




CHERRY ADAIR
THE MERCENARY
Refreshed version of THE MERCENARY, revised by author.
[image: image]

In loving memory of my mother, Petal Campbell,

who nurtured the woman I’ve become.
And Jean Reed, friend and mentor,

who nurtured the writer I’ve become.
Two strong, smart women whom I loved and admired.
I miss them both.

CONTENTS
PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN


PROLOGUE

THE RED SUV CAREENED up the mile-long driveway spraying dust and gravel and spooking the horses grazing by the fence. It had been a blistering day, and the dust generated by the approaching vehicle hung lazily in the hot early-evening air.
Damn.
Annoyed, Marc Savin narrowed his eyes. Knowing who his visitor was, he was tempted to go inside and lock the door. He swore again. He wasn’t ready for company, even if it was a man he respected.
Alexander “Lynx” Stone, his ex-partner and friend. Marc hadn’t seen him in two years. A good guy to have at your back—not that Marc needed backup anymore. He was retired. For good. Nothing Lynx could say would bring “Phantom” back.
It took everything out of a man when he was responsible for killing the woman he loved.
Marc kept his eyes on the plume of dust following the SUV and took a swig of beer. With his other hand he rubbed at the scar on his shoulder. The scar and the memories were two years old. The scar didn’t hurt, but the memories still managed to keep him up nights.
The vehicle slid to a stop several yards away, and Alex unfolded his lean frame from the driver’s seat. Slamming the door he rounded the back of his vehicle. “Hey,” he said, unsmiling.
“Hey, yourself,” Marc replied, not bothering to mask his annoyance. “Don’t tell me, you were just in the neighborhood—”
“And decided to drop by,” Alex finished with a faint smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
Marc wondered how much Alex had guessed about his self-imposed exile, then wondered why he even cared. He took another drink.
“Nice place,” Alex commented, glancing around at the ranch house, barn and fenced-in corral. A few quarter horses grazed in the pasture, while in another paddock a prize red bull lazily swatted at flies with his tail.
“I like it. What are you doing here?”
“It’s Spider—”
Ah, crap. “No.”
“Goddamn it, listen t—”
“Nothing you have to say is of any interest to me.”
“The whole damn operation is going down in flames.” This was Lynx talking now—not his friend Alex. “We found the three rogue agents.”
That caught Marc’s attention, in spite of his attempts to stay emotionally removed. “Yeah?”
“Curtis, Michaels…and Krista.”
Marc was up and off the step before he thought about it, advancing on his friend as a red-hot rage fired his body. It had been so long since he’d felt anything other than apathetic that he startled himself with the leap of fury. “Bullshit!”
“Truth.” Alex didn’t back down from his rage, merely shot him an empathetic glance. “She was a double agent from the beginning—”
Marc didn’t give him a chance to finish, simply connected his fist to Alex’s jaw with a satisfying slam. Alex staggered back against his truck, rubbing his face ruefully. “Whoa! Don’t kill the messenger.”
“That’s fucking crap, and you know it.” Marc barely recognized the harsh sound of his own voice. Even while he was vaguely aware that he was overreacting, he reached over and grabbed a fistful of Alex’s shirt, yanking him away from the vehicle. He landed another solid blow to the younger man’s rock-hard midsection.
“Would I shit you on something this important?” Alex expertly warded off his blows, refusing to fight back, which only fueled Marc’s anger even more. Why was Alex lying about Krista? Red filmed his vision as he fought in defense of the woman he’d loved.
And murdered.
Alex finally joined in the fight, Marc’s equal. “You don’t have to be so effing stubborn.” His friend swung.
Marc leaned into the punch, shifting before the fist connected to his nose. He hit Alex’s solid belly, then hit him again, and took pleasure when his friend winced. “You’re blaming an innocent woman, just because she’s already dead.”
Rubbing his stomach, Alex mumbled, “We followed a paper trail. Her signature was authenticated. The sat pictures were verified, as well. There’s no doubt she was one of them. None.”
Marc didn’t know anything about papers or photos. He did know that Alex was merely humoring him as they exchanged blows. But, damn it, it felt good to be beating the crap out of someone. Too bad his friend had shown up when he’d been spoiling for a fight for months. He hadn’t been invited, Marc though sourly, hitting him again, so he could damn well take his licks and then get lost.
Alex hit back, not holding his punches this time.
Good. Fine. Great.
Almost ten minutes passed before they staggered apart, exhausted and bloodied as the first star winked in the red-washed Montana sky.
“I didn’t want to believe it, either, but the evidence is there, man.” Alex exhaled, bent over at the waist. “She turned on her country, and on you. She was rotten, Marc.” His mouth was bleeding, and he swiped at his lip with the back of his hand.
“Shut the hell up and get off my land. And don’t fucking come back.” If the news was true, then he’d spent the last two years of his life mourning a lie.
“Come with me to Marezzo,” Alex countered. “We need you.”
Needed him? What a joke. The information Alex had just shared about Krista changed everything, and yet the anger, pain and heartbreak flowed back into his system as if it had happened mere days ago.
Instead of years.
Two long damn years.
“They’re dead, Marc. All of them.”
“Shut up—”
“The royal family. The king and queen of Marezzo and their son and daughter. Executed. They didn’t have a chance, with the information Spider had—”
Marc opened his mouth to say something, but found his throat had closed.
“Spider has the island, Marc. They’ve taken it over and God knows what they have planned. So go ahead and play cowboy if you want, but I’ll be leaving tonight to stop them.” Alex turned, not sparing Marc a glance as he walked away.
Rubbing his jaw, Marc stared after his friend. Alex still packed a hell of a punch. He waited, hoping Lynx would simply start the damn vehicle and leave. Instead, his friend reached into the open window and grabbed a thick manila envelope from the front seat.
“Read it and weep, you stubborn bastard.” Alex threw it onto the wide porch. He rounded the vehicle and opened the door, then climbed in. “And try to sleep at night, thinking about what those butchers are getting away with.”
