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ONE

The clank-clank-clank of shackles echoed off the hospital’s linoleum floors, rippling across Doctor Alyssa Foster’s shoulders.

She headed toward the source, her muscles tense despite her fatigue. Normally, she didn’t mind taking on additional duties when the department was short staffed like this. She didn’t even mind carrying the everyday load for her attending physicians. And sure as hell didn’t complain about it like her sorry-assed excuse of a rival, Greg Dyne, but this ... This was the worst of the mundane chores. She’d rather perform the toughest procedure on the nastiest patient than be forced to interact with prisoners.

Before facing the hardened, violent psychopaths waiting at the end of the hall, Alyssa ducked into the restroom and took a minute to splash water on her face. Then she made the mistake of looking in the mirror.

Pale skin, bruise-colored shadows beneath her eyes, frown lines marring her forehead. She almost didn’t recognize the person staring back. Her twelfth day in a row of twenty-fours didn’t look so good in this light, and the unsavory chore awaiting didn’t help.

“Fourteen more days,” she murmured to her reflection. Her year-long fellowship would end in just two weeks. Had it really only been a year? She felt like she’d been at St. Jude’s for a decade already. “And if you want to stay here, you’d better learn to live with jailbirds.”

The hospital had contracts with five neighboring prisons and the forensic patients had prompted the budget increase, which in turn opened this new attending radiologist’s position, one either she or Dyne would fill.

No. The one she would fill.

Alyssa yanked at the elastic band in her hair and smoothed the messy strands back into a ponytail with a damp hand. After stretching her back and popping her neck, she dragged herself through the closed double doors hiding the forensic wing from the general public.

She’d be the first to admit to a bit of a badboy fetish. Certainly had made her share of mistakes choosing men in the past. But her definition of badboys encompassed independent men who pushed the limits and lived by their own rules, not murderers, rapists and drug pushers.

The angle of sunlight spilling through the glass on the single exterior door at the end of the hall told her it was getting late. She still had patients in the intensive care units in need of procedures, the day’s studies to read out and ... oh, yeah, food. She hadn’t stopped to eat anything all day.

Her teeth met and her jaw muscle flexed. She didn’t have time to be doing other people’s work, but if she didn’t, Dyne would. And she damn well wasn’t going to lose this position to that cocky, substandard excuse for a rival.

Alyssa paused at the doorway to the already darkened exam room and nodded to the officer in the hallway. The one with a weapon. The one who kept a safe distance from the inmate so the prisoner wouldn’t have an opportunity to steal a gun. One sweep of his twenty-something, clean-shaven, sweet Midwestern face, and Alyssa knew this was the perfect place for him—well out of the felon’s reach.

“Ma’am.” Farmboy shifted to allow her past the partially curtained opening. “Sorry we’re so late. The transportation sergeant screwed up.”

She couldn’t quite muster the words, that’s okay, because it was really messing with her day and her mood, but it also wasn’t his fault. She nodded acknowledgment. “What facility are you from?”

“San Quentin, ma’am.”

Alyssa resisted the urge to close her eyes and slump her shoulders. Quentin: death row capital of the California state prison system. Home to the most notorious serial killers and mass murderers of the decade. Definitely an apropos ending to this hellacious shift.

With a slow breath directed deep into her chest, Alyssa prepared her emotional shields then passed the guard and scanned the prisoner’s paperwork: Teague Creek, thirty-four, right upper quadrant pain. Abdomen ultrasound. Piece of cake. It would take her ten minutes, tops.

She surveyed the prisoner from shoulders to toes. He was tall, but little else stood out. His periwinkle-blue prison uniform was too similar to hospital scrubs for Alyssa’s taste. Probably because it made her wonder if she was a prisoner of sorts as well. Especially on days like this.

The second officer—this one inside the room and without the weapon—was older, maybe fifty, also Caucasian.

“Officer,” she greeted, “I’ll need his shirt off and his hands uncuffed from the waist chain.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Alyssa pulled the curtain halfway closed and set the papers on a foldout desk. Her gaze paused on the box labeled RELEASE DATE where the word life had been scribbled. Her lips pursed with an involuntary shake of her head. So young. What a waste.

She slipped on a glove, picked up a bottle of warm gel and turned to find the prisoner leaning on the edge of the gurney. Something dark caught her eye and her gaze passed over his face without seeing it, honing in on the coal black tattoos covering a wide muscled chest.

A swastika the size of a basketball stamped the left side of his torso. The right side of his abdomen flaunted an eagle holding a shield with the letters “A B” and two swords crossed in the background. Barbed wire spiraled his biceps. All classic insignia of the Aryan Brotherhood .

Apprehension clenched her belly in a tight, hot fist. Her eyes darted to his face, looking for something—disgust, venom, condescension—some reaction to her ethnicity. Anyone with two eyes could tell she wasn’t a hundred percent lily white. But he’d tilted his chin down, his gaze now cast on the floor, and Alyssa found herself looking at the top of his head, shaved nearly to the skin, and—surprise, surprise—another swastika centered on the dome of his cranium.

In a last ditch effort to quell her anxiety, she took a quick look at his hands. They’d been released from the waist chain and secured with another set of regular cuffs, standard procedure for high-risk prisoners. Suspicion confirmed. This guy had trouble written all over him. Capital T. And Alyssa already had all the trouble she could handle. She already felt brittle enough to shatter. This would be the fastest scan she’d ever performed. The typical ten minute exam just dropped to three.

She gestured to the gurney, keeping her focus on the crisp white sheet. She didn’t want to meet his eyes, didn’t want to see whatever was there—or not there. “Lie on your back, please.”

He obeyed, without even attempting a side glance her way. Seemed he wanted to avoid eye contact as much as she did. Something was finally going right with her day.

Alyssa tapped information into the ultrasