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He was handed a single photo, showing Shea following a slightly heavy, middle-aged woman in a parking lot. “That’s Cynthia Miller. Shea followed her inside the mall. When Mrs. Miller came out, Shea was behind her. Then two men and Shea grabbed her and forced her into a van.”

Ethan’s stomach clenched. Just what did Shea think she was doing? Going after Cole’s murderer was one thing, but terrorizing and abducting women? How had she gotten so deep that she was actually doing the exact thing she’d fought so hard to shut down? What the hell had happened?

“Ethan, you with me?” Gibson asked.

“Yeah, sorry. What?”

The sympathetic smile the older man flashed told Ethan that Gibson knew something of his and Shea’s history. “I was just saying that this vehicle is for your use. We don’t anticipate Shea returning to the compound at least until tomorrow afternoon, so you have time to go over the maps and reports, scope out the location, and cement the details of your rescue plan.”

Nodding, Ethan turned his gaze back to the approaching darkness. He’d come here to save Shea or die trying. This was a possible one-way trip for him, and Ethan accepted that as his due. He’d taken so much from her. The least he could do was give her his life if necessary.
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To my sweet and beautiful sisters,
Debra and Denise,
who love the mountains of Tennessee
as much as Shea does.
Thanks for always being there for me.
I love you.





prologue

Ixtapa, Mexico

Naked and exposed, she lay on the bed. Angry tears flooded her eyes, blurring the white ceiling fan that whirred above her. With her arms wrenched over her head and tied to the bedposts, the rope around her wrists abraded and tore at the sensitive skin as she twisted and tugged. The binding around her ankles was so tight, she had lost feeling in her feet.

If only they had left her legs free, she’d be able to take out a few of the sons of bitches. But they knew that. Knew how dangerous she was. Knew she’d come here to kill them. She had failed. Waves of helpless fury rolled through her. Twice in a lifetime she’d failed Cole. She hadn’t loved him as she should have, and now her plan of vengeance against the people who’d killed him had been destroyed by her own stupid carelessness.

She lifted her head, straining her neck, and searched for an out, some kind of hope. She saw none. The room was large and white … a white so intense it hurt her eyes. No color, no warmth. The furniture, carpet, walls, even the drapery, all a shocking white. Her neck aching, she dropped her head back onto the pillow. A pristine, colorless prison. For some reason, the lack of color increased the terror building inside her.

Going deep cover had been a stupid idea. Even as she’d cooked up the plan, she’d doubted her ability to carry it off. She had many skills—going undercover wasn’t one of them. A part of her hadn’t cared … had only wanted to make Rosemount pay for killing Cole. If she’d been able to take the bastard out, even losing her life would have been worth it. Now that hope was gone.

Rosemount would kill her. How? When? It no longer mattered. The one thing she wanted, had worked for … lost to her forever.

An insistent little voice inside her whispered. It reminded her that there was someone else who wanted revenge just as much as she did. Someone who felt responsible for Cole’s death. Someone she’d once loved. Would he take over for her? Once he learned of her death, would he come here and wreak havoc for what they’d done to Cole? What they would soon do to her?

Sobs built, threatened to explode. Her heart screamed, “No!” She didn’t want that to happen. He was out of this life, out of this business. He needed to stay out of it. She could die easier, knowing that Ethan Bishop was safe.

Across the room, a door swung open, then closed. Footsteps approached. She froze, not wanting him to see her struggle. Refused to let him see her fear. He would want to see her weak and afraid. Damned if she’d give him anything he wanted.

Her eyes narrowed, glaring at the man who’d caused so much pain and destruction. Below average height, slender, almost thin physique. Curly, mousy-brown hair framed a thin, freckled face. Thick, round glasses made his mud-brown eyes appear abnormally large. Her astonishment the first time she’d seen him had been hard to hide. This was the man who’d been kidnapping innocent people for profit? The man responsible for Cole’s death? He looked like he would run from a puppy.

Donald Rosemount was below average in every way. There was nothing at all remarkable or attractive about him. Thousands could pass him on the street and never see him—one of the reasons he’d been able to maintain his anonymity. He looked ordinary, common. Unfortunately, he possessed an uncommon evilness.

“Well, my dear, don’t you look nice and juicy.” The slimy smile curling his thin lips made her want to gag. She refused to give him that satisfaction.

Trailing a skinny, death-cold finger up her neck, he caressed her cheek. His smile grew wider. “I’m going to enjoy taming you.”

She hid her quiver of revulsion with words: “Over my dead body, you freaking pervert.”

“Dead? Oh no, my beauty. Admittedly, my tastes are a bit, shall we say, unorthodox, but having you dead doesn’t interest me. There are so many other ways I can enjoy you.”

“Going deaf, asshole? I said. Over. My. Dead. Body.”