It wasn’t that Marc didn’t want to. It wasn’t that he even had a choice. Simple truth was, he’d be useless on a mission. Finding out that he’d been sleeping with, no, he admitted brutally, in love with, the enemy, solidified his belief. But could he, in good conscience, send his partner off to that island alone?
“Can’t do it.”
Something in his tone must have gotten through to his partner, because Alex looked down at his bruised knuckles grasping the steering wheel and studied them for an inordinate amount of time. When he finally spoke, his voice was tight. “Then tell me what the hell’s going on—why have you refused missions for the last two years?”
“I was in the business for almost half my damn life. Half my life fighting other people’s wars. I wanted out.” It wasn’t all a lie, but it wasn’t all the truth, either. It would have to do. “Take care of yourself,” Marc muttered, embarrassed by the emotion that had crept into his voice. “Don’t be a goddamn fool over there.”
“You’ve got my word on that.” Alex’s brilliant green eyes glowed in the lights from the dash. “Just promise me one thing.”
“Yeah?”
“I screw up, pal, you come get me.”
“Get going.”
“Promise?”
“Will you leave if I do?”
“You have my word on it.”
“For what that’s worth. Okay, you got it, buddy.”
Alex pressed his advantage. “I could do with some company.”
Marc shook his head at his friend’s persistence. “It’s good to want things.”
Alex hesitated then started the engine. “You know where to find me.”
Yeah. He knew. Marc watched the SUV tear back down the gravel road like a bat out of hell. Alex drove the same way he attacked life. Full throttle.
He’d be back.
Marc returned to the top step of the porch as night stole over the ranch bringing with it a kind of peace he was learning to love. A horse nickered as the dust settled. The envelope Alex had left was behind him, but he never once turned to look at it.
It took him four days before he worked up the courage to open it.
Three days later word came that Alexander Stone was dead.


CHAPTER ONE

NERVOUS PERSPIRATION prickled her skin.
Even though she couldn’t hear breathing other than her own, her heightened sense of fear let her know she wasn’t alone. Someone was watching her. Victoria Jones lay very still, eyes closed, heart pounding an uneven tattoo beneath her sore ribs.
Needing a few moments to orientate herself she tried to keep her breathing steady. A log flaring in the fireplace. There hadn’t been a fire when she’d come in. But now she felt its heat and saw the dancing orange light through her eyelids.
To still her panic she counted to a hundred and twenty, then added another fifty for good measure, then slowly opened her eyes. The library was dim, but flickering firelight illuminated the lower half of the man sitting in the shadows across the room. Boots, long, jean-clad legs…the rest of him disappeared into darkness and shadow.
Heart lodged in her throat, she struggled to sit up. She’d accidentally fallen asleep, and now she was groggy and disoriented and at a distinct disadvantage.
The fact that the man wasn’t saying anything intimidated her and made her feel defensive and automatically in the wrong. But she could be overreacting. Fear and exhaustion had taken up permanent residence in her body.
Her hair had come loose and floated around her shoulders and down her back as she swung her feet to the floor. Searching with her toes for her shoes, she tried with one hand to tame her hair back into its customary bun.
The man, and Tory knew he was Marc Savin even though he had yet to say a word, observed her without comment, increasing her unease. Still, her grandmother’s strict teachings came to the fore and she said in a prim, polite voice, “I’m sorry. I must have fallen asleep.”
Giving up on her hair, she pushed her feet all the way into her low heels and stood, despite her shaky knees. Piercing the darkness to gauge his reaction to her uninvited presence in his home, Tory felt marginally more in control with her shoes on. The silence stretched uncomfortably. He wasn’t going to make this easy for her.
Why should he? He didn’t even know her. Fidgeting, she realized that it was silly actually, standing or sitting, barefoot or not, the amount of intimidation radiating from him was all consuming. Tory had no clue how to deal with such a…a…presence.
The men she normally encountered in her day-today life were academics. Intelligent, cultured and extremely…low-key. Meek. But not Savin. She was fairly sure he didn’t have a meek bone in his impressive body. Which was precisely why she was there.
“What happened?” he asked lazily. “Miss the exit for the Holiday Inn?”
His rough, deep voice startled her. His mockery added to her misery, and she waited for him to throw her out of his home. Not that she was going. She was a woman on a mission, she reminded herself, adding a little starch to her spine.
“I have jet lag. I didn’t realize…” She tugged self-consciously at the hem of her jacket. “I didn’t realize you’d be so long….” The man who’d let her in—reluctantly—had said his boss would be “right in.” That had been—she glanced subtly at her watch—four hours ago.
“Did we have an appointment?”
“Um…No. We didn’t. I’m Victoria Jones.” She held her ground while a flush of heat betrayed her. His presence was larger than life and seemed to fill the room with a pulsing sensuality that made her extremely uncomfortable.
“And?” Marc said drily. He’d found that out by checking the driver’s license in her purse. Her name meant nothing to him. When he’d bent to retrieve the tote from the floor beside her he’d gotten a lungful of a floral fragrance that had teased at his dormant libido. Ridiculous, of course. Even in the dim light, he knew this repressed-looking mouse wasn’t his type at all.
The name and San Diego address on her license didn’t reveal much. But what was mildly interesting was how hard she was trying to pretend she didn’t have a cast on her left arm. It was barely visible beneath her sleeve, but its bulk was hard to miss.
He flipped on the light to get a better look at her. She looked like a throwback to the eighties, dressed as she was in a butt-ugly and unflattering business suit. Navy. The jacket boxy, the skirt neither tight nor loose. The hemline hitting just below the knee. Her sensible black shoes were polished and sported a modest heel. Christ, from the neck down she looked like a freaking stereotypical librarian.
Marc concentrated on her unattractive clothing, and kept his attention away from her soft mouth, and the mile of uncooperative dark hair she was trying, unsuccessfully, to cram back into a bun at her nape with one hand.
