door. “These guys are going to be missed.”

      They moved in slowly, remaining in hiding. They had to take care that no one else was outside before they stormed in. Several minutes had passed by the time they were within ten feet of the door.

      The door opened just as Nick was moving from a car to an oil drum that sat beside a weed-choked pile of metal.

      A man stepped out and looked at the bodies on the ground and raised his weapon. He started backing into the warehouse.

      A scream from the warehouse shattered the night.

      Followed by a shot and another scream.
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      Little sisters and big trucks

      

      My head spun a little from that last punch, but I could take it. Bring it on. Just wait until I get myself free.

      Blood filled my mouth and I spit to the side, the splatter hitting the concrete floor. I was lucky I hadn’t lost a tooth. Yet. Been there, done that. Have the bridge to prove it.

      I took stock of the situation. I was soon to be tortured with four big men in the room. I couldn’t count on Rori, so it was just me against men who weighed twice what I did. Probably more.

      A sound pinged against metal, like a rock being thrown at the warehouse, yet not. Maybe even a bullet piercing metal, although I hadn’t heard a shot. Bachmann frowned. He nodded to the bearded man and Johansen who both turned and headed to my right. They went around a crane and a few moments later I heard the rusted sound of a door creaking.

      “There had better be no one here for you,” Bachmann said as he glared at me. “Or you both die now.”

      “There’s no way they could have followed me.” With my split lip I talked a little funny. I had to convince him. “You took my phone.”

      “Something is not right.” Bachmann continued to frown. “You could have some kind of transmitter on you.”

      Yes, the transmitter that Nick had put in the tread of my shoe last night. I’d almost forgotten about it.

      I didn’t allow any expression to show on my face, which was puffy, bruised, and bloody. Rori still looked at me in horror.

      Bachmann crouched to my left, between Rori and me.

      A little closer, I thought. Come a little closer, you bastard.

      He looked up at Dawson. “Go check on Hans and Richter.”

      Dawson looked at me and narrowed his gaze but went in the direction the others had gone. He went around the crane and disappeared, too.

      Bachmann moved a little closer, his attention on Rori.

      I raised my legs to my chest, my feet together.

      With all the power I had, I shot my feet out toward Bachmann’s head.

      He turned just as I rammed my feet toward him and I hit him square in the face. Blood spurted from his nose. He howled in pain as his body was propelled backward.

      In a long-practiced movement, I slid my wrists from behind me, down and over my feet so that my hands were now in front of me.

      I flung myself at him. At the same time he was pushing himself up, I went for his throat with my cuffs but missed and he knocked me aside. I hit my head hard on the concrete floor.

      Rori screamed as Bachmann stood and reached into his pocket and pulled out a gun. He held it in his left hand and it occurred to me that I’d shattered his other hand. Maybe he wasn’t as good a shot with his left.

      I twisted my body so that I could sweep one leg behind his knees and made contact.

      He stumbled back but didn’t fall. “Bitch,” he shouted. “You both die now.”

      As he spoke, I rolled to a seated position.

      Bachmann raised his weapon and turned it on Rori.

      I lunged for Bachmann, putting myself in the path of the bullet.

      The moment the weapon discharged, pain ripped through me as the bullet pierced my side and I dropped.

      Rori screamed again.

      I tried to get up. I couldn’t let him win. Couldn’t let him shoot Rori.

      His attention remained riveted on me. He had his weapon pointed at my head.

      Scenarios bolted through my mind, but he stood so close that none came to me that would allow Rori and me to come out of this alive.

      “Good riddance, Lexi Steele,” he growled.

      Something plowed into him. Someone.

      Then I saw that Rori was on top of Bachmann. She’d taken him down to the ground. His weapon went off and he flung her aside.

      Blood soaked my T-shirt, but adrenaline helped to mask the pain. I pushed myself to my feet and rushed toward Bachmann. He was still down but bringing the gun up and around. I got to him before he could fire.

      I rammed my foot into his hand. He shouted in pain as I kicked the gun from his grasp, and it skittered beneath an old truck. Bachmann’s face flamed red. Livid.

      He tried to get up and I kicked him again. This time he grabbed my foot and twisted, and I went down. Pain exploded through my side as I hit the floor. Black spots appeared before my eyes and I was afraid I’d black out. Bachmann went for the gun under the truck.

      And then Rori was there with her hands bound in front of her instead of behind. She had likely copied me, using her gymnastic skills.

      The door to the outside slammed. As Rori helped me to my feet, Dawson reappeared from around the crane.

      Rori and I grabbed hands and ran for the machinery. We ducked as a shot pinged off a forklift we ducked behind.

      “You’re bleeding all over the place,” Rori said in a hoarse whisper as we moved through the machinery.

      We came to a stop as I listened. There were no sounds telling me whether or not Dawson and Bachmann were close as they hunted us. I breathed hard and my mind spun.

      I heard a shot and then Nick’s voice. “Come out, Bachmann. We’ve got you surrounded.”

      Relief poured through me, but it was short lived when I heard the sound of metal hitting the concrete floor behind us. I glanced over my shoulder to see Dawson coming after us, his gun pointed at Rori.

      “Down!” I jerked Rori’s arm as we ducked and the ping of a bullet against metal rang over our heads.

      We scurried around a huge work truck then several fifty-gallon oil drums. I tried to ignore the pain that kept making my vision wavy.

      Rusted metal pipes, anywhere from two to ten feet long rested haphazardly on the floor. I grabbed one about three-feet-long and gripped it in both hands, wishing I wasn’t still cuffed. Rori picked up one approximately the same length.

      We had to get away from the barrels in case they still had flammable liquid in them that could explode if Dawson shot one.

      My breathing came hard as I gestured toward a forklift and we moved around it. I was weakening. I peeked around the side of the machinery and saw a glimpse of Dawson moving toward us, but he didn’t see me. He looked from side to side, searching. I raised the pipe and held it like a baseball bat. I could put my college softball skills to use and use Dawson’s head as the ball.

      I tried to control the sound of my breathing so that he wouldn’t hear me, but it was hard with my injury making my breath come in harsh gasps. It got harder and harder to hold the pipe.

      I glimpsed beside me. Rori was gone. My skin went cold. Where was she?

      My focus went in and out but from somewhere deep inside I found renewed clarity. I heard Dawson’s footsteps coming closer.

      With the way my side was injured I didn’t think I could take a full baseball swing. I raised the bar as high as I was able to.

      I heard a truck starting, gears grinding, the throb of a powerful motor.

      Dawson held the gun in front of him in a two-fisted grip as he came around the forklift. I brought the pipe down hard on one wrist. He screamed in pain, but his other hand still held onto his weapon.

      Rage shown in his gaze as he swung toward me.

      Spots flashed before my eyes and I didn’t know if I had the strength to hit him again.

      Then his eyes grew big and he froze. The motor roared louder, and I stumbled backward as a huge truck came barreling toward Dawson and me.

      He seemed to recover and started to turn to run but it was too late. The truck smashed him against the forklift. He screamed as the vehicle hit him and then he went silent. Metal crunched against metal as the truck pinned his body. His head hung like a ragdoll’s, and his gun clattered across the floor.

      I could barely stand as I stared at him and then looked up at the truck driver.

      Rori.

      My little sister had just saved my life. Again.

      Who was the badass now?

      She looked terrified but determined.

      Dawson looked dead. Very dead.

      Rori jumped out of the truck with it parked, still pinning Dawson. She ran to me. “Lexi!” she cried out, but I barely heard her over the sound of the truck’s motor. I put my back to the forklift and slid down until I rested against the enormous tire.

      She dropped to her knees, her eyes wide and terrified and I knew her fear was for me. I was fading from loss of blood. She tore off the lower half of her shirt, folded it, and slipped it under the top of my shirt, pushing up the makeshift tourniquet and placing the material against the wound.

      “You’re bleeding so much,” she sobbed.

      I wanted to sleep so badly but she shook my shoulder. “Stay awake, damn it. I’ve seen it on TV. You can’t pass out on me.”

      I couldn’t help a smile as I struggled to keep my eyes open. “Thanks for saving my life.”

      “You took this bullet for me, Lexi.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “You saved my life.”

      “Looks like we’re even.” I reached up and touched her face even though it required effort. “I love you, little sister.”

      “I love you, too.” She grasped my hand with hers and blood covered her up to her wrist. So much blood. She released my hand and pressed both of hers over the wound.

      “Lexi’s been shot!” Rori screamed. “She’s dying!”

      I hoped she wasn’t bringing Bachmann straight to us.
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      Nick

      

      Nick’s blood burned beneath his skin as he eased through the machinery, searching for Bachmann. The man had vanished around a crane just as Nick entered the warehouse. Lexi’s brothers followed him in, and they covered each other.

      The warehouse was massive. Lexi and Rori were here somewhere and all he could do was pray that they were alive. They’d heard a shot and screams before entering the warehouse and there had been blood smeared on the concrete floor, but no one had been around. He hoped to God none of the blood was Lexi’s or Rori’s.