Excitement flashed across his face. “You’re going to be difficult, aren’t you?” He pulled a small leather case from his pants pocket. “I’ve got just the thing to ensure your full cooperation.” Withdrawing a hypodermic needle and a small bottle of clear liquid, he prepared an injection.

Her muscles locked. Drugs? Suddenly death was much more preferable. Why couldn’t he just kill her and be done with it? Or did he think he could get her to talk first? She almost laughed out loud. She didn’t have anything to tell. Hadn’t been in touch with the home office in months. This was an unauthorized op. She hadn’t been approved to come in and kill him. LCR didn’t kill if they could help it.

This wasn’t LCR business. It was hers alone.

A flush of hot pink brightened his cheeks as his eyes glittered with sick anticipation. “Sad to say, this won’t hurt near as much as I would like. I’ve asked time and again that additional pain additives be mixed in, but my scientists swear it dilutes the effectiveness. So I had to ask myself, What would I rather have? See you go through agonizing, hideous pain … but only for a short period? Or do I opt for just a slight physical pain and settle for the satisfying knowledge that an LCR operative is doing my bidding, without any remembrance of who she is or what she used to be?”

Confusion flickered on his face. “I have to tell you, it was a difficult decision. Seeing you writhing in pain would be so damned satisfying. Noah McCall and his people have caused me endless hours of aggravation. But alas, the pain would be short-lived and, after a while, could become somewhat boring.” He lifted a bony shoulder. “I do detest boredom.”

Her mouth was desert dry, making it hard for her to speak. “Rosie, before we met, I thought you were a halfway-interesting creep. Now I know you’re nothing but a wormy slug pretending to be a man.”

The tightening of his mouth was the only indication that her words bothered him.

Without permission, her body stiffened as the needle came closer. “Whatever you do, you will pay for it. I promise you that.” A useless threat, but it was the best she could do under the extreme terror pounding through her. Dear God, anything but drugs!

“Doubtful, my little wildcat. But even if I do, it won’t be from you.” He twisted her arm and pressed the needle into a vein.

She screamed. Not in pain—it hadn’t hurt. No, it was the pure anguish of being bound, helpless. Sweet God, she’d promised herself she’d never be helpless again.

Her eyes closed against the smug visage above her, images of her life danced behind her lids. The stepfather who’d raped her, the mother who’d allowed it, the hope and hopelessness of one foster home after another. And then Ethan … strong, confident, the love of her life, but in the end, just as damaged as she. Then later Cole, her husband, her salvation and her biggest failure.

Images blurred together, a colorful mishmash of sweet memories and gut-wrenching sadness: Cole’s beautiful eyes, Ethan’s strong arms, Cole’s disillusionment, and Ethan’s scarred, grief-stricken face …

A warm flush of heat and then agony ripped through her. She screamed again.

And then there was nothing. No past. No present. No future. Her life was without form, her memories dissolved, her soul stolen.

Darkness fell.




one

Three Months Later
Last Chance Rescue Headquarters
Paris, France

“You’re sure it’s her?”

“Yeah. She doesn’t even bother to disguise her appearance.”

Noah McCall shot from his chair and faced the window behind his desk. “I can’t believe she’d betray LCR. Nothing in her profile indicated this thread of evil inside her.”

Gabriel Maddox stayed seated as he watched the head of LCR flounder for an answer. Seeing Noah show emotion no longer surprised him, but the changes in his boss were still fascinating. Before McCall met and married his wife, Samara, Gabe would have sworn nothing other than God himself could have forced an honest emotion from the man. But in the months since he’d been married, Noah had done a complete about-face. Oh, he could still be a coldhearted bastard and no one dared cross him, but Gabe had heard him laugh on more than one occasion, and last month, when he announced that Samara was pregnant, damned if the man hadn’t blushed.

“How many abductions has she been involved in?”

“We’re sure of two,” Gabe said.

“I could have sworn she was about the straightest arrow LCR ever hired.”

Not a patient man by nature, Gabe knew better than to rush his boss in making a decision. Especially as hard as this one would likely be. Didn’t take a genius to know that the former LCR operative known as Shea Monroe would have to be dealt with, possibly taken out.

This decision wouldn’t be easy for McCall. He’d hired and trained every LCR operative since its beginning. Some of the younger ones called him Pop behind his back, though it was always said with an enormous amount of respect and even affection. Noah McCall had saved every one of their worthless hides and turned them into something. They might sometimes resent the tough restrictions he placed on them, but not one of them would speak against him.

Still, when an LCR operative went rogue, it affected everyone. Taking Shea down wouldn’t be enjoyable but might well be necessary.

McCall dropped back into his chair. “Anyone talked to Ethan lately?”