“Whatever you’re selling, I don’t need,” he jabbed to see the spark of reaction. “Unless you’re here about an overdue library fine?”
Her cheekbones flamed, but she didn’t drop her gaze. Maybe not a mouse, then, he reevaluated, wondering just who in the hell she was. He’d never met her before, he was sure, but there was something vaguely familiar around the eyes….
Could her skin possibly be as soft as it appeared? It was pale, silky and looked as though it tasted like cream. Damn it, he needed to get laid. Soon.
“Snap it up, would you? I’ve had a bitch of a day. I’m cold, tired and hungry, and you’re standing in the way of a hot shower and a meal.”
“Are you Marcus Savin?”
“The one and only.” He didn’t bother to conceal his annoyance as he stepped from the shadows into the circle of light.
Tory blinked. In a flash she tried to take him in. Her world slowed its spin—a peculiar, terrifying feeling. Dread tightened her throat. Marc Savin wasn’t anything like the man she’d envisioned.
He was about twenty years younger than she’d anticipated. And taller. Taller and broader, and disconcertingly male. His hair was thick and dark and tied back, revealing a winking diamond—a diamond!—in one ear. Good grief. His jeans were old and faded, the cream-colored fisherman’s-knit sweater he wore looked soft and well-worn. The sweater was the only soft thing about him, she thought, mouth dry.
He looked like someone who’d stepped out of the pages of a magazine. What the casual yet well-dressed, brooding predatory male wore. Her eyes met his. Gray. Not the soft warm gray of a kitten or the comforting gray of a favorite blanket. His eyes were the cold, icy-pale gray of the sky just before a frost, the bleak soulless gray of bare tree branches frozen for all time. Tory shivered despite the blazing fire.
She could sense dismissal coming. Straightening her spine she stepped forward onto the thick Persian carpet between them, her hand outstretched. “Mr. Savin, I’m—”
“You’ve already told me who you are, Miss Jones. I just don’t know what you’re doing here.”
For a moment her hand stayed poised in midair until she realized he had no intention of taking it. Her arm dropped to her side, and she flattened her damp palm against her thigh. Despite all the hours of rehearsal on the plane coming here, she was suddenly tongue-tied.
She knew what she must look like—an exhausted woman, with mussed dark hair and wrinkled clothes. She absently touched her face where the cushion had left an indentation on her cheek and forced herself not to fuss with her clothing. Her injured arm throbbed. But not for a moment was she going to let him see just how terrified she was. Girding herself, she tilted her chin and met his stare.
His gaze raked her body from head to toe. His eyes narrowed when he noticed the cast on her arm, and everything inside her froze as he asked grimly, “How did that happen?” She’d thought her sleeve covered the blasted thing.
“I fell.” Into a wall. Unadulterated fear made her go icy cold all over. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it. Do not think about it.
“Take off your jacket.” He didn’t move, but his words felt sinister.
She gave him a startled look while her heart pounded beneath her rib cage like a trapped animal. “What on earth for?”
“Because I say so.”
“I’m a guest in your home, Mr. Savin. I won’t be bullie—”
“Guest? Guests are invited. Don’t make me strip it off for you. I’m too tired for games.”
He was unyielding. As much as she hated obeying, Tory choked down her pride and shrugged off the jacket. It hadn’t been easy getting the fiberglass into the sleeve, and it wasn’t any easier getting that arm out. Bunching her jacket against her body, she held up her arm, shooting him a fulminating glare. Which might have been effective on some level if she hadn’t felt her chin wobble.
She would not cry in front of him. She gritted her teeth. “Satisfied?”
“Far from it.” His eyes took in the grubby cast showing beneath the edge of her white cotton sleeve, then scanned her face. It took every ounce of willpower she possessed not to touch any of the bruises she’d so carefully covered with foundation to make sure he couldn’t detect them.
A muscle clenched in his jaw. “Who did this to you?”
“I told you. I fell.” Often and hard. Oh, God. He was going to know she was lying through her teeth. She was lousy at it, and he seemed to be able to see directly into her brain with those pale, unamused X-ray eyes of his. Tory felt the heat in her cheeks get hotter and her gaze skittered back to the pattern on the carpet before she forced herself to meet his eyes.
“Let me put it this way, Miss Jones. I’ll ask the questions. All you have to do is supply truthful answers. If I don’t like what I hear, you’ll be out of here so damned fast your head will spin. Got it? What happened to your arm?”
Tory licked her dry lips. “I was mugged at the airport.”
“No abusive boyfriend or husband following you?”
Hateful man. “I’m not married.”
His lips twitched. “Now why doesn’t that surprise me?”
Tory tried to make her arm inconspicuous and bent to pick up her purse from the floor where it had fallen. Her mouth was dry and perspiration beaded on her skin. She was so tired of being scared. And he scared her to death. There was just…so much of him.
His hair, as dark as her own, was tied back in a short ponytail and the diamond stud flashed in one ear. His scuffed cowboy boots were set apart, his arms loose at his sides. He didn’t look like a spy or a mercenary. Not that she’d had any idea what one looked like, but surely not like a cross between a GQ model and a predatory animal.
Obviously not impressed by what he was seeing, he said, “What can I do for you, Miss Jones? It must be something compelling to get you to stand here when you’d rather be anywhere else.” His eyes shifted to the indented cushions on the sofa behind her and then narrowed on her face.
Victoria had never had a man look at her like that. It was disconcerting. She shrugged back into her jacket, despising herself for almost asking his permission to do so. But she didn’t ask, and he made no comment as she buttoned the serviceable navy serge up to her throat.
The wind sounded mournful as it whipped the bare tree branches and rattled the window. The perfect setting for the nightmare she found herself living. Jerking her gaze away from the night sky, she turned back to him.
It didn’t matter whether she liked him or not. Whether he scared her or not. She was here for one thing, and one thing only. “I need your help.”
“Why should I help you?” He asked over his shoulder as he strolled to the built-in bar across the room and poured himself a drink. “I don’t know you.”
“May I have a drink, too, please?”
His shoulders tightened before he said in an amused voice, “Sure. You’ve already slept on my couch. What’ll it be?”
She supposed that he had every right to his irritation. “Whatever you’re having, I don’t want to be a bother, really.” She walked over to the French doors and rested her hand on the icy pane.
It had started snowing. The snow looked pretty illuminated by the lights from inside the house, soft, white. But snow was another unknown. She shivered. Already unnerved by too many weeks of the scary and the unfamiliar, Tory gritted her teeth and turned back into the room.
It was warmed by the blazing fire in the hearth, which caused reflections of dancing amber light from the highly polished dark-wood floor and the smooth surfaces of the two black leather sofas that flanked it. Wall-to-wall mahogany bookcases rose to twelve-foot ceilings. Victoria moved from the door to trail one hand across the tempting bookbindings before casting an anxious glance at the man across the room.
Having counted all the books on the left-hand wall after she’d arrived hours ago, she was about to start on the right when he came up behind her. She almost jumped out of her skin as he handed her a glass. The touch of his warm fingers across hers made her breath catch.
Too close, was her panicked reaction to his nearness. Much too close. She sidestepped, almost falling over her own feet in her haste to put a decent amount of space between them. She could feel the heat of his large body coming off him in waves. The smell of him, male and far too sexy, made her suck in a breath of surprise.
He scowled. “You okay?”
Tory’s sheltered life hadn’t in any way prepared her for him. It hadn’t prepared her for anything else she’d experienced in the past few weeks, either. As Grammy used to say, What didn’t kill you would make you stronger. She hoped.
Nodding, she realized he was waiting for a verbal response and choked out, “I’m perfectly fine, thank you.” Oh, Lord. She sounded just like her grandmother.
He gave her an undecipherable glance, and she stayed where she was even though every intelligent cell in her brain was telling her to run. Fast and far away from Marc Savin. The safest tactic was to find a fault, an Achilles’ heel to focus on that might make him less intimidating. Her gaze hunted for just such a flaw.
What man wore a stupid ponytail? If his hair had been loose, it would probably touch his broad shoulders. At least it was clean. And shiny. And silky looking. Her plan wasn’t working too well. Oh, good Lord. Get a grip.
His snug jeans outlined the bulge…Oh my God, Victoria Francis! Stop looking at his…at his—She took a long drink. The liquid was room temperature and wet and for an instant felt very soothing as it slid down her throat—until it burned her esophagus like fire.
His expression was impassive as she gasped for breath and the whiskey fumes made her eyes water and her throat close up. It took every ounce of her control not to cough.
She shot a poisonous glare at his back as he sauntered across the room.
“Next time,” he told her unsympathetically, “ask for water.” Jesus, she was a throwback. An anomaly. One small shy, question mark. The clothes. The hair. The skittish demeanor. None of which added up in this day and age; it made her almost intriguing. There was something vaguely familiar about her. Especially around the eyes, but he knew he’d never met her before. Her he would have remembered.
While there was less ranch work in winter, he’d still put in a long day. Tired and hungry, Marc dropped down on the leather sofa opposite her and stretched out his legs, the drink balanced on his belly. He settled one arm behind his head and watched her.
Christ, she was skittish. Her eyes slid away from his, then back. Her arrogant little nose tilted.
The mugging story was bogus. There were many ways to detect a liar, even a good one. Marc hadn’t needed to see the pupils of her enormous green eyes dilate, nor did he have to hear the way her speech raced when she was telling him she’d been mugged.
Victoria Jones was a lousy liar.
Besides the broken arm she had contusions on her slender neck, and more bruises beneath the light application of makeup on her otherwise unblemished face. He was almost intrigued enough to dig deeper.
Almost.
“You know my brother.” She moved cautiously to the other end of the sofa and sat on the very edge, pulling her skirt down lower over her calves. When she leaned forward to put her glass on the coffee table, she exposed the vulnerable ridge of her collarbone below the lacy edge of her collar. “Alex—Alexander Stone.”
Alexander Stone and Victoria Jones? He narrowed his eyes fractionally. “I don’t know anyone by that name. Sorry, honey. Try again.”
“Lynx,” she said tightly. “You know him as Lynx. He was sent on a mission to Marezzo seven months ago.” She straightened and stared at him. “I’m his sister.” Her jaw tightened and something flashed in her green eyes. “And don’t say you don’t know him. He told me all about you.”
Marc just stared at her.
“I know, for example—” Tory kept her eyes fixed on a point behind his left ear “—that the organization you work for is an elite unit. A cloaked counterterrorist force beyond even the CIA. A highly secret group called T-FLAC. Terrorist Force Logistical Assault Command.” She licked her bottom lip. “I know there are members of your team who have infiltrated any number of foreign governments and military organizations all over the world.”
A small triumphant smile curved her mouth when she detected the slightest tensing of his broad, impressive shoulders. His eyes bored into hers like burning ice. “Who the hell are you, lady?”
She tried, God help her, she really tried, to say her name, but she was so terrified her lips barely moved. Her eyes darted about the room, looking for help; but of course they were alone. With a sinking heart she suddenly realized that other than Marc Savin’s people, no one knew she was here. He could do anything to her and probably would. He shook her and Tory’s teeth chattered. “My brother—”
“Would sure as hell not turn rogue and give away so much information dead or alive. Try again, green eyes. I’ll give you two seconds to tell me who sent you, and then—”
“Your code name is Phantom,” she said quickly, her skin going hot, then cold and clammy. Victoria smoothed her jacket down with a shaking hand. “My brother is alive and not well in Marezzo, Mr. Macho Spymaster. That’s fact. The only reason I know all this is because—”
The eyes. Alex’s eyes. But—“He didn’t have any relatives.”