      “Call the local RED office,” Nick said to Zane as he gestured to the blood. “Tell them we need backup and that we may have an agent down.”

      Zane nodded and pulled out his cell phone, then made the call.

      Nick eased around the crane when he was sure it was clear, and Ryan covered him. Zane disconnected the call and holstered his phone, then went around the opposite side. Hopefully they would catch Bachmann between them.

      But Bachmann was a slippery bastard. He wasn’t there. He had likely moved on through the maze of machinery.

      Nick’s hatred for Bachmann burned deep. If it hadn’t been for him, his sister would never have gone through the horrors she had experienced at the hands of the sex slavers and ultimately the man who had bought her.

      And Bachmann was responsible for countless ruined lives of girls around the world who had been taken from their homes and ripped from their lives and forced to be sex slaves. It was one of the most heinous things one human being could do to another.

      He owed Bachmann. And he would make him suffer for what he’d done.

      Nick, Ryan, and Zane split up to cover more of the warehouse. Nick’s heart beat faster, adrenaline pumping through his system as he continued on.

      A truck’s engine rumbled to life on the other side of the warehouse. Was Lexi over there? Who had started the truck?

      He eased on, not allowing the truck to distract him. His finely honed instincts told him he was close to Bachmann.

      A flash of clothing vanishing around a man lift caught Nick’s attention. He crouched and eased forward around the piece of machinery. He peered around it but saw nothing. His gun raised, he swung around the man lift.

      At the same time a man with a gun came around from the opposite side. In an instant, Nick realized it was Zane.

      Nick indicated with his head the direction that Bachmann had gone, and Zane responded with a nod.

      On the other side of the warehouse, the truck’s gears ground and its engine rumbled louder. It sounded like it was being driven.

      A shot pinged off metal over Nick’s head and he ducked. Shit. That had been close. But it also told him that Bachmann was nearby. As far as he knew, they had taken out the rest of the slaver’s men and it was only a matter of time before they had Bachmann.

      The engine sounded like it was being gunned. A man’s scream followed and then the voice was silenced. The truck motor idled briefly then died.

      Had Lexi run over one of Bachmann’s men with a truck?

      Nick continued his hunt for Bachmann but remained conscious of sounds coming from across the warehouse.

      Then came Rori’s scream.

      “Lexi’s been shot!” Rori screamed. “She’s dying!”

      Nick’s heart went into overdrive and he started to run through the machinery, in the direction of Rori’s cry.

      “I’ve got Lexi,” he shouted into his earpiece. “You get Bachmann. But save him for me.”

      “Right,” Zane said, although he didn’t sound convinced that was what he should do. Lexi was his sister and no doubt he felt the need to go to her.

      Ryan came back with an affirmative answer but sounded just as concerned as Zane had.

      Nick bolted in the direction of Rori’s voice and the sound of the truck motor. He dodged through machinery and then rounded a forklift—

      And came face to face with Bachmann who had his weapon pointed at Lexi’s chest. Rori knelt beside Lexi, sobbing and looking terrified.

      Nick aimed his gun at Bachmann’s head.

      “So help me, you pull that trigger and you’re a dead man,” Nick said in a near growl. “Or better yet, I know just how to shoot you so that you’ll still be alive, but you’ll be a vegetable.”

      Bachmann paled but didn’t move his gun from Lexi who was propped up against the forklift’s tire. Her face was bruised and bloody, her skin white, her clothing soaked with blood. She looked like she was fading, and fading fast.

      Sirens cut the air in the distance and Nick prayed it was the local RED agency on its way.

      “It’s over, Bachmann.” Nick had to resist the urge to tackle the man and take him down. The gun might go off and the bullet could hit Lexi.

      “What does it matter now?” Bachmann looked enraged yet there was almost acceptance in his words. “She has ruined everything. She’ll die soon enough of her wound or I will take care of her.”

      Behind Bachmann, Zane appeared. Nick made no sign that he’d seen Lexi’s brother. He hoped that Rori wouldn’t give Zane away by looking at him.

      “Your government will be down on its knees if you kill me,” Bachmann continued. “If I die, photographs and recordings will be distributed to every media outlet.”

      “Let’s take our chances and accept the consequences,” Lexi said weakly from where she sat, propped up against the forklift tire. “We don’t need people like that in our government. Just kill the bastard.”

      Bachmann seemed to sense someone behind him. He glanced over his shoulder, distracted.

      Zane knocked Bachmann’s hand up and away from Lexi’s direction. A shot went off.

      Nick tackled Bachmann and slammed him to the concrete as Zane ripped the gun from the man’s grasp.

      With all the power he had, Nick punched Bachmann. And he didn’t stop.

      All the rage that had been inside of Nick came pouring out. For the hell Bachmann had caused Kristen. For the countless lives Bachmann had ruined. For Lexi.

      Nick dragged Bachmann to his feet and punched him so hard that the man went flying. He was nothing. But he was still alive and Nick wanted him dead.

      The sirens were practically on top of them.

      Nick jerked Bachmann to his feet, grabbed his head in his hands, and snapped his neck.

      Without another thought for Bachmann, Nick dropped the bastard’s body and went to Lexi. Rori frantically tried to stop the bleeding.

      RED agents poured into the warehouse after making sure it was clear. Nick and Lexi’s brothers had to put down their weapons and raise their hands. An agent pulled Nick’s, Zane’s, and Ryan’s wallets out of their pockets, checked their credentials, and verified they were RED agents, before allowing them to re-arm themselves.

      The building was cleared and RED EMTs started attending to Lexi. Nick’s heart pounded in his throat as EMTs loaded Lexi onto a gurney, placed an oxygen mask over her mouth and nose, and started an IV. He raced with the EMTs to the door of the warehouse and then out to the waiting ambulance. Rori followed beside him.

      “I love you, Lexi,” he said, as they were about to load her into the emergency vehicle. “Don’t you dare die on me.”

      She raised her hand in a weak gesture. She’d heard him and she understood.

      As Nick stood there, Zane came up to his side and put a hand on Nick’s shoulder. “Lexi is too damned tough to die,” Zane said.

      Nick gave a slow nod but the lump in his throat wouldn’t let him talk.

      The moment Lexi was loaded, Nick made certain that it was clear to everyone that he was riding with her to the hospital. No damned way was he letting her out of his sight.

      He squeezed her hand as the EMTs attended to her and she met his gaze. Her eyes told him everything he wanted to hear from her. They showed her love and her will to live.

      But then her eyelids fluttered, and her heart stopped.
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      Angels and devils

      

      I float on lacy clouds in the bright sunshine. It warms me and I relax. Have I ever felt this free, this alive?

      My thoughts hesitate.

      But am I alive?

      A sense of peace fills me, and I smile. It doesn’t matter whether I’m alive or dead. I am forgiven. Forgiven for all the horrible things I have been forced to do in my life. Forgiven for the mistakes I have made.

      The power of the forgiveness seeps into my pores along with a love so strong that it takes my breath away.

      I have been so cynical that despite my Catholic upbringing, I have never been sure God exists. But I feel the warmth of His love.

      And His forgiveness.

      I can be at peace now.

      At peace.

      Something I haven’t felt since I was a child.

      I feel as if warm, loving arms surround me and I want to stay in those arms.

      Something is calling to me. Someone. Begging me to come back.

      Come back?

      Where?

      Why would I want to leave this place of joy and peace?

      “I love you, Lexi. Don’t leave me. Come back.”

      Lexi? Is that my name? It seems but a whisper on the wind that I can barely grasp.

      Come back. Come back. Come back.

      The words echo in my mind.

      I think I recognize the voice and then my heart squeezes.

      Nick.

      Nick is calling to me.

      I feel drawn to him.

      I look up at the blue sky and the soft clouds around me and feel the warmth on my skin. It will be cold if I leave this place.

      But Nick.

      Other images start to come to me. My family. My mama and daddy. Rori, Sean, Evan, Zane, Ryan, and Troy.

      They need me. I can’t leave them.

      And Nick.

      I can’t leave him.

      

      I felt a rush, as if I was falling. Falling. I suddenly felt cold and afraid.

      My eyelids popped open as I sucked in air and my chest hurt as if someone had been sitting on it or beating the crap out of me. Maybe both.

      Disoriented and confused, I blinked away the fog in my eyes.

      “Lexi, thank God.” Nick’s voice sounded harsh and gravelly.

      I turned toward his voice. Nick. It was Nick. His love had brought me back.

      The fear and cold vanished as I smiled at him from behind the oxygen mask.

      “Don’t do that to me again.” Nick stroked hair from my brow as the sirens were cut and a few moments later the ambulance came to a stop. “Don’t ever do that again,” he said as the EMTs opened the ambulance doors to take me into the ER.

      I studied him as he held my hand. His dark hair was a mess and tear tracks ran down his cheeks. I squeezed his hand in return, but it wasn’t much. I was weaker than ever.

      “You’re going to live.” His voice was almost harsh. “You’re too strong to let something like a little bullet get you down.”

      Another smile curved my lips. He was right. I was stronger than that.