It sounded like a casual question. Gabe knew different. Noah McCall didn’t ask casual questions. Ethan Bishop had left LCR under a dark cloud. Few people knew the full reason for his dismissal, but speculation that he’d become a loose cannon was the number one theory. Gabe knew this speculation was correct.

“I talked to him a few months back,” Gabe said.

“So he doesn’t know about Shea?”

Gabe felt a slight nudge of guilt. “Didn’t see the need to tell him. When she went missing, we assumed she disappeared on purpose. Since Cole’s death, Shea’s not been at her best. Telling Ethan wouldn’t have accomplished anything other than making him feel more like shit than he already does.”

Noah turned his dark eyes on him and Gabe suddenly felt like an insect about to be skewered.

“And now that we know she’s working for the organization that killed her husband, you don’t think that’s something he’d be interested in learning?”

The answer Gabe gave was so lame, he inwardly winced as he said it. “Ethan doesn’t work for LCR any longer.”

McCall continued that black-eyed stare. “You want me to tell him?” His voice had softened, which meant only one thing—he was about to lose his temper.

Drawing a deep breath, Gabe gave the answer he didn’t want to give. “No, I’ll tell him.” He shot his boss a narrow-eyed glare. “You know he’ll go after her, don’t you?”

“Of course.”

“Then why?”

“Because despite the evidence, I think Shea’s worth saving. There’s no one in the world better able to see Shea for what she is. If she’s turned, Ethan’ll know what he has to do. If she’s in trouble, he’ll bring her home.”

“And if she’s turned, she might just end up killing him.”

An odd light flickered in McCall’s eyes. “Or she might end up saving them both.”

Gabe stood, knowing his boss wouldn’t change his mind, no matter what objections he gave. Noah McCall was of the opinion that almost everyone had something good in them. Since he’d turned around a lot of lives, Gabe wasn’t going to argue with him. But he’d seen what Shea had done to his friend. Loving a woman that much was damned dangerous. Shea had taken advantage of that love, and Ethan would never be the same man again.

Gabe stalked out the door. Bypassing the elevator, he stomped down ten floors. Ethan didn’t even own a phone. The only way to reach him was to fly there. His gut plummeted. Few people knew about his problem with enclosed places … the fewer, the better. By the time he made it to the podunk town in the Tennessee hills where Ethan had buried himself, Gabe would be in a lousy mood. Ethan wouldn’t be happy to see him and would most likely try to throw him off his property.

On the other hand, a good fight never hurt anyone. His mood lightened. Damned if he wasn’t suddenly looking forward to the trip after all.

East Tennessee

The sun blasted a welcome searing heat. Sweat poured off Ethan, splattering and dimpling the dirt like slow, fat raindrops. Wiping his hand across his brow, eyes squinted against the brightness, he gazed around at the progress he’d made. After months of doing nothing but chopping down dead trees and clearing brush, he was beginning to see a small amount of progress. Yes, it would have been simpler to hire people to do this but not nearly as satisfying. This was his land. No one would care about this property as much as he did. It was his blood and sweat that would create something out of nothing. Besides, what the hell else did he have to do?

After throwing another tree limb onto the already full truck bed, Ethan jumped into the cab and started it up. One last load—then he’d shower and head to town for supplies. Once a month, he forced himself into town. He’d already put it off three days longer than he should have. Out of coffee for the last day and a half, he felt like a rabid dog, on top of having a hell of a headache. The fast-food place a few miles from town would be his first stop. A giant cup of their strong brew would ease the pain. Hopefully, by the time he made it to the store he wouldn’t want to kill anyone.

Under the rumble of timber slamming to the ground, he heard the quiet purr of an expensive car headed up his hill. Mercedes, maybe? Not a Jag. Whoever it was, they were lost. He was the only one who lived on this road.

He clenched his jaw, hating that he’d have to see another person on his property, even for the short amount of time it would take to get them off. His fingers combed through a week’s worth of growth on his face, pushed through his shoulder-length hair, soaked with sweat. Nice thing about looking like a serial killer—most people who saw him turned around and ran the other way. Whoever was headed this way would soon do the same.

A sleek silver Mercedes rounded a corner and hit the top of the hill. The sun’s glare against the windshield couldn’t disguise the identity of the dark-haired man behind the wheel.

“Shit.” The dull pounding in Ethan’s head blasted toward jackhammer status. Gabe Maddox. Last time he’d talked to Gabe, he’d told him to go to hell. Looked as though he hadn’t taken the advice. Figured … bastard was stubborn like that.

Ethan glowered at the other man, letting him know up front that he still didn’t want him around. “Don’t believe you were invited.”

Unfolding his long body from the leather seat, Gabe flashed an arrogant grin that was so popular with the ladies and pissed most men off because of it. “If I waited for an invitation, I’d never see you again.”

“That’s the idea.”

“Sorry … I’m on orders.”