“Try again, Mr. Savin.” She echoed his words. “I’m sitting right here. I’m his twin and I’m very much alive.” Tension radiated off her body. “And don’t talk about him in the past tense. Alex is alive.”
Damn, was it possible? Was it even conceivable that Lynx was alive? Of course the canny Lynx would have kept a sister under wraps, hence the name difference. He was normally a closemouthed bastard and would have known she’d be an easy target for anyone with a grudge. Then again, she could be anybody.
With familiar green eyes and access to him?
Despite the evidence, Marc was still skeptical. If his enemies wanted to get close to him, sending in someone like Victoria Jones was a clever maneuver. She sure as shit didn’t look like an enemy operative. In fact she looked the exact opposite of dangerous.
But then, as he well knew, there was danger, and then there was danger. “How do I know you’re his sister?”
“Don’t be ridiculous! Why would I be here if I wasn’t?” she shot back, and her eyes, so much like her brother’s, flashed again. “He has a birthmark on his right leg shaped like a half-moon.” She obviously didn’t realize how much she exposed as she furiously yanked up her skirt to bare a slender thigh. A pink birthmark, shaped like a half-moon, marred the smooth skin under her panty hose.
“It’s a moot point, isn’t it?” Marc retorted, deceptively relaxed as she shoved her skirt back into place. “He died while he was on vacation, I believe.” And if the son of a bitch wasn’t dead, he would be when Marc found him. He thought of what he’d been through in the last six months. Only Lynx could have blown their cover like this. Marc’s mind was racing with the ramifications of Lynx’s betrayal. Had Lynx come to the ranch to lure Phantom into a trap?
“He was captured while he was on a mission,” she insisted. “You let him go there alone and you had better get him out.”
“I saw his body seven months ago.”
She flinched. “I beg your pardon, but I saw him alive two weeks ago.” Marc saw the muscles work in her throat. “He’s been imprisoned for almost seven months. They—they’ve tortured him.”
She lifted huge green eyes to his, and Marc found himself drawn into their anguished depths. He cursed under his breath. It wasn’t possible. He’d seen the body. It had been burned beyond recognition, but the dental records…Hell, it had been Alexander Stone. He was sure of it.
Damn, but he was sick of this business. Every time he got close to someone, he lost them. Lynx had been the last straw. He was getting too damn old for this shit. Thank God he wasn’t involved any more.
His head shot up as he suddenly realized what she’d said. His eyes narrowed.
“What the hell do you mean, you saw him?”


CHAPTER TWO

MY GOD, COULD IT BE TRUE? Had this mousy woman with her blushes and accusing big green eyes done what a team of experienced T-FLAC operatives should have done, but hadn’t? Had she actually gone to Marezzo, by herself for God’s sake—and made contact with Lynx? A man the entire T-FLAC organization swore was dead?
Improbable.
Impossible.
Bullshit.
Then what the hell was she doing in Nowhere, Montana in the middle of freaking winter?
He’d been out of the counterterrorist business for almost three years, but he still had enemies. “Who really sent you?”
“No one.”
Right. Who the hell would send her to him? Made no frigging sense. A stacked redhead in a skimpy outfit would have made more sense if someone wanted to send in a Trojan horse. But a mousy brunette sporting bruises, a broken arm and dressed like a repressed librarian? He’d never be that desperate.
The fact that he was trying to picture what she looked like underneath that yardage of navy serge was beside the point. A frisson of sexual heat curled in his belly, shocking the living hell out of him.
Whoa.
While he gave her motivation some thought Marc poured himself another drink. Something he’d been careful about not doing in the last year or so. Great. He’d known this woman for barely half an hour and she was already driving him to drink. The whiskey tasted fine going down. Better than fine. Smooth. He finished the two fingers and was tempted to go back for more. He’d done a helluva lot of drinking after…After. But anesthetizing himself with well-aged scotch wasn’t the answer.
Fuck. He barely knew what the question was anymore.
She flinched when his empty heavy-bottomed crystal glass hit the end table. It sounded like a pistol shot in the momentary quietness. He was fine with silence. In fact he liked it a hell of a lot better than listening to inane chatter. Unfortunately his guest didn’t hold the same sentiment.
Her throat worked, but her eyes, mossy green, and direct, met his. “I went there to find my brother.”
Yeah. So she’d just said. Not only was it illogical, but it sure as shit didn’t bear repeating. Goddamn it! He pressed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Marezzo isn’t exactly a vacation paradise, honey. You can’t just go waltzing over there as if you were taking a little holiday.” His blood ran cold at the thought of a civilian on that volatile little island in the Tyrrhenian Sea. It had been a hot spot for tangos for years.
“I wasn’t on holiday.” She glared at him as if he were the one who’d lost his freaking mind. “I didn’t have a choice as to location. Alex is there, so that’s where I went.”
Honest to God, Marc thought as he observed the thudding of her pulse at the base of her slender throat, she sounded rational. Scared out of her mind, but rational. She appeared to be the real—if ten years out of step—deal. Christ. He wanted Alexander Stone to be alive. A part of him almost believed it. Almost. Even if it was only for a few minutes.
But wishing was for fools.
He was going to have to let her down gently, she looked like a crier. He ran his hand around the back of his neck. He’d rather face twenty heavily armed tangos alone than deal with a crying woman. She was watching him as warily as a mongoose watched a snake. Did she ever relax? She was stiff as a board, and sitting on the very edge of the middle cushion of the sofa opposite him. Her feet were placed precisely together, her knees locked.
If Ragno had Lynx—Fuck. If Ragno had Lynx, then Lynx truly was dead. Nobody had ever managed to extricate themselves from Ragno’s sadistic handiwork. Which was why Alex’s body had been so damned hard to ID.
“Look,” he started. Fast and expedient? Or slow and sympathetic? He voted for fast. He’d get someone to escort her to the closest hotel and be left the hell alone. “I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but—”
“He’s being held by a terrorist or a group of terrorists called ‘Spider’.”