      I knew I’d died but I had come back, and I wasn’t leaving again.

      Not for a long time.

      

      The world as we knew it had changed.

      I sat up in my bed in RED’s infirmary in D.C. and watched the news that had been breaking over the past forty-eight hours.

      The President’s Chief of Staff was being taken away in handcuffs in one image. Congressmen and judges arrested in other newsfeeds. More and more lawmakers were being ferreted out as blackmail pictures and recordings continued to arrive at media outlets.

      The foundations of our government had been rocked.

      Our security as a nation had been compromised by people we had entrusted with our country.

      Bachmann had made good on his promise even after his death.

      Nick sat beside the bed and squeezed my hand, but I couldn’t look away from the TV for a long time.

      “He did this to us.” I finally brought my gaze to Nick’s. “Bachmann did this to our country.”

      “If these men weren’t corruptible then it wouldn’t have happened to begin with.” Nick’s voice was low and hard. “Better we find out now than when it’s too late.”

      “The President’s own security was compromised.” I shook my head. “Who knows what blackmail can make a person do.”

      Nick gave a nod. “They did get SAC Carter, too, although he was credited with being an NSA agent. RED was left out of it.”

      “I’m glad the bastard didn’t get away with his part in it.” I set my jaw as fury burned in my body. Men like him had been responsible for Bachmann getting away with what he had done for a long time.

      I shifted on the bed and winced from the pain in my side. I’d been really fortunate—nothing major had been damaged and the bullet had gone straight through. I’d lost a lot of blood, but that had been the worst of it. I’d be healed up in no time. My face was bruised and my lip split, so I really looked like hell. All in a day’s work.

      Someone knocked on the doorframe. As I turned my gaze to the door, our ASAC, Karen Oxford walked in through the doorway. I blinked. She’d come all the way from Boston to the D.C. area to see me? Or maybe she’d been needed here with all the hell that was breaking loose.

      “Hello, Lexi.” Oxford walked up to the bed and sat in the chair on the side opposite from Nick. She nodded to him and he gave her a nod back.

      “I’m grateful you pulled through.” Oxford never showed emotion, yet I thought I saw a hint of concern but that vanished. “I am sorry you had to do this alone. However, I knew if anyone could do it, it would be you and Agent Donovan.”

      Surprise widened my eyes. “You knew what we’d do?”

      “Why do you think I authorized your leave?” Oxford sat back in her chair. “I wasn’t allowed to let you use RED’s resources, but I know you have plenty of your own.” She looked at Nick and I wondered if she knew about his war room. Nick’s expression gave away nothing.

      She moved her gaze back to me. “It was obvious that something very wrong was going on in our own organization, and ultimately in our government.” Her lips thinned. “From within there was nothing I could do.”

      “I understand.” I thought about the time she had told us the operation was being killed. “If you had tried to do something, you would have been booted out and then there would have been nothing you could do.”

      Oxford looked from Nick to me again. “No one outside of RED and the small chain of command will ever know the part you played in rescuing our country. You realize this, of course.”

      “I don’t need credit for it.” I raised my hand without the IV and brushed hair away from my brow. “I just need to know that as a country we are safer, and that Bachmann is no longer a threat.”

      “That you have done.” She got to her feet. “But now there are things I must attend to as your new SAC.”

      “You were given Carter’s job?” I pushed myself up higher in bed and winced again. “That’s terrific. You’ll make a great SAC.” I frowned. “I just hope we get a decent ASAC to take your place.”

      “I intend to make sure you do.” She looked to each of us. “Thank you, Agent Steele and Agent Donovan. We are indebted to you as a nation.”

      With a nod she turned and strode out the door.

      I looked at Nick and he brought his gaze to mine. The corner of his mouth turned up. “We should have known.”

      With a shake of my head, I said, “I don’t think I’ll ever completely get Oxford. She’s an amazing woman.”

      “Lexi?” Rori’s voice came from the door and I looked to see her, Zane, and Ryan standing in the doorway.

      Rori looked a little worse for the wear. She had some bruises and scrapes, and her ankles and wrists had been rubbed raw from the restraints. Fortunately, she hadn’t endured any real physical abuse, and no sexual abuse.

      She had, however, suffered emotional trauma from being kidnapped and killing a man. I knew she’d be having nightmares.

      The rape prior to her abduction also weighed heavily on her mind. RED had provided a psychologist to work with Rori and she was holding up really well. She was stronger than I had ever given her credit for.

      The three of them stepped into the room. Zane looked concerned, and Ryan appeared to be resigned—to what, I didn’t know. I frowned, wondering what was going on.

      Rori sat beside the bed. “I know you’re injured, Lexi, but…” She took a deep breath. “You need to tell me everything. After this, no more secrets.”

      Oh. I looked at my brothers for help, but they were no use. They just waited for me to explain.

      I licked my dry lips. “I, especially, do owe you an explanation,” I said. “I know you think we should come clean with the entire family, but we can’t.” I reached out and she took my hand. “It’s for their safety.”

      Rori gripped my hand tight. “Tell me everything.”

      I sighed. “There’s a lot I can’t tell you, but I’ll tell you this…” I glanced at my brothers again and they each gave a nod. “Zane, Ryan, Nick, and I work for an organization known as RED. It’s the Recovery Enforcement Division, a highly secretive department of the NSA.”

      Rori studied me. “What does that mean?”

      “We take on operations that most organizations in our government are unable to. We do a lot of the dirty work.” I took a deep breath. “We work in various roles. Sometimes undercover, sometimes behind the scenes. But everything we do is highly secretive. We’re not even allowed to tell our families about what we do, so I’m breaking a vow by telling you this.”

      “We all are,” Zane said.

      Rori nodded slowly. “You’re not going to tell Mama and Daddy or anyone else what happened?”

      “We can’t.” I looked at her wrists. “We need to come up with a story to explain why you have the marks and scrapes that you do.” I sighed. “That’s not going to be easy.”

      “I’ll just stay away from home for another week or so.” Rori gave me a little smile. “I have a flight to Hawaii coming up and work is the perfect excuse to be gone. I’ll just wear bracelets and slacks and that should do the trick.”

      “It’s coming in handy that you’re a flight attendant.” I studied her. “Are you okay? Really okay?”

      She nodded. “It was frightening, but we’re alive and that’s what counts.”

      “Promise to keep seeing the shrink for a while?” I gave her an intent look. “I want to know that you’re going to be all right.”

      “Yes.” Her expression turned somewhat sad. “I have to work through killing a man and I don’t think I can do that alone. I still can’t believe you took a bullet for me.”

      “You were really brave.” I squeezed her hand. “You saved my life twice. You thought fast on your feet and you did more than a lot of people could ever do.”

      Rori glanced at our brothers and then me again. “Maybe it’s because I had some pretty good examples to learn from over the years. To be honest, it’s not surprising you all ended up in some line of dangerous work. Even Troy is a fireman and Evan is a detective. I’m the only one who went for a safe career.”

      I laughed. “A flight attendant? No matter how safe they say flying is, I don’t know that I’d have the guts to go up and down in a plane every single time I went to work.” I’d done a lot of flying over the years, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.

      “I suppose you need some rest.” She gestured toward my midsection that was bound tight with its dressings. She stood and hugged me. “Love you, Lexi.”

      “I love you, too, little sister.”

      When she drew back tears glistened in her eyes and I hugged her again.

      My brothers also gave me hugs and told me to rest. Zane looked at Nick and said, “Sit on her if you have to.”

      Nick gave a nod. “I intend to.”
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      Richard

      

      Richard Travis pulled his travel bag behind him and whistled to himself as he walked through the covered airport parking lot to his car. He’d flown the redeye into Boston after a layover in L.A. on his way from Hawaii. He was damned ready to get home.

      His cute little piece of ass, Rori Steele, was probably waiting for a repeat of what he’d given her before he left. The threesome with Madeline had been so damned hot. It had taken a little of an Ecstasy-type drug to get Rori to loosen up, but by the time they were finished for the night, he was sure she would be thinking differently the next go-round.

      The sensation that he was being watched caused hair to rise at his nape. He stopped and slowly looked over his shoulder.

      No one.

      He must be more tired than he thought. He turned to head toward his car again—

      A big man in black, wearing a ski mask, blocked his way.

      “Shit.” Richard took a step back, panic landing in his chest.

      He backed into something hard. His heart felt like it was going to explode when he glanced back and he saw that it was another man in black, equally as big, also wearing a ski mask.

      “Wh-what do you want?” Richard’s voice shook. “You can have my wallet. Anything you want.”

      Man One in front of Richard grabbed him by the collar. “Make another sound and you’ll regret it.”

      Richard felt something hard pressed against his side and he knew it had to be a gun. He almost pissed his pants.

      “Understand?” Man Two asked.

      Richard nodded, terror racing through him.

      The men shoved Richard inside a white van with no rear or side windows. Richard’s travel bag was tossed in after him, hitting him square in the chest, causing air to rush out of his lungs. Man One climbed into the driver’s seat while Man Two held a gun on Richard. The man in the driver’s seat took off his ski mask but Richard couldn’t see his face.