“Noah sent you?” Now, that was a surprise. Last time he saw Noah McCall, the man had damned near choked him to death. Not that he hadn’t deserved it, but he figured McCall would just as soon pretend that Ethan had never existed.

“Yeah.” Gabe jerked his head toward the house. “Mind if we talk inside?”

“Why?”

His eyes searching the hills warily, Gabe shrugged and headed toward the log house without Ethan’s consent. “Don’t like being out in the open like this.”

“Damned stupid, coming from a claustrophobic.”

Gabe turned to glare at him but kept walking.

Ethan threw his gloves down and stalked past Gabe, into the house. His home was only a few months old, but his furniture was almost as ancient as the surrounding hills. His things served their purpose, and that was all he cared about.

He tugged open the refrigerator and pulled out two beers. Tossing a bottle to Gabe, Ethan leaned against the counter, unscrewed the cap, and took a long swallow.

Easing down into a rickety chair at the scarred, aged table, Gabe swallowed a mouthful of beer and gazed around. “Nice place you got here, man.”

“Thanks. I’ll tell the decorator you said so. Now, what the hell do you want?”

Gabe took another swig of beer, set the bottle on the table, and blew out a long sigh.

A strange tension zipped up Ethan’s spine. “Must be something major for you to take so long in answering.”

“It’s Shea.”

The words were quietly spoken, but the impact to his heart and mind were like bombs exploding. He turned toward the kitchen window, unwilling to allow his former friend to see the naked pain. “She dead?”

“No. If only it were that simple.”

Ethan turned sharply and growled, “What the hell does that mean?”

“She’s gone sour.”

Ethan snorted his disbelief. “Shea wouldn’t turn south. I’d believe you turned before her.”

“Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence.” Gabe waited a beat, allowing Ethan to absorb his statement. “We’ve got positive intel.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck what you’ve got. Shea Monroe would never betray LCR. Not for money …” He shrugged. “Not for anything.”

“Noah feels the same way.”

“But you don’t.”

Gabe didn’t flinch from Ethan’s direct gaze. “You know Shea was never my favorite person after she and Cole married.”

“Shea did the right thing by marrying Cole. But that’s beside the point. Give me what you know.”

“First I have to have your agreement on something.”

“What?”

“Noah wants you to find her. If she’s turned, you’re to bring her in. If she’s in trouble, he wants her rescued.”

“Why me?”

“Says you’re the only one who’d be able to determine if Shea has truly turned.”

Crossing the room, Ethan slumped into a chair across from Gabe. Noah McCall had fired his ass for very valid reasons; Ethan didn’t blame him. Besides, he owed Noah his sanity and his life. The man knew he’d do almost anything for him. But this was Shea. And Noah knew Ethan would slay dragons and fight an army for the woman he’d once loved and lost. Yeah, McCall was right on the money to ask him to go in. No one had more to lose than Ethan if something happened to Shea.

He owed Shea Monroe a whole lot … more than he could ever repay. After all, not only had he broken her heart, he’d also gotten her husband killed.

“Begin!”

The young man rushed toward her, fast and hard. His mouth was crimped, tight with determination; his eyes reflected the fear and nervousness of a new recruit. She waited. At the last second, she pivoted and swooped out of his way. He stumbled across the mat, teetering, unable to recover his balance. She twisted and delivered a swift, controlled kick to his head with the side of her foot. Blankness crossed his face an instant before he thudded to the mat.

She whirled, confronted another opponent, and put him down just as easily. Eventually, they came at her in twos. With no emotion and little thought, she dispatched them one by one onto the mat.

Panting lightly, she turned to her teacher and bowed. His eyes gleamed with appreciation and lust. She had the ability to recognize emotions without feeling them herself. Sometimes she wondered what they felt like … emotions. Most times, she didn’t think about it. She served a purpose. It gave her no satisfaction, no sense of completion. Their expectation and her fulfillment of that expectation filled her day and that was it … nothing more.

Today was a demonstration, not training. Her superiors required her to show the new soldiers what was expected of them. If these had been highly trained fighters, she would have had more trouble. These young men were nothing more than inexperienced, unformed amoebas. They would be shaped, molded, and taught how to kill. Until then, she, among others, would show them how inept and ineffectual they were.

One of the younger men lay before her, unmoving. She blinked down at him. Why didn’t he get up? Two others came, grabbed him by his shoulders and feet, and hauled him away. She blinked again, her knees weakening, she stumbled. Noise like a thousand tiny bees roared in her ears. What was wrong with the man? Why were his eyes still closed?

“That’s enough for today.”

She turned to her teacher, confusion flooding her mind with questions. “Why doesn’t he move?”

When his eyes narrowed into slits, she knew she had angered him. Speaking was allowed only to answer a direct question. It was not her right to question anyone at the compound. Punishment would follow if the teacher chose to report her.