The hair on the back of his neck lifted. Spider. Ragno’s merry band of tangos was based in Italy. Last known address—Marezzo. Shit.
“It’s a group.” The terrorists had taken control of the island some time ago. Tourists were tolerated. Barely. “I know damn well that going over there with a broken arm like a little lame bird wouldn’t even get a sympathetic glance from the people you’re talking about. They’d kill you in a frigging heartbeat if you so much as looked as though you were going to—” Interfere. “Cause trouble.”
Had Spider…? No. They’d do more than break a bone or two. He dismissed the idea out of hand that she’d actually had a close encounter with her brother’s captors. She wouldn’t be sitting here if that were the case.
Besides, she didn’t look as though she were capable of saying “boo” let alone causing any trouble with a terrorist cell that was currently holding the number one spot on T-FLAC’s most-wanted list.
“Well, it wasn’t my first choice, I can assure you. But you people weren’t doing anything to help Alex, so I had to.” Her expressive eyes burned with hostility when he did no more than cross one ankle over his knee. “Are you going to sit there berating me all night, or are you going to go into action any time soon?”
Keeping his expression impassive, Marc bit back a reluctant chuckle, the first small ember of amusement he’d felt in years. “I’m out of the action business, honey. Sorry.”
Way the hell out of the action business. Two years, seven months, and counting. He was a fucking rancher now. The only weapon he needed to carry was a factory load, model .350 Magnum scoped hunting air rifle. Rancher. Not an operative. He was done saving the world. He’d sucked at it, and he had written beendet, fini, klaar to the whole counterterrorist business once and for all.
He was no fucking hero. And he was fine with that.
“Then I suggest you take a drink, or swallow a vitamin, or do whatever it is you spy types do to get motivated,” she told him crossly. “Because I’m not leaving here until you agree to—”
“Do you ever stop talking?”
“I talk when I’m nervous.”
“You must be nervous a lot.”
She swallowed. “I am.”
It wasn’t that he didn’t believe what she was saying. He did. He believed it all right. He just couldn’t wrap his brain around it. Was it possible that Alex really was alive? After all this time?
After he’d seen his body? What there was left of it…. Bile rose in the back of Marc’s throat as he vividly recalled the day they’d brought what was left of Lynx to T-FLAC HQ in a heavy black body bag for ID.
What they’d done to him on the island hadn’t been pretty. His friend hadn’t died easy.
“The Spiders are serious people, green eyes, and Marezzo is no place for little Miss Muffet.”
Up went the chin, baring the long pale line of her throat. “Well, after my visit, I can certainly see why tourism has gone down. I had my wallet stolen. Twice.”
Was she fricking joking? At first he thought she might be, but when he looked at her, he saw that she was quite serious. She was ticked off because her wallet had been lifted. In Marezzo? She was damned fortunate she was still in one piece.
Or was she?
She’d yet to mention the cast she was trying valiantly to hide beneath the sleeve of her ugly suit jacket. Or the bruises she’d done a piss-poor job of covering with makeup. On the other hand he couldn’t imagine the tangos would’ve let her walk away with a few broken bones and a handful of bruises. That wasn’t the way they made their point.
Alex’s skin had been black and crisp, charred almost beyond recognition. His friend had also been brutally tortured. Marc rubbed the flat of his hand across the heavy pressure of guilt in his chest. Alex’s fingers, toes and dick had been amputated. Antemortem.
Spiders were the baddest of the bad guys.
“You’re damn lucky those bastards only took your wallet,” he told her, wanting another drink. He ignored the half-filled bottle across the room winking at him in the firelight.
The dying fire bathed her face in a rosy glow that made her look a whole lot more appealing. That or the two glasses of whiskey were kicking in. That or three years of abstinence. Take your pick, asshole, he told himself sourly. Any or all of the above.
Appealing. But not to him, of course. Her type of woman drove him nuts. Her naiveté irritated. He wished to God she’d cover her thighs. Her skin was ivory pale and he’d bet his prize bull it was silky and just too damned touchable.
He ran his gaze from her scraped-back dark hair, across her smooth cheeks, shied away from the surprising sensuality of her mouth, skimmed down her throat and traveled all the way to her sensible shoes. She jumped as if he’d used a cattle prod, jerking the skirt down as far as she could. Her face turned scarlet.
He scowled. “You’re twenty-six years old, for God’s sake. You should’ve known better than to go to an infamous world hot spot and stick your nose into something you couldn’t even begin to understand. What’s next? A hike through the Afghan desert or a scenic cruise to the Caspian Sea with a day trip to Chechnya? Christ, lady, maybe you should read a newspaper or watch a little CNN before you go flitting around the world.”
“I wasn’t flitting, I was investigat—How do you know how old I am?”
“I took a wild guess that you and your twin were close to the same age,” he said drily, pushing off the sofa. He was a good six feet away from her, but she blinked several times as he crossed in front of her heading for the bar.
Nervous? Good. She had just cause. He turned his back on her and strode across the room. It wasn’t so much the booze he needed, it was movement. Action. There wasn’t enough damn room in the den. Not for the two of them anyway.
He could smell her. Female. Flowers. Innocence.
Fuck it.
He needed to be outside, under the open sky. He glanced at the window. Still snowing. Great. Just great. It suited his mood perfectly. Cold. Dark. Depressing. He felt trapped here in his house, his castle, with her. Marc wasn’t sure why, but he felt…besieged. As if the enemy had breached the walls of his sanctuary.
Carrying the half-empty bottle and ignoring his moronic analogy—hell, she was all of five feet, five inches tall, and probably weighed in at under a hundred and twenty pounds—he moved back to the fireplace. Putting the bottle down on the table he crouched to toss in another log. He flicked her a glance as the new log burst into an explosion of sparks.
“You want me to go and get him, is that it?” he asked mildly as he straightened.
Not him. No way in hell. But someone.