      Tires squealed, echoing in the parking garage, as the van backed up and then took off.

      Richard couldn’t stop shaking. He had no idea where they were going but it seemed like the men drove on for miles before finally parking in the dark night.

      The back door opened and Man One wore the ski mask again. It looked dark around him like they were somewhere isolated. He climbed into the van and shut the door.

      “So, you like to give girls Ecstasy and force them to do things they don’t want to do?” Man Two said.

      “Huh?” Richard, thrown off by the question, stared at the man.

      Man Two grabbed Richard by his collar and jerked him forward. “You gave Rori Steele something, didn’t you,” he stated.

      Rori? This was about Rori? Richard swallowed hard. “I—I don’t know what you mean.”

      A gun pressed against his side again from Man One. “Answer the question.”

      “Yes.” Richard rushed his words. “I did. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. I swear to—”

      “Shut the hell up.” Man Two narrowed his eyes. “If you ever go near Rori again, I’m going to cut off a certain part of your body that you’re going to miss. Do you understand?”

      Richard nodded vigorously.

      “You deserve to have the shit beat out of you, but we’re not going to.” Man Two’s eyes had a deadly look to them. “This time.”

      “Now strip,” Man One from behind him said.

      Richard looked from one man to the other then started taking off his clothing, his whole body shaking.

      When he got down to his boxers he stopped. Man One pressed his gun into Richard’s side again. “Everything.”

      As soon as Richard was naked, Man Two pulled something out of a black duffel bag that Richard hadn’t noticed before. He brought out an item. When the man held it up, Richard realized it was a leather hood.

      Richard shook his head. “I’m claustrophobic.”

      “Shut up.” Man Two jerked the hood over Richard’s head.

      Richard held back a scream. His breathing came hard and fast as he tried not to hyperventilate. He told himself that the mouth, eyes, and nose holes gave him enough air to breathe.

      Just let me out of here, he begged in his mind.

      Man Two shoved a ball gag in Richard’s mouth while Man One tied it behind his head. They secured Richard’s wrists in front of him with metal cuffs. Then Man Two opened the back doors and both men took Richard by his upper arms and marched him out of the van.

      When Richard was on the ground, rocks poked into his bare feet. The night was cool and he trembled as he stood in front of the men. His dick shriveled. He could say nothing with the ball gag in his mouth.

      Man One tossed something on the ground. It was Richard’s wallet. “Good luck coming up with an explanation.”

      The two men slammed the back doors of the van and both walked up to the front, one on each side of the van. After one climbed into the driver’s seat and the other took the passenger seat, the van’s wheels spun in the dirt and then it took off.

      Richard watched as the taillights of the van disappeared, wishing he had never met Rori Steele.
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      A little rain doesn’t mean the sun isn’t shining

      

      Outside the rain poured down as we waited for Mama and Daddy to return home from the doctor’s office. I stood at the window watching for them to arrive, everything in the view distorted from raindrops rolling down the windowpane. The clouds were dark, and I hoped the rain wasn’t a bad omen.

      Nick put his arm around my shoulders, and we waited together and looked as rain soaked the grass and water ran down the street.

      In the background my four older brothers watched the Red Sox as they went neck and neck against the Yankees. Rori, Willow, and my younger brother, Sean, played Monopoly, Sean’s favorite game. He seemed to be back from the Dark Side, and I hoped he was here to stay.

      Rori and Willow didn’t watch baseball—Willow’s game was basketball and Rori just didn’t like sports. Sean would play Monopoly over anything if he could get someone to play him. He figured he could always watch the game highlights.

      Me, I couldn’t relax enough to do anything or I would have been watching the game. It had been two and a half weeks since everything went down with Bachmann and I had been healing well. My side didn’t hurt much, my split lip had healed, and the bruises on my face were gone.

      My parents’ car finally pulled up in the driveway. Daddy got out of the car and popped open an umbrella, then went to Mama’s side of the car and helped her out.

      It seemed like it took forever for them to get to the house. As they walked up to the porch, my heart pounded. This had been an important doctor’s visit that could have resulted in good news or bad.

      I opened the door for them, and rain-fresh air flooded into the house. Mama walked in and wiped her shoes on the doormat while Daddy shook off the umbrella and propped it against the house on the porch. He came in and cleaned off his shoes, too.

      Everyone stopped what he or she was doing. Someone turned off the TV and the board game was set aside. Nick and I stepped back to give my parents some room.

      Daddy rested one hand on Mama’s shoulder and squeezed. She reached up and put her hand over his as she looked around the room at her brood.

      She smiled.

      I held my breath.

      “I’m in remission,” Mama said. “The cancer is in remission.”

      The cheer that erupted in the house was so loud that the neighbors up and down the block had to have heard. We all hugged Mama, one at a time, and I noticed Rori was crying. I felt something damp on my cheeks and I touched them.

      I was crying, too.

      Tears were rolling down my cheeks.

      So much had been balled inside of me and hearing Mama’s news had set it all free.

      I was crying from the joy of knowing my mother had kicked to the curb the cancer that could have taken her life.

      And then my mother’s arms were enveloping me, and I cried against her shoulder. She drew back and rubbed away the tears from beneath my eyes.

      “There, there, pet.” She smiled. “Everything is going to be fine.”

      Yes. Everything was going to be more than fine.

      

      After our family celebrated my mother beating breast cancer, Nick drove us to my apartment. The rain had stopped, and a ray of sunlight peeked through the clouds.

      “I’m taking you to Antonio’s.” Nick parked in front of the trip.

      “I love Antonio’s. We haven’t been there for a while.” I opened the door to his SUV. “That means changing into something a little more appropriate.”

      The corner of his mouth curved. “You look awfully cute in that T-shirt and those jeans.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him.

      The joy of knowing my mother would be okay had me feeling like I was bouncing on air. I was ready to go to the restaurant within fifteen minutes. When I walked out of my bathroom, I was surprised to see Nick dressed in a black, collared shirt and black jeans. I hadn’t realized he’d brought anything with him.

      He took my hand as we left the apartment and returned to his SUV. We drove to the restaurant and I felt like humming.

      It turned out he had reservations and the hostess seated us almost immediately in the busy restaurant.

      Dinner was fantastic and the wine Nick picked out was excellent. I did not intend to pass up dessert, so I’d held back on eating too much of the bread that had been served at the beginning of the meal.

      While we waited for dessert to be served, Nick took my hand on the tabletop. The seriousness in his eyes threw me off a little. Then he released my hand and got to his feet. I figured he had to go to the men’s room so when he just stood and looked at me, I said, “What gives?”

      And then he got down on one knee.

      A warm flush washed over me as he reached into his pocket and brought out a ring box. Hair prickled on my scalp and my heart beat so fast it felt like it was slamming against my chest.

      He opened the box. Inside was a simple diamond solitaire. It sparkled in the room’s light and I felt mesmerized by the glittering stone. Then I looked up into his gaze, my lips parted.

      “I love you more than I ever imagined I could love anyone,” he said. “You’re headstrong, a real pain in the ass, and you drive me crazy sometimes. But most of all, you help make me whole.”

      I just stared at him, unable to say a word.

      “Lexi,” he said. “Will you marry me?”

      More warmth rushed through me. For a moment I still felt too stunned to speak. So many things went through my mind. He had moved to Arizona with his only family, Kristen. My career and family were here in Boston.

      But I loved him.

      I swallowed.

      “I’m not asking you to leave Boston.” His gaze held mine as he answered my unspoken thoughts. “My life is with you, Lexi. And if that means moving back to Boston then that’s where I belong.”

      Tears rushed to my eyes again and I realized my hands were trembling.

      “That’s not fair to you.” I found it difficult to speak. “I don’t want you to feel torn between me and Kristen.”

      “I’ll go to Arizona for an extended weekend every month to spend with my sister,” he said. “She’ll be all right. She’s strong and she’s happy.”

      He gave one of his adorable smiles that I loved so much. “Now give me the answer I want to hear. Will you marry me?”

      “You drive me crazy, too,” I said. “But I love you more than I ever thought possible. So yes.” I smiled as I spoke. “I will marry you, Nick.”

      I was vaguely aware of the entire restaurant bursting into applause as he slipped the ring onto my finger.

      Nick brought us both to our feet and kissed me in the most amazing kiss ever. My heart bubbled up with joy and I kissed him back with the same intensity.

      In the next moment we were sitting and my whole body felt flushed with heat as the applause died down. He held my left hand and the ring sparkled.

      A server showed up with a bottle of champagne on ice, presented the bottle to Nick and then poured us each a glass.

      The golden liquid frothed at the top and Nick raised his glass. “To a crazy wonderful future together.”

      “It will probably only get crazier.” I smiled, raised my glass, and clinked mine to his. “To us.”
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      There’s sand in my bikini

      

      Sunshine warmed my body as I reclined on a towel on the beach of a private island in the Bahamas next to my husband, Nick. Lexi Steele Donovan. That’s me.