“Your duties are over.” His hand wrapped around a hank of her hair and gave it a vicious tug as he pulled her to the door. Since this was the only place anyone other than the master was allowed to discipline her, she was accustomed to the sharp sting. “Go to your room. You don’t want to be late.”

Alarm exploded. No, she couldn’t be late for her vitamin shot. She received an injection each evening to make her stronger … more focused and capable. She always looked forward to it because it did make her feel better. By the time she was given the shot, she was always weak, her mind blurring and asking questions for which she had no answers. The vitamins would race through her system, and within minutes, she would once more be strong and renewed, no longer confused or disoriented.

Dashing down the hallway, she ran into her bedroom. Hands shaking, breath coming in near-panicked spurts, she halted when she saw him, knowing he would instruct her further.

“You are almost late. I almost had to wait for you.”

She forced herself to ignore the wild hammering inside as her eyes lowered in supplication and obedience. “My apologies.”

“You know I don’t like to wait. If it happens again, I’ll withhold your vitamins for a few days. Once again you’ll see how important obedience is. Do you understand?”

“Yes sir.” She had been punished this way in the past. Throughout the long nights and interminable days, agony filled her. Visions and nightmares of demons screamed into her mind while pain rippled through her body as though glass shredded her insides into millions of pieces.

Through each punishment, she had been taught a proper lesson, correcting her behavior for one infraction or the other. The lessons had been well learned and well deserved. Only after apologizing and begging for forgiveness was she once again favored with an injection. She worked hard never to disappoint her master again and force him to punish her.

“Take your clothes off.”

Relieved that she had been forgiven, she clawed and tore at her clothes, dropping them on the floor. Once nude, she stood before him, waiting for more instructions.

“On the bed. Now.”

Crawling onto the bed, she lay facedown and lifted her bottom, allowing him to inject the vitamins into her buttocks. She paid no attention to the tall, silent man standing in the corner of the room. His emotionless blue-eyed stare meant nothing. He was here at the master’s command, as he often was. His presence wasn’t hers to question.

As the vitamins swept through her, she closed her eyes in anticipation of relief. Peace and serenity would soon permeate her entire being, and she would be renewed with energy and stamina. Then, when allowed, she would go forward with whatever pleased her master.

His will was hers, and she was his to command.


two

The drone of the private jet beneath his feet barely penetrated Ethan’s consciousness. Photographs spread out before him held his total concentration. The surveillance cameras were exceptionally good, especially when picking up someone with exquisite bone structure.

Gabe was right. Shea didn’t bother to hide or disguise her face. It wasn’t as if she stared into the cameras—she just acted as though they didn’t exist. She had to know she was being photographed. That every movement of that gorgeous body and every expression on her face would be picked up. Why would—

Breath seized in his lungs. Shea was still beautiful, her full mouth just as bewitching as before, but something was missing, and that was the part that ripped at him. The face he’d seen a million and one times in both his dreams and reality was the most animated, expression-filled face imaginable. But this woman, who looked identical to Shea, down to the velvet-black beauty mark just below her left eye, revealed no expression or emotion. It was a mask of sheer beauty and nothing more … like a mannequin.

For a brief, wild moment, he wondered if Donald Rosemount had somehow achieved the creation of a lifelike robot. Crazy idea, but no more so than the thought that Shea Monroe had turned bad. Shea didn’t have it in her to be bad.

Ethan’s first glimpse of Shea was a vivid, poignant memory. He had walked into an LCR training room and jerked to a stop at the sound of the most joyous laugh he’d ever heard. Whirling around, he’d spotted three attractive women. While his eyes appreciated each of them, it was the one in the middle he couldn’t stop staring at. Never had he seen a more lively, animated, or precocious expression. For a young man who’d left joy and happiness behind years before, the sound of her laughter, seeping into his soul, immediately began to heal something inside him. Sparkling green eyes had stared at him with unashamed curiosity. A wide smile curved her full lips, inviting and encouraging him to smile back. At that moment, Ethan had known his life would be changed forever.

Most LCR operatives had come from a bad circumstance, some worse than others. Shea’s innate openness gave her the ability to share her experience with Ethan. None of the circumstances she’d endured had been her fault. Ethan had felt enormous pride in her for not only escaping but also wanting to help others escape. Her courage astounded him; her heart humbled him.

The obnoxious buzz of his new cellphone interrupted thoughts he’d rather not dwell on anyway. Didn’t do a damn bit of good other than to remind him how freaking stupid he’d been.

Ethan flipped the phone open. “Yeah?”

“Nice to know your phone etiquette hasn’t changed.”

As Ethan settled back into his seat, his mouth kicked up into a grin. “Heard you got married, old man.”

Noah McCall snorted. “Old man, hell. You’re a year older.”