T-FLAC HQ was a hop, skip and jump away from the ranch. One call, and he’d—they’d—have a team wheels up, and en route to Italy, and the island of Marezzo.
“Of course. Would I be here if I wanted him to linger in that horrible country? You’re the only one who can bring him back.”
“Lady, your brother was—” My best friend. A damn fine T-FLAC operative. One more fucking rock in this suitcase of guilt I’ve been lugging around.
“Is.”
That deceptively soft exterior held a will of steel. “If,” he continued without pause, “he was alive, I assure you, I’d know it.” I’ll know one way or the other before you wake up in the morning, he thought grimly. And it would probably be a good idea not to picture this woman sleepy-eyed and naked amidst crumpled sheets at this time.
“Well he is, and you didn’t,” she countered reasonably. She rose, the coffee table between them. He’d never known a female over the age of thirteen who blushed as much as this one did. And the suit—the suit was too damn big. Too old-fashioned. Too—hell—everything was wrong with it. He’d never met a woman who was so clueless about how to dress flatteringly. It wasn’t a suit so much as a sack and for some inexplicable reason, it made him wonder what she was hiding under it.
Her legs were long, and from what he could see of them, well shaped, with incredibly delicate ankles. Luckily he’d always been a breast man so her legs didn’t have much effect on him. Not much. Had any man seen her naked? Probably not.
The lush mouth said come here, and the green eyes shouted go to hell. Please, he added with an inward smile. He stood his ground as she circumvented the coffee table between them.
She tilted her head back to look up at him. Marc felt the shock of her small hand on his arm right through his thick sweater. He wanted to shake her off. But her touch was as light as a butterfly, and seductively gentle. She smelled like heaven.
He needed to get a grip. Shake her off and make that call. The sooner the better.
“They have him in Pescarna,” she said quietly, a tremor in her husky voice. “It’s a little fishing village on the southwest side of the island. He’s in really bad…” Her short nails dug into his arm through the wool, and she swallowed hard, her eyes suddenly swimming with tears. “They’ve hurt him. Badly. He—he didn’t even recognize me.”
Her fingers tightened on his arm. “Please. Help me.”
“No.” He was going to get help for Alex.
For a moment there was silence as Tory stared up at him. “No? You’re saying no? Despite the fact that he’s your best friend and partner, you won’t go in and rescue him?” Her jaw ached with fury and frustration.
Marc stepped away from her and leaned an elbow against the oak mantel, looking as relaxed as a cat. The silly diamond winked in his ear. She’d like to twist that lobe, as Grammy had done to her when she’d been naughty, until he stopped being so macho and actually listened to what she was telling him.
“It’s nice to know you have such a good command of the English language, Miss Jones. You got it in one. Your brother was/is a good operative, and like all good operatives, he went in knowing the odds and the consequences.”
Her heart was beating much too fast. He couldn’t refuse, he just could not refuse. “But you thought he was dead. Now that you know that he isn’t—”
“Makes absolutely no difference. I told you. I don’t work for T-FLAC any longer. I don’t have access to any intel. And even if I did—”
“What kind of man are you? They’re torturing him. How can you just stand there so complacently and not care? Even if you don’t work for them anymore, you still have the experience, the skills, the contacts, don’t you?”
One moment he was completely relaxed, the next he was right in her face. “‘No’ is a complete sentence. Want me to spell it out for you?”
A tidal wave of panic threatened to drown her. Her knees locked and her insides did somersaults at his nearness. Lord he was big. Big and mean looking, long hair and earring notwithstanding. The muscles in her stomach constricted as if she could at least draw that small part of herself away from the overwhelming menace of him. His whisky-scented breath was hot on her face, animosity radiated off him like a force field. She’d give everything she owned to have that much confidence. That much power.
Not particularly brave or adventurous in the first place, she’d been running on sheer nerves and bravado for days.
“This ranch is the only thing that keeps me marginally sane and reminds me I’m still part of the human race,” he told her grimly. “Just because your brother gave you my name does not give you the right to barge into my home and demand anything. Got that?”
He was so close, Tory could see the pale squint lines beside his eyes and smell the faint scent of soap on his skin. The fiery heat of his body, so close to hers, made her dizzy. She flinched, her trembling fingers touching her throat as he looked down at her, his eyes narrowed and hard.
When she remained mute he said softly, “I spent almost half my life in hell so that people like you can sleep safe and sound in their beds at night. I’m just not interested anymore in saving a damsel in distress, whatever her problem.”
His words stunned her. Alex had called this man the best friend he’d ever had. “You heartless son of a—I can’t believe that anyone could be so—so unfeeling. Alex thinks of you as a close friend.”
“In this business I don’t have any friends.”
“I can certainly see why. With a friend like you, who needs enemies?” Okay. That was probably not the way to get this cold-eyed man motivated.
Tory felt the wild thundering of her pulse and swallowed hard. Her eyes focused on the subtle plaid of the wallpaper and for several seconds she counted the horizontal lines. She wasn’t up to his sparring weight. Not tonight at any rate. She knew she wouldn’t be up to his weight even if she were in tip-top physical condition. Which she wasn’t at the moment. She was beyond exhausted, out of her mind with worry. And flat-out terrified.
None of that mattered. She couldn’t fail Alex. No matter how tough, how mean, how unmotivated this man was, she had to get through to him. Tonight.
This was the only shot she had.
“That leaves me with only two choices.”
“I can assure you, I don’t want to know what they are. Time for you to leave. I’ll give you directions to the local Motel 6 if you like.”
“One,” she said firmly, ignoring him as best she could. “I can go back again, and try to find him by myself…”
His laugh sounded rusty and not terribly amused. “How’d that work for you the first time around? If you could have gotten him out, you wouldn’t be here now.”
“Two,” she continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “I can go into town and talk to the nice people at the local newspaper.” She looked at him with guileless eyes. “There is a newspaper in Brandon, isn’t there? I’m sure they’d love to have the scoop. Do the townspeople have any idea you’re a mercenary?”