      We hadn’t messed around waiting to get married and we tied the knot two weeks after Nick proposed to me. The ceremony had been simple, and we’d kept it small. If all my relatives had been there, we would have had over a hundred guests and that was the last thing we’d wanted. As it was, Nick’s sister, my six siblings, my brother’s wife, and Mama and Daddy had been there when the pastor pronounced us husband and wife.

      My family had put together a surprise reception the following day, and that’s where my countless relatives and our friends and even some coworkers had mobbed us. That had all been the day before yesterday, and my head still spun.

      But now, peace and quiet with the man I loved.

      At our feet the crystal blue ocean lapped the white sand, the gentle rush of water a peaceful sound. A light breeze brushed over my body, drying some of the perspiration on my skin. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sun on my face. In places sand stuck to my fair skin that I’d coated liberally with sun block and there was more sand on my towel.

      “What about a family?” Nick caught me off guard as he broke the silence.

      Warily, I opened my eyes and turned my head to meet his gaze. “What about it?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked as he placed his palm on my flat belly. “Kids, the whole mess.”

      I tilted my head to the side. The thought of having Nick’s baby had been on my mind a lot. I was both excited and scared to death.

      “That depends.” I gave him a solemn look. “If you want a family as big as mine, you’re out of luck. But if one or two will do for you, I’ll check my schedule and see if I can fit it in.”

      His little smile turned into a big grin and he leaned over me and kissed me hard. “One or two will do just fine.”

      “Good.” I turned and propped my head on my hand and looked at him. “Because I have some news for you. In about eight and a half months, you’re going to be a daddy.”

      Shock crossed his features as he stared at me. “Are you kidding?”

      “Nope.” I smiled and felt a kind of joy bubbling up inside me. “Took the test the day before the wedding. Seems the Pill decided to quit working once you proposed to me. We’ve just become a statistic.”

      He took me into his arms, pulling me onto his chest. He was grinning and the sight of his broad smile sent a warm tingly feeling throughout me.

      “This isn’t going to be so flat much longer.” He placed his hand over my belly again. “When were you planning on telling me?”

      “Tonight.” I trailed one of my fingers down his chest. “I figured I’d wait to spring it on you when we were at dinner. But since you brought it up…”

      “Wonderful.” He brushed strands of hair from my face. “Everything is wonderful.”

      I rested my head on his chest as he brought me closer to him. I no longer had the nightmares that had plagued me most of my adult life. I’d come to terms with my past and had accepted it for what it was. It was more than time to move on.

      A bright future lay ahead. Oh, I knew it wasn’t going to be perfect, but that was perfectly fine with me.

      I smiled. Lexi Steele was finally happy with life and the part she played in it.
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      The nightmare had been so damned real. Landon Walker sat on the edge of his bed, his eyes bleary and his head aching like a mother. He had to stop trying to find peace at the bottom of a bottle of Jack D, because it only made him feel like hell the next morning. Didn’t matter what he did, because he didn’t think he’d ever have peace again.

      His dream had replayed every last detail of that night when a hit-and-run drunk driver had sideswiped Landon’s motorcycle, sending Stacy flying and pinning him beneath the wreckage. A helmet and protective gear hadn’t been enough to save her. After he’d managed to get out from beneath the motorcycle, he’d crawled to her, dragging his shattered leg. He could still feel her broken body in his arms.

      He ran his hand down his face, the stubble and scar along one cheekbone rough against his callused palm. Fourteen months to the day Stacy had died in the accident, an accident that had been his fault.

      Would he ever stop marking time by the date of his fiancée’s death?

      He turned his head to look at the alarm clock and winced from the pain the sudden movement caused. Damn. He’d be late if he didn’t get his ass out of bed. He didn’t work some punch-the-clock forty-hour workweek. But Mondays still sucked.

      Early Monday mornings he used to play basketball with a bunch of guys who were in law enforcement. On Friday nights, those who weren’t working usually played poker. But after the accident, Landon had pulled away from everything but his job. He still worked out—sometimes excessively—in the fitness room in his home. Not only to stay fit but because the strenuous activity burned off excess anger at himself and sometimes at the world.

      With his head still aching, he stepped under ice-cold water in the shower in an attempt to wake up. He braced his hand against the smooth white tiles, his head lowered, goosebumps prickling his skin when he let the water flow over him. He kept the water cold as he washed his hair and soaped his body. When he’d finished, he shut off the water and shook his head, droplets flying before he toweled himself off.

      The cold shower had done its job and he felt marginally better by the time he pushed open the shower stall’s glass door. He might just make it through today after all. Last month had been the first month he hadn’t taken flowers to Stacy’s grave. For the first year, he’d visited once a month on the date of her death, but after a year, he’d made the decision to move on to save his sanity. Damned if he knew how.

      After he’d dressed in jeans and a faded blue T-shirt, he jammed his Colt .45 into its holster on his belt. He slipped on a white overshirt to cover his weapon then stood in his kitchen and wolfed down a breakfast of toast and scrambled eggs. He stuck the dirty dishes in the dishwasher and headed out.

      A light morning breeze slid over his skin when he climbed into his charcoal-gray Ford Explorer. He stuffed his key into the ignition and started the vehicle. He headed down the dirt road leaving his ranch and continued onto the paved road that would take him to Douglas.

      He had just enough time to make it to the office and take care of a few things prior to heading to Bisbee to meet with his man who’d been working deep undercover. He’d make the twenty-five-mile drive from his ranch in Sulfur Springs Valley to Douglas and to DHS’s ICE office in twenty minutes.

      Landon had served as a special agent with the Department of Homeland Security’s Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agency for eleven years now and had given himself completely to his career since Stacy’s death. He’d always been married to the job and he regretted not being there for Stacy more. Now he lived and breathed his work. What the hell else did he have? The job would take his soul one day and he didn’t plan to fight it.

      At the office, he spent some time going over aspects of the case he’d been working for months. The Jimenez Cartel’s tentacles reached far from Mexico, into Arizona. When they chopped off one arm, another grew to replace it. The cartel had to be cut off at its head. No other way would stop or even slow the activities of the organization that dealt in drugs, death, destruction.

      They had to get to Diego Montego Jimenez, known as El Demonio to everyone around him. The Demon. The nickname for the bastard fit him like a glove.

      Landon headed out of the office in the early afternoon. On his way out, he saw Dylan Curtis, another DHS special agent and one of Landon’s good friends. At six-three, Dylan stood a good two inches taller than Landon. He wore a Stetson over his dark hair and his ice-blue eyes were appraising as always.

      Dylan paused in front of the entrance. Landon stopped too. “When are you going to join the boys for basketball again?” Dylan mimed going up for a shot. “Had some good games this morning. You need to show up and get your ass back in it.”

      Landon shrugged. He probably should—one more step toward returning to his life as it had been before.

      “This leg isn’t what it used to be.” Landon rubbed his leg that had been shattered in the accident.

      “Who gives a shit?” Dylan questioned. “Monday mornings, same time, same place as it’s always been. Bring the bum leg.”

      Landon nodded. “I just might be there next Monday.”

      “You’d better or I’m gonna kick your ass.” Dylan hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “And don’t forget poker this Friday night. It’s time you rejoined the living and you might as well go all in.”

      Landon shook his head. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe, my ass.” Dylan switched subjects as he asked, “On your way to meet Miguel?”

      “Yep.” Landon nodded. “Any news on the delivery?”

      “I’m hoping Miguel can give you a concrete time.” Dylan frowned. “All I have is what you do—it’s tomorrow, but no time or location.”

      “I’m sure Miguel has it for us.” Landon reached for the door handle. “I’ll call you as soon as I get intel from him.”

      Dylan gave a nod. “Tell the bastard hello for me.”

      “Will do.” Landon pushed open the door and walked into the sunny afternoon toward his SUV before heading to Bisbee, a once-booming town nestled in the Mule Mountains.

      His thoughts drifted like the occasional puffs of cottony clouds scattered across the brilliant blue summer sky. The grass along Highway 80 waved in the stiff breeze as he drove by. An unusual amount of rain had made everything greener than usual.

      Once he reached the east-side town limits, he guided his vehicle around what the locals had called the traffic circle for decades. The roundabout let him out onto the road that took him on to Old Bisbee after he passed the Lavender Pit and the Copper Queen Mine. He headed to St. Patrick’s Catholic Church to meet with Miguel.

      A replica of a church in Ireland, St. Pat’s had perched two hundred feet above the floor of Tombstone Canyon for nearly a century. Stained glass windows and marble filled the towering terracotta building. Beneath the soaring ceilings, Jesus Christ on the cross peered down on the congregation, as did the statues of the Virgin Mary and St. Patrick behind the altar.

      The icons seemed to look down on him, judging him for his absence from the Church and for his abandonment of God. Hell, God had abandoned both him and Stacy when He’d let her die.

      The cool, dim interior of the church smelled of incense and candlewax. The heavy double doors closed behind him as he passed the shallow well of holy water. He did not dip his fingers in the water or make the sign of the cross. He slid into the second to last pew in the back on the far right, so he could see the doors by turning his head slightly.