“Yeah, but at least I’m not tied to a ball and chain.”

Extreme satisfaction tinged McCall’s voice. “You’ve met my wife. No ball and chain could ever be so beautiful.”

Remembering the petite, dark-haired beauty Noah had once ordered him to protect, Ethan had to agree. “You’re right about that. I understand you’re going to be a dad, too. Having over a hundred adopted kids not enough for you?”

“You guys all grew up and left me. At least with a baby, I can have a few extra years.”

“Congratulations. I’m happy for you.” Ethan meant that sincerely. No one deserved happiness more than the man who’d saved so many.

“Thanks. Now, tell me how you’re doing.”

“Fine … till Gabe showed up.”

“I knew you’d want the opportunity.”

“Hell, you knew I couldn’t turn it down.” Ethan picked up a photo again. The expressionless face still bothered him. “You got any more intel?”

“Another abduction last night. Wealthy American’s wife. Taken outside a shopping mall in San Diego. No ransom demand yet, but the abduction’s similar to all the others. Meaning it’ll take another day before we find out how much they want.”

“Shea involved in this one, too?”

“Looks like it … from what we can see from the security cameras in the parking lot.”

A thought came to him, something he hadn’t asked before. “And they’ve all been returned, after the ransom’s delivered?”

“Of the ones we believe Rosemount’s responsible for, all but one was returned.”

“What happened?”

“Not sure. Her body washed up on a beach in Florida. Throat sliced open.”

Ethan rubbed the persistent throb between his eyes. “Was Shea involved in that one?”

“Don’t know. The victim was nabbed outside a friend’s home. No cameras available. There was a request for money … it wasn’t paid in time.”

“Hell,” Ethan said quietly, “he was making a point.”

“Yeah, not one we want to see repeated.”

“The ones returned … they couldn’t help?”

“No. Drugged and blindfolded the entire time.”

“How many have been taken so far?”

“With this particular pattern, seven that we know of.”

“All American?”

“Only two from the U.S. … including the one last night. One from Italy … the rest from Mexico.”

“And you’re sure it’s Rosemount’s group?”

“Oh yeah, we’ve seen several of his henchmen. Took us some time, but we were finally able to track one of them. Lost him for a while, then our people picked up his trail in Ixtapa.”

“And Shea’s been involved in two … make that three … after last night?”

“We’ve got positive intel on those three, not sure about any others.” McCall blew out a long sigh. “You know her better than anyone. You think it’s possible she’s turned?”

“Not just no. Hell no. She’s gone deep cover … that’s the only explanation. Cole’s death messed her up.” Ethan was grateful that Noah didn’t say the obvious. Cole’s death had affected someone other than Shea. “Shea always acted first and thought later. And you know deep cover was never her strong point. She’s probably in so deep, she can’t get out. But no way in hell would she turn.”

“I trust your judgment. You got everything you need?”

“Got an exact location yet?”

“Not yet. Last time our people checked in, Ixtapa was still as close as they’d gotten. They’ll be waiting on the ground for you and should have more by now.”

“Good.”

“Sure you don’t want Gabe with you?”

“No, it’s best I go in alone.”

“I don’t want you sacrificing yourself. You can’t get her out, make damn sure you get out alive.”

Ethan didn’t bother to respond. If Shea was no longer on this earth, he didn’t see much point in being on it either. He’d just make sure he took Rosemount with him.

“I’ll be in touch when I can.”

McCall ended the call with a gruff “See that you are.”

Picking up another photograph, Ethan tried to read something in her expression. There had to be something … anything that would give him an idea of what was going on in that beautiful head. The photograph was black and white, so her vibrant colors didn’t show. Shea had startling green eyes and deep, rich auburn hair. But still, there should be something … some kind of emotion or expression. There was nothing. She looked like a beautiful doll.

What had happened to the vivacious, emotional woman who could laugh or cry with such ease? He remembered being completely stunned the first time he saw her cry. Ignoring his grumblings, she’d dragged him to a chick flick with a happy ending. The theater had been dark, so it wasn’t until they were walking to the car that he saw her frantically wipe at her eyes, as if she didn’t want him to notice.

Seeing Shea cry had done something to his heart that day. Melted it? Who the hell knows. He remembered grabbing her shoulders and pulling her to his chest. She’d broken down then, soaking his shirt. He’d held her, kissed the top of her head from time to time, and relished every tear she shed. A part of him envied the ability she had of so freely expressing her emotions. Wondered how that would feel.

He always thought that might have been the day he’d tumbled off the precipice and fallen completely in love with her. Only to crash and burn a few years later.

“Mr. Bishop, we’re landing.”

He nodded at the flight attendant, gathered the reports and photographs, and slid them back into the large envelope. Tonight, when he was alone, he’d take them out and try to make sense out of the unexplainable.