Tory had heard the threat coming out of her mouth—she just couldn’t believe she’d actually had the guts to make it. Her heart pounded and her palms became damp when he stepped closer.
She refused to be bullied, even though he was well over six feet, and he towered over her. His unshaven jaw was taut with fury in a face that was too masculine, too hard to ever be handsome. His nose was an aristocratic slash between dark brows that were drawn inward. He glared at her, a muscle jumping in his cheek as he stopped a hairbreadth in front of her.
She swallowed sickly, refusing to back up. Don’t show fear, she told herself grimly. Do not show this man one inch of fear.
The diamond earring glittered as he shifted to lift her chin with his finger. “You,” he said with lethal softness, “are either very brave or very stupid.”
Tory gulped. Her eyes felt bone-dry as she forced herself to hold his gaze. The sound of her racing heart was loud in her ears.
Still tilting her face up he said flatly, “No one knows that you’re here, do they, Miss Jones?” Before she could even formulate a reply he continued. “Did it ever occur to that agile little brain of yours that you might know just too damn much?” His fingers tightened around her jaw. “That if I am who you think I am, I can’t let you leave here?”
His grip stretched Tory’s skin painfully across her cheekbones. Her body was paralyzed as he held her gaze. “No one would know if you disappeared from the face of the earth, now would they? So if the ‘local newspaper’ needed a story, and someone just happened to find a mutilated body down by the river—Oh, for God’s sake. Don’t faint—”
He caught her as her eyes rolled and she slumped forward. The cast on her arm banged into the coal scuttle and he winced as he swung her up in his arms and strode over to the sofa, where he gently laid her down.
He was a bastard. An asshole, dickhead son of a bitch. He’d never mistreated a woman in his life. And doing so now, to her, proved just how damned low he’d sunk. When she didn’t open her eyes, he moved the arm in the cast out of the way, and started undoing the little pearl buttons of her blouse. Her skin was silky smooth and warm.
He jerked his hand back when the back of his fingers accidentally—swear to God accidentally—brushed the plump curve of her breast.
Not boxy at all.
Miss Jones was all lush curves and hidden valleys. Marc dragged his hand away, and kept his attention on her face.
His words had only partially been a bluff.
She knew more than was good for her.
He stopped unbuttoning at the third button. Her breathing was just fine. He was surprised, however, at how pleasurable it was to touch her skin, and be sitting close enough to inhale the flowery fragrance of her. She wasn’t plain at all, he thought watching the gentle rise and fall of her chest beneath the lace-collared white blouse. She had regained consciousness, but kept very still, eyes closed. Playing possum. Again.
He’d never scared anyone into a swoon before. He found himself not liking that she was his first. She was pale and limp. He didn’t like that he felt sympathetic, either. That wasn’t who he was. Who he used to be, hell…
“Unless you want me to administer CPR, open your eyes and take a swig of this.” He wanted her awake and aware when he booted her out the door. Then he was going to make that call.
He wasn’t going to tell her and get her hopes up, or listen to her opinion on how the retrieval—please God, there was one—was to go down. She could suffer, preferably in silence, for a few more hours. When he got news, she’d be the first to know.
If there was even the smallest, most remote chance that Alex was alive, Marc was going to call in the cavalry to go bring him home.
Her lids fluttered before she fixed her big green eyes on his face. “You are a hateful man.”
“So I’ve been told.” Marc picked up the barely tasted glass of whiskey she’d set on the table earlier. He ran his hand under the back of her head to lift her so she could drink. Bad mistake. Bad, bad, bad fucking mistake touching her.
Her hair was thick, and felt like cool silk tangled between his callused fingers. “Drink.”
She parted her lips and took dainty sips of whiskey. Long dark strands of her hair escaped in thick skeins from the bun-thing at her nape to tumble down her back as she sat up, taking the glass from him.
He had an image—a fleeting, foolish image—of burying his face in the waist-length strands. Of feeling the cool silk draped across his naked thighs…
“You’re very literal, aren’t you?” He absently wiped a drop of amber liquid off her bottom lip with his thumb. She stared up at him, unblinking, as he rose and set the empty glass back on the table.
Victoria Jones was a dangerous woman.
“Actually,” she said in a small voice, frowning as she rubbed her fingers across her forehead, “I’m pretty much a coward.”
“You could have fooled me.” Marc’s tone was dry.
“Really?” She looked ridiculously pleased as she swung her legs to the floor, feeling around for her shoes, which she must have lost when she’d keeled into his arms. When she couldn’t find them she settled one foot on top of the other. “Well, I might be a chicken but I don’t usually faint like that. Sorry.”
She tried to wrangle a yard of silken hair back into a tight little bun. Wasn’t working. Not one-handed, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to offer to help. Her hair had a life of its own as it unfurled like ribbons of black satin around her shoulders. Her touching it turned him on.
“Leave it.”
Her hand dropped to her lap.
Refilling his glass—hell, what was one more drink at this point?—he quietly watched her. The silence built and built and he could tell by the stiffness of her shoulders that she was ready to break, which was fine with him. He would give her directions to the motel in the next town and be ecstatic to see the back of her.
Her chin wobbled.
Marc ground his teeth. Tell her you’re going to have a team sent…. No. A few more hours of worry wouldn’t kill her.
A tear welled and ran down the side of her nose; another followed. Marc scowled. The fact that she didn’t utter a sound made the tears more poignant. He jammed his fingers into the back pockets of his jeans and glared into the leaping flames. In his mind’s eye he saw her shoulders heaving, but when he turned to look, she was as still as a statue. Her lips were moving in a silent litany, which Marc realized was counting. He’d noticed her doing the same thing earlier. It must help her calm down.
It sure as hell wasn’t helping him, and he was up to two thousand eighty-six.
He was either going to kiss her or kill her and since neither was an option, it looked as though he was going to have a hell of a hangover tomorrow. He drew in a deep breath. Two thousand eighty-seven, two thousand…
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