      A tiny woman in black, wearing a white lace mantilla, kneeled in one pew, and an older man leaned against the back of the bench seat in another. The old man’s head tilted up so he could stare at the effigy of Christ. The man had a broken look about him, as if this church served as the only solace he would find in this world.

      Landon mentally shook his head. Raised Catholic, he had pushed away from the Church once he’d gotten to see what a cruel world it could be. How could a good and just God allow evil men to kill or abuse women and children? Or to force them to serve as sex slaves? How had He allowed someone as sweet and good as Stacy to die as she had? Landon would have given his own life for hers.

      Clenching his teeth, he took in the padded wood kneeler at his feet. The kneeler, currently in its upright position, would be lowered by parishioners to kneel on during service or while praying when they came into the church to worship.

      For one wild moment he thought about getting down on his own knees and praying to a God he didn’t think he believed in any longer. He blew out a breath and ran his finger along a hymnal in the wooden rack in front of him. No, his days of praying were long gone.

      He pulled himself out of his thoughts and concentrated on the moment. He checked the time on his cell phone and saw he had arrived a few minutes early. He hoped Miguel wouldn’t be late. A devout Catholic, Miguel liked to meet at St. Pat’s where he felt closer to God.

      Sometimes, as Landon left, Miguel would head to the confessionals at the front right. Landon had worked undercover many times and had been forced to commit sins he wished could be absolved by confessing to a priest.

      Landon let his gaze drift over the almost empty pews, noting everything. From the moment he’d arrived, he’d been keenly aware of his surroundings and the double doors behind him. He didn’t like having his back to the doors, even though he could casually glance in that direction with his side vision. But if he wasn’t safe inside St. Pat’s, he didn’t know where he would be.

      The old man got up from his seat and went to the front of the church, to the left of the altar, and lit one candle among rows of little red jarred candles. Some were lit but most were dark. Landon stared at the flickering candlelight for a moment, remembering himself as just a little boy. In the church he’d grown up in, he’d lit a candle and prayed to God with all he had to save his grandfather who’d been dying from cancer. The first disappointment of many to come, by a God who never seemed to answer his prayers.

      The old man stood in front of the candles for a long moment before turning and walking beneath an archway between the walls and thick marble columns. Out of the corner of his eye, Landon watched the man leave, a large swathe of sunlight spilling into the church as he pushed one of the doors open. Then the heavy door eased back into place, leaving it dim again.

      Landon checked his cell phone. Late. Miguel, normally punctual to the minute, had yet to arrive. Landon didn’t let his mind wander beyond his objective. If he did, he’d spend time dwelling on things that couldn’t be changed.

      Time passed and Landon’s gut tightened. Even though Miguel hadn’t made it yet, Landon knew he shouldn’t be concerned. After all, he’d forged his way deep into the Jimenez Cartel. When El Demonio said, “Jump”, Miguel didn’t ask how high. He did what he had to do to remain embedded in the organization.

      Landon’s phone vibrated a couple of times and he read the two short text messages then returned his phone to its holster on his belt. His mother, asking if he would be able to make it for Sunday dinner. One of his sisters, telling him not to let their mother down and to show up on Sundays more often.

      He blew out his breath. His family had been pushing him for the past year to make it to get-togethers. He’d drawn away once Stacy had died. Maybe he’d grieved long enough. Knowing he should let go of the past and move on didn’t mean it would be easy.

      Basketball and Sunday dinners would be a start.

      Two more parishioners came in and out of the sanctum. The woman in the mantilla hadn’t moved since Landon had entered the church. She kept her head bowed in prayer and her white lace mantilla shadowed her face.

      More time passed and the two parishioners who had come in thirty minutes prior lit candles before leaving. Landon checked his cell phone yet again and saw he’d been waiting for nearly an hour. The woman in the mantilla and Landon were now the only people left in the church.

      Frowning, he got up from his pew and made his way outside, blinking when he walked into the late-afternoon sunlight. He stood at the top of the steps that went down on either side of him.

      The fact that Miguel hadn’t shown up wasn’t anything to be too concerned about. Any number of things could have come up. Miguel wouldn’t call or text anyone at DHS, to ensure nothing could be found to tie him to law enforcement.

      A hand with a vise-like grip clamped around Landon’s left wrist.

      He went for his Colt instinctively as he pivoted before stopping abruptly.

      It was the tiny veiled woman who had been in the church since he’d arrived.

      He released his grip on the butt of his handgun and left it in its holster. How the hell had she snuck up on him?

      The stooped, elderly Hispanic woman pushed the mantilla away from her cheeks and his gaze met small dark eyes nearly lost in a sea of wrinkles. She looked well over a hundred years old, older than his grandmother. Her face reminded him of a withered apple, but her eyes were bright and knowing.

      “You will die if you tell her the truth. If you don’t tell her, she will die.” The woman spoke in a low, tremulous voice, in broken English, with a heavy Hispanic accent.

      Despite the fact that he didn’t believe in crap like premonitions, chills rolled over Landon’s skin and he broke out in goosebumps for the second time that morning. He tried to jerk his arm away from the woman’s grip but she wouldn’t let him go and he didn’t want to inadvertently hurt her.

      “Remember my words.” She released his arm and turned away.

      While remaining completely aware of his surroundings, he watched her as she held on to the handrail and slowly walked down the steps. Her words echoed in his head no matter how he tried to force them out.

      ‘You will die if you tell her the truth. If you don’t tell her, she will die.’

      He shook his head and a natural-born instinct to help the elderly had him realizing he should be helping the old woman down the stairs. But she’d already reached the last step when he came to his senses.

      In a town where most houses were built on mountainsides, Landon wondered how someone so old and frail could navigate her way around the steep inclines that could give San Francisco a run for its money.

      A black Mercedes pulled up in front of the church, answering his question. A newer model vehicle, it had dark-tinted windows and looked as if the owner had washed and waxed it this morning. A Hispanic man of about thirty, wearing a bright white button-up shirt and dark slacks, climbed out of the driver’s side and held the back passenger-side door open. He assisted the elderly woman as she slid into the vehicle and closed the door behind her.

      The Mercedes was out of place in the small town of Bisbee, Arizona—Landon had never seen a vehicle matching it any of the times he’d been in town. He wondered who the woman was and if she owned the over-seventy-thousand-dollar car in a place where some houses could be bought for close to the same price.

      He mentally noted the license plate number and jogged down the steps, heading to his Explorer. When he reached the vehicle, he climbed in and grabbed the electronic tablet he used for work, pulled up the app he needed, then put the plate number into the database.

      The car was registered to a Juanita Salcido at an address farther up Tombstone Canyon. He saved the data. Maybe he didn’t need to, but the whole experience had been odd enough that he intended to hold on to the information.

      He set down the tablet as he thought about Miguel. Likely he’d been held up, the situation being one where the agent didn’t have the ability or freedom to call without compromising himself and his cover.

      A gut-deep sensation twisted Landon’s insides and he gritted his teeth. Like a blow to the solar plexus, a bad feeling struck him hard.

      A real bad feeling.
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      Finally, they were just outside Bisbee. Tori tucked strands of chin-length dark hair behind her ear and leaned back in the shuttle van’s seat. She looked ahead at the Mule Pass Tunnel that served as the gateway from the west side of town.

      Memories slid back of holding her breath from one end of the tunnel to the other. Girls and boys who grew up in Bisbee made it a game any time they headed out of town.

      Like other residents, Tori had often referred to it as The Time Tunnel. It was as though they traveled through time, leaving the world of today and visiting an earlier century.

      The van entered the dimness of the tunnel and she resisted holding her breath. Seeping water had stained the concrete walls—the project to maintain the integrity of the structure never ended.

      When the van reached the other end of the tunnel, she blinked away the bright sunlight and let out her breath. She almost laughed. Without realizing it, she’d been holding her breath after all.

      The shuttle continued on and she leaned forward in her seat, her cell phone in her pocket digging into her hip. Her gaze drifted to take in homes perched on the hillsides and the aging narrow road the shuttle traveled.

      Waves of memories rolled over her of her years growing up in Bisbee. She hadn’t been able to wait to leave when she had graduated from Bisbee High School. She’d wanted to escape the small town and learn what waited out in the great big world. Now, here she was, running back to it.

      Her smile faded. She’d never thought one man could make her whole world crash down around her, chasing her away from her dreams and everything she’d worked so hard for. One man.

      Tori ground her teeth. She wouldn’t allow this to be more than a temporary blip on her radar. She would go back to her life—only it would be without Gregory.

      Just the thought of him and what he’d done to her before she’d left him made her feel dirty and her skin crawled.

      And now she was running home to Mama.

      The backs of her eyes stung. Josie Nuñez Cox had been Tori’s safe place, her refuge and, even at thirty-three, she needed her mother more than ever.