The plane made a soft bounce against the tarmac, and within minutes, Ethan was saying good-bye to the small crew and heading down the stairway toward the man and woman waiting for him.

The man, medium height with a handlebar mustache and a wide smile, greeted him, “Ethan, good to see you. I’m Gibson.” He gestured to a tall, slender woman. “This is Maria.”

Ethan shook their hands, accustomed by now to hearing only first names. LCR often used fake names, so he doubted either had used their real ones.

“Good flight?” Gibson asked.

Ethan jerked his head in a nod. “I understand there was another incident last night?”

Gibson waved his arm toward a dark green SUV gleaming in the late-afternoon sun. “Let’s get out of this heat. We just got some new information I think you’ll be pleased to see.”

Ethan hadn’t even noticed the warmth of the day, but poor Gibson’s mustache drooped with sweat. He headed for the vehicle and jumped into the front passenger seat, not for the first time appreciating the powerful influence of LCR. Bypassing customs was one of the many perks operatives were allowed.

While Maria drove, Gibson handed him a packet and updated him on what they’d learned. “We believe she’s in a compound about thirty miles outside Ixtapa. Of course, the land belongs to a corporation buried within other corporations, but we’re almost certain Rosemount owns the property.”

“And Shea’s been seen at the compound? We got anybody on the inside?”

Maria shot Ethan a regretful look. “Our people have seen someone who strongly resembles Shea walking around the perimeter, but we’ve been unable to infiltrate the compound. We’ve seen Rosemount’s men go back and forth, so we’re fairly sure he’s been there. Since the man is almost a complete recluse and none of us knows what he really looks like, we, of course, can’t verify that.”

Ethan nodded, aware that this was how Donald Rosemount had avoided capture for so long. Only those people who worked for him knew what he looked like. The ones who no longer worked for him no longer lived. An added danger for Shea. Getting her out was one thing, but if she’d seen Rosemount, and Ethan assumed she had, the bastard wouldn’t rest until Shea was dead.

“The woman abducted last night … the one from San Diego. We have anything on her yet?”

Maria shook her head. “No ransom demand yet. We’re still a few hours from that.”

Ethan glanced up from the photographs of Rosemount’s compound. “He doesn’t bring them to his compound?”

“No. We believe he keeps them close to where he had them taken. That way, he can return them without too much difficulty. It works very well for him,” Gibson said.

“And Shea was definitely involved in the one last night?”

He was handed a single photo, showing Shea following a slightly heavy, middle-aged woman in a parking lot. “That’s Cynthia Miller. Shea followed her inside the mall. When Mrs. Miller came out, Shea was behind her. Then two men and Shea grabbed her and forced her into a van.”

Ethan’s stomach clenched. Just what did Shea think she was doing? Going after Cole’s murderer was one thing, but terrorizing and abducting women? How had she gotten so deep that she was actually doing the exact thing she’d fought so hard to shut down? What the hell had happened?

“Ethan, you with me?” Gibson asked.

“Yeah, sorry. What?”

The sympathetic smile the older man flashed told Ethan that Gibson knew something of his and Shea’s history. “I was just saying that this vehicle is for your use. We don’t anticipate Shea returning to the compound at least until tomorrow afternoon, so you have time to go over the maps and reports, scope out the location, and cement the details of your rescue plan.”

Nodding, Ethan turned his gaze back to the approaching darkness. He’d come here to save Shea or die trying. This was a possible one-way trip for him, and Ethan accepted that as his due. He’d taken so much from her. The least he could do was give her his life if necessary.

Sleep always came fast and deep, like dropping off the edge of a cliff and free-falling into black velvet nothingness. No dreams or memories encroached on her unconscious mind. When something covered her face, seconds passed before she comprehended the meaning. Then adrenaline surged, racing through her. Forearms braced against the bed, she tried to shoot straight up, ready to dispatch whoever had been sent to test her, possibly kill her. The hand over her mouth was strong. The big body lying on her powerful. Did he plan to use her before he killed her? That was different from the others, but not surprising. Another test … one she would win … ensuring another victory for her master.

She bucked up against the hard body. The hand on her mouth didn’t allow speech, but she had nothing to say to this man. He had come here to teach her a lesson; she would do her best to make sure he learned his own.

Warm breath caressed her ear. “Shea … it’s me. I’m taking you out of here. Understand?”

Since he lay still, she assumed he was waiting for an answer. She nodded.

As if her acquiescence was all he wanted, he lifted his body and sat beside her. She rolled away and grabbed her gun from under the pillow in one motion. Standing on the other side of the bed, she pointed it at the dark figure.

“What are you doing?” The voice a harsh whisper. “It’s me, Shea. Ethan.”