      Tori put her fingers to her temples. She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten not only her laptop, but her six-thousand-dollar clarinet too. She’d left them by the front door of the town house she owned and prayed Gregory wouldn’t destroy either in a fit of anger at her leaving. More than likely he wouldn’t, because he wasn’t prone to physical violence. No, he preferred to sling harmful words when he was angry, beating her down verbally and emotionally.

      He’d also expect her to come back for the clarinet, especially. Of the five clarinets she owned, she had paid most dearly for the Buffet Crampon professional. She didn’t know how she could survive long without music, but she wasn’t going back, not yet. At least her mother still had the old Baldwin upright piano Tori had learned to play on from the age of four and one of Tori’s old clarinets might still be around.

      If her car hadn’t been in the shop, she could have loaded everything most important to her. But she hadn’t been able to wait for the car. She’d had to get away from Gregory.

      Her gaze drifted out of the window and skimmed over the mountainsides as she fought back tears. The stinging ache behind her eyes slowly dissolved when she turned her focus on her surroundings. She could name the homes of old friends and wondered if any of them still lived there or in town.

      The shuttle traveled down Tombstone Canyon, past St. Patrick’s Church. She’d belonged to the church from childhood until she’d graduated from high school. She had gone through catechism and had received her first Holy Communion and Confirmation at St. Pat’s.

      Castle Rock loomed before them while the shuttle continued to Main Street in Old Bisbee. Victorian and European-style homes clung to the hillsides.

      The shuttle passed Castle Rock then rounded the bend, continuing down the street between rows of old buildings that had been around since around 1910, rebuilt after a fire had ravaged the town. In the early 1900s, the town had been home to over twenty thousand people, the largest city between St. Louis and San Francisco.

      Now the town had less than fifty-five hundred people. It had once been reduced to an even lower population.

      Bisbee had nearly died in the 1970s when the mines had closed, but hippies had revived it by restoring old buildings and homes, painting them bright colors and turning the old mining town into an artists’ community. The history of the place, plus the uniqueness and quaintness of the town, drew tourists from around the world.

      The shuttle driver parked in the lot behind the Bisbee Convention Center, which had once been the old Phelps Dodge Mercantile. The driver had told her he wouldn’t take the van up the steep winding street to her parents’ home, so she would climb up on her own. She didn’t mind—she’d been a runner in high school and kept in shape by jogging regularly. It would give her a chance to collect herself before she made it to her mom and dad’s. She just hoped her dad wasn’t there. She needed some alone time with her mom.

      After she tipped the driver, she pushed her cell phone deeper in her pocket then tucked her purse into her bright pink travel bag. She still couldn’t believe she’d run off without her clarinet and laptop. She’d been so upset she hadn’t been thinking clearly when the shuttle had arrived to pick her up and she hadn’t remembered she’d left the bag and clarinet until they had been miles away.

      She bent to pick up the bag she had remembered and her crop top and low-rise jeans revealed her tan belly and back even more. Gregory had always hated her revealing any flesh, including the tattoo on her lower back, just above her waistband. He hadn’t liked the idea of other men looking at her, nor did he approve of tattoos on women. She’d had Klarinette tattooed onto her skin in college. She liked the German spelling of her chosen instrument, which had been ‘invented’ in Germany around the turn of the eighteenth century.

      Screw Gregory. She slung the bag over her shoulder. She’d wear whatever she damn well pleased.

      The heavy bag’s long strap dug into her shoulder as she looked around in the waning daylight. A few cars passed while she walked to the old post office, crossed Main Street, then headed back around an old bank building.

      She turned onto Subway Street, a quiet one-way street, and walked up a steep road that took her near what had once been an old YMCA. She continued to climb the paved road on the hillside, past the old Central School.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she stopped to pull it out. A number she didn’t recognize flashed across the display.

      She brought it to her ear and answered, “Hello?”

      “Where are you?” Gregory’s demanding voice hit her like a punch to the chest. “Why haven’t you been answering my calls?”

      “I have nothing to say to you.” She straightened and set her bag on the ground. “We are through.”

      “The hell we are.” The way he spoke hammered every word. “Get your ass home.”

      Tori gripped the phone tightly. “I’ll come back for my things when I’m ready, but we are done.”

      Before he could say another word, she disconnected the call and jammed the phone back into her pocket. Her face flushed with anger and her footsteps fell heavy on the asphalt as she trudged up the hill toward the point where Shearer turned into Clawson Avenue. The phone vibrated again, but she ignored it.

      Near the north side of the arts center, Tori took a shortcut. Once she was farther up the hill, she rounded a vehicle. To her right was a black SUV close to an old white Toyota parked in an alleyway. The growing shadows obscured the cars, out of sight of anyone but someone walking by, like her, which wasn’t often in this area.

      Two men—one with white-blond hair and Slavic features, and a dark-haired guy with a pencil-thin mustache who looked to be of Hispanic descent—faced a third man. The third man had his back to the white Toyota. He had a slender physique compared to the other two, but she couldn’t see his face.

      Tori started to turn her gaze in the direction she’d been headed when the men’s voices drew her attention again. A fourth man, this one wearing a tailored charcoal-gray suit, stepped out of the back of the SUV. The man had finely carved features and an athletic build.

      Something glinted in the fading sunlight and Tori froze. Her heart thudded when the man in the suit pointed a gun at the lone man who stood with his back to the Toyota.

      “Death is more than you deserve, Mateo.” The suited man’s Hispanic accent was heavy and cultured. “But your death will send a message.”

      Horror gripped Tori as the speaker aimed his handgun at Mateo’s chest. It had a long barrel, like one of those guns with silencers she’d seen on TV.

      Mateo didn’t flinch and he raised his chin. “Your family’s reign of terror will end, El Puño.”

      The man in the suit gave Mateo an appraising look and a smile curved the corner of his mouth. “A dead man’s desperate attempt to make his life end with meaning. Pathetic.” The man gestured to the ground. “On your knees.”

      When Mateo didn’t move, the other two men grabbed him by the arms and forced him to his knees, facing away from the suited man, his hands cuffed behind him.

      Tori stared, unable to breathe, much less comprehend the scene.

      The suited man moved closer and put the barrel of his gun to the back of Mateo’s head.

      A spitting sound, and blood and brain matter sprayed over the white car as Mateo dropped. He collapsed on his side and, in her shock, Tori saw his face had been blown off.

      Tori screamed. The remaining three men turned and spotted her. The man in the suit raised his gun and pointed it at her.

      She dropped her bag and ran.

      Terror ripped through her. Adrenaline pumped in her veins, jacking her pulse, and her blood pounded in her ears.

      Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God!

      The men had the way down blocked off. She had to run higher on the hillside.

      “Get her!” the man in the suit shouted. “Kill the bitch!”

      A bullet pierced a stop sign as she passed it, the pinging sound saying it tore through metal.

      Tori ran faster. Her heart beat harder, out of control, as if it might explode from fear. She couldn’t think, she could only react.

      Sounds of heavy footfalls grew louder and she doubled her speed. She could outrun these men. She had to outrun them.

      She glanced over her shoulder and her fear spiked. Maybe two hundred feet away now, the men each held guns, aimed at her.

      Another scream tore from her and she increased her speed. Even though she ran every day, the high altitude and the steepness of the streets winded her.

      She threw another look over her shoulder. The men closed in on her. One of them stopped and aimed his weapon. She zigged and zagged, hoping that would keep the men from hitting her. She passed a stone wall beneath a house on the hillside and small pieces of rock exploded beside her.

      The sting of the rocks striking her face and arms only made her fight harder to keep running. She prayed for someone to help her but then prayed no one would attempt it so they wouldn’t be shot.

      These men would kill any witnesses, of that she was certain. She had to outlast them by searching for a place to hide. She thought about the old high school. Could she hide there, in the hope that she wouldn’t be found?

      The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth and she didn’t know how much farther she could make it. This time when she looked over her shoulder, she saw she’d gained ground, now farther ahead of the men.

      Her heart pounded and her face flushed, sweat coating her body. Her breathing became more labored and her muscles screamed as she ran higher and higher yet.

      She rounded another corner, then an SUV. Just as she ran around the vehicle, rough hands grabbed her, jerking her out of the street. She started to scream when a hand clamped over her mouth.

      Panic sent more adrenaline surging through her and she tried to struggle and get away from the strong arm wrapped around her. She kicked, her heel connecting with a shin, and heard the man swear.

      “I’m trying to help you.” The man’s voice was low. “Come on.”

      She stopped fighting and he released her. She whirled to face a big man with a hard look on his scarred features. He grabbed her hand. Instinct told her he was one of the good guys and she ran with him up a short flight of stairs leading to a small house surrounded by tall shrubs. They ducked in a side door and he shut it behind without allowing it to close hard enough to make a sound.

      Her chest rose and fell as she tried to catch her breath, her whole body hot, sweat dripping down the small of her back. Her heart might never stop thundering.

      Her gaze swiveled to the man.

      He gripped a gun in one hand.

      She stumbled in the small kitchen, a cry of fear escaping her. She backed away from the man who held the weapon in his right hand as he peered through the slit in the curtains. Her hip hit a kitchen chair and it screeched over the linoleum. She swung her gaze around, trying to find some kind of weapon.