That deep, gravelly voice … did it sound familiar? Did she know an Ethan? As her hand held the gun steady and pointed toward the shadowed image, her bare feet padded cautiously around the bed. She wanted to get closer, to see if she somehow recognized him.

“Put the gun down. Now.” The tone held a cold fury.

She ignored the order, took another step closer.

“I’m not going to tell you again. Put. The. Gun. Down.”

Whether she recognized that voice or not, it was filled with anger and meant her harm. She pulled the trigger.

With lightning speed, he knocked the weapon away. The gun landed with a soft thud against the plush carpet. She dove for it. The man slammed into her, covering her with his body.

“What the hell’s the matter with you?” he growled.

The rage in his voice told her she would not get away from him as easily as she had from the others. She lay beneath him, quietly panting, waiting until he gave her some leeway. Then she would strike again.

He muttered, “Fuck this.”

Blinding pain struck her temple, and blackness surrounded her once more.

Rat-a-tat-tat. Rat-a-tat-tat. Donald Rosemount jerked from a sound sleep, horror filling his gut. Gunfire! He sprang from the bed. Every molecule in his body filled with terror. Someone had found him. He had to get out … had to leave. He could do it. No one would see him. He could sneak out of the house, jump into his Hummer, and be gone before anyone could find his room.

Halfway across the midnight-dark room, he pulled to a stop. What was he thinking? There was no need to panic. His people would protect him … that’s why he surrounded himself with the strongest and most skilled. Their number one priority was his protection. No one could get to him, much less harm him.

Heart still pounding, he dropped to his hands and knees and scurried back to the bed. Just in case. Wiggling under the bed, he pulled out his Colt .357 Python. His entire body attacked by violent tremors, he struggled to get his hands wrapped securely around the weapon. Still on his knees, he peeked over the surface of rumpled covers. The gunfire sounded more distant now, as if the fight had been taken outside. Arms braced on the bed, he pointed the gun at the door. Anyone who came in would get their head blown off.

Minutes seemed like hours. Finally the gunshots ceased. Only silence remained. Were they gone? Who had it been? Had his people killed the bastards who’d dared invade his home? The big gun in his hand a reassuring reminder of his power, Donald stood and slunk across the floor, his bare feet soundless on the thick carpet. At the door, he stopped. Ear plastered against the wood, he listened. Nothing.

Cold sweat trickled down his spine. Gnawing his bottom lip nervously, he eased the door open, winced at the slight creak. He peeked out. The hallway was empty, a distant pain-filled groan the only sound to penetrate the deathlike silence. Sweaty hands wrapped around the gun, Donald ventured out. He looked left and right— still no sign of life. On tiptoes, he crept across the width of the hallway and looked down from the third-floor railing to the giant entryway. Two bodies lay on the marble floor. His men. Were they dead? Though they were replaceable, it would be inconvenient to find new ones.

Fury replaced fear as Donald stomped down the stairway. Somebody better have a good explanation of how his home had been invaded. Heads were going to roll!

At the second-floor landing, he stopped and took stock. A man hung halfway over the railing. Again, one of his. Not bothering to check to see if he was alive, Donald continued down the stairs.

On the main floor, Donald treaded softly. Whoever had broken in was most likely either dead or gone, but he was too smart to take chances. Groans from one of the men on the floor added to his ire as he tiptoed toward his study. He inched his head in, saw no one. Nothing disturbed.

There was only one other reason for someone to break in. Rage bubbled and boiled. They’d come for the woman.

He ran out of the room, then jerked to a stop at another groan from the man in the foyer. Edwards, who’d been with him for over three years, lay faceup. Blood oozed from a wound in his thigh. Donald stooped down, nudged the man’s shoulder with his gun. “Who was it, Edwards?”

“Don’t … know.” He grimaced, took a breath. “Big man with long blond hair … scar on his face … took the woman.”

Donald straightened, weighed his options. Edwards wasn’t bleeding that much, but burying him would be less trouble than healing him. Besides, he’d allowed the bastard to take his woman. Hands no longer shaking, he pointed the gun at the wounded man’s head. Horror widened Edwards’s eyes barely a second before Donald pulled the trigger.

He ignored the groans from the man lying beside Edwards. Shooting his brains out would be gratifying but wouldn’t accomplish his objective. His people needed to see what happened when orders weren’t obeyed. His home had been invaded; valuable property had been stolen. There was only one creature he depended on to carry out their punishment. Everyone else would watch. Lessons must be taught.

But first he had a rescue mission to set up. His woman had been taken from him. His people would bring her home … or die.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Reec_9780345515063_epub_tp_r1.jpg
CHRISTY REECE

=
BALT ANTINE BROOKS « NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Reec_9780345515063_epub_L01_r1.jpg
=1
=t







OEBPS/images/Reec_9780345515063_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Reec_9780345515063_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
BATFANIIINEEB OO KS