      He glanced over his shoulder and must have recognized the terror in her eyes, staring at his gun.

      “I’m a federal agent.” He pulled his overshirt aside and relief rushed through her when she saw a gold badge on his belt. He turned back to the window. “You can tell me what the hell is going on once I make sure these bastards are long gone.”

      “Watch your tongue, Landon Michael Walker,” came a voice from behind Tori.

      Tori gave a startled yelp as she spun to face a woman under five feet tall, who had to be close to a hundred years old. It was easy to see she’d been a little taller before age and gravity had swiped a few inches from her and caused her back and shoulders to stoop.

      “Sorry, Grandma Teresa,” Landon said and Tori cut her gaze back to him. He was still staring out of the window. And Tori still trembled.

      “Who are you?” Grandma Teresa asked, her tone blunt.

      The woman had a strong accent. Polish, Tori thought. She’d had a Polish professor during her undergrad years.

      “I’m Tori.” She swallowed. “Tori Cox.”

      “You in some kind of trouble?” the elderly woman asked.

      “I-I saw something.” Tori’s entire body continued shaking. “I—” She put her fist in her mouth and bit down, trying to calm herself.

      “No sign of the men chasing you.” Landon turned away from the window. “I think you’re safe.”

      She blinked and stared at him.

      He frowned. “What did you see?”

      Tori couldn’t think straight, almost couldn’t comprehend the man’s question.

      “What did you see?” he repeated. “Tell me. Now.”

      She lowered her hand. Her voice shook when she spoke and she had a hard time getting the words out. “I saw them kill a man.”

      Landon’s expression hardened. “Are you certain that’s what you saw?”

      “I can’t believe it.” She brought her shaking hand to her neck. “They shot him. Oh, my God. They shot him.”

      “I need you to focus.” Landon holstered his weapon and grasped her firmly by her shoulders. “Tell me what happened.”

      “I-I—” Her throat worked. “The alleyway was kind of dark. But I saw them. I wasn’t too far from the men. I saw them.”

      He kept his gaze locked with hers. “Where?”

      Her whole body shook harder as all that had happened hit her even more violently. “An alleyway.” She tried to focus on her words. “North of the arts center, on the way up School Hill.”

      He released her and pulled a cell phone out of a holster on his belt. He punched in a single number, likely speed dial. She rubbed her arms with her hands, feeling goosebumps beneath her palms. She bit her lower lip, listening while he reported the possible homicide to the Bisbee Police Department.

      When he’d finished talking, his green eyes focused on her. “Tell me everything you saw and heard.”

      “For heaven’s sake, let the girl sit and catch her breath.” Teresa shuffled toward a table that barely fit in the postage stamp-sized kitchen as she admonished Landon. “You look like you could use a glass of cold water, young lady.” Teresa opened the door of the small older-model fridge.

      “Yes, thank you.” Tori’s mind spun, but she still thought about offering to help the woman.

      Landon moved in front of Teresa and took the pitcher out of the fridge. Teresa grabbed a glass out of a dish drainer.

      Tori sank into a chair at the table, her body still shaking. Her breathing slowed and her skin cooled some, but her face remained hot.

      It was the first chance she’d had to really look at Landon. Her bleary eyes made it difficult to focus, but she forced herself. Anything but think of the man whose face had been blown off.

      Landon stood over six feet and wore a blue T-shirt beneath a white overshirt with rolled-up sleeves, which now hid the holstered gun. In spite of the overshirt, she could see his muscular form. He must regularly work out or do something to stay in such great shape. His tough, seasoned look went along with his hard, masculine features and a wicked scar along the right side of his face, from his cheekbone to his jaw. Late thirties, she guessed.

      He faced her and her already heated cheeks warmed even more. She couldn’t believe that in this situation she’d been taking stock of his assets. She grasped the glass of water he handed her. Her hand hadn’t stopped shaking and a little of the water splashed on it.

      “Thank you.” She drank then set the glass on the table with a light thump. She managed to gather her composure enough to ask, “What agency are you with?”

      “Department of Homeland Security.” Landon eyed her. “Immigration and Customs Enforcement Agency.”

      She leaned back in her seat and took another drink of water, hoping it would help settle her nerves. No such luck. “I’m fortunate you were outside.”

      “I happened to be in the right place at the right time.” He pulled out a chair for his grandmother to Tori’s right.

      “And I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.” It surprised her that she was able to do more than stutter.

      After the elderly woman had sat, Landon remained standing but leaned over and braced his palms on the table, directly across from Tori.

      “Sit, Landon.” Teresa spoke in her no-nonsense tone, but the man remained focused on Tori.

      “The police are going to need to know what you saw, Tori.” It was clear in the way he spoke to her that he wanted to keep her calm, but needed information. “When did it happen?”

      “Minutes before you rescued me.” She swallowed. “I walked up the hill and took a shortcut. I saw some men talking.” She described the two vehicles and the men the best she could with her mind pinging all over the place. “A fourth man got out of the SUV. He pointed a gun at the man standing against the white car.” Fear shot through her once again, as if she were still watching the scene unfolding before her. “It happened so fast.”

      “Did the men say anything?” Landon asked.

      “Yes.” She struggled to remember what the men had said. Her thoughts jumbled together and she wrinkled her forehead in concentration. “The one with the gun shouted a Hispanic name.” She frowned before it came to her. “Mateo. The man he shot was Mateo.”

      She put the heel of her palm to her forehead. “Mateo said something and called the man with the gun by a strange name…also Hispanic.” She struggled to remember, but it lay just out of reach. “Damn. I can’t remember what Mateo called him.”

      As she spoke, Landon straightened, a granite-hard look on his face she couldn’t read. “Mateo. You’re sure that’s the name of the man who was shot?”

      She rubbed her palms on her jeans. “Yes.”

      “Shit.” Landon pulled out his cell phone. He appeared both concerned and furious as he punched in a number and turned away.

      “Language.” Teresa shook her finger at Landon.

      Landon didn’t seem to have heard or to have seen her shaking her finger at him. He walked through an archway, out of the kitchen, and into another room.

      “Where are you from?” Teresa spoke to Tori in a strongly accented voice.

      “I’m originally from Bisbee.” Tori slumped in her chair, glad for the reprieve from thinking about what she had witnessed. She reached for her water glass with both hands, sliding her fingers through the condensation. “My parents are Josie and Henry Cox.”

      Teresa looked thoughtful. “You grew up on Temby Avenue?”

      “Yes.” It did not surprise Tori that Teresa knew. Tori’s family had been lifetime Bisbee residents.

      The woman tapped her forehead. “I may be nigh on ninety-six, but the mind’s still sharp.”

      Tori cleared her throat in an effort to speak. “Do you know my parents?”

      “I knew little Josie Nuñez since childhood. Back before she married that no-good Cox boy.” Teresa met Tori’s gaze. “Is he drinking like a fish, same as always?”

      Yes, the woman was blunt, but Tori didn’t mind the truth. “As far as I know he’s still a regular at St. Elmo’s.”

      Teresa shook her head. “A real shame.” She eyed Tori. “You don’t seem to have come out any worse for it.”

      “My dad didn’t hang around the house much.” Tori clenched the glass tighter, trying to focus on Teresa’s questions. “Mom mostly raised me.”

      Teresa frowned. “Josie was a good girl. A real good girl.”

      Landon walked through the archway, into the kitchen. “I’ll be right back.” He opened the kitchen door and let himself into the evening.

      Moments later, he returned. “I need to get to the scene.” He looked at Tori as she held her hand to her throat. “Police are there now, so you’ll be safe in my vehicle. Likely the men are long gone. The police will question you and so will I.”

      “You?” Tori lowered her hand. “Why?”

      “I’ll explain once we leave.” He shrugged out of his white overshirt and handed it to Tori. “Cover up that tattoo and your shirt. If anyone is hanging around and watching from any number of vantage points, we don’t want them to recognize you.”

      Tori stood to take the shirt and slip her arms into it. The shirt hung loosely on her, well past her hips to her upper thighs. She buttoned it up and rolled up the sleeves, concentrating on each task. He pulled a ball cap out of his back pocket and adjusted it for her smaller head.

      When he’d guessed the size, he gave it to Tori. “Put your hair up under this.”

      She took it from him. She wondered if her hands would ever stop shaking. Her chin-length hair took a little extra effort to push under the ball cap. “Can you tell me what’s going on? It’s something more, isn’t it?”

      “Questions can wait.” Landon turned, bent, and kissed Teresa’s cheek before giving her a one-armed hug. “I’ll do my best to stop by at the end of the week, Grandma.”

      “Sooner better than later.” Teresa studied him with her watery blue eyes. “I won’t be around for long, you know.”

      “Sure you will.” Landon gave her a boyish smile that rubbed away some of the rough edges on his features. “I always knew you’d live forever.”

      Teresa harrumphed. “Get going, boy.”

      “Love you, Grandma.” Landon opened the door and Tori followed him outside into the near darkness.
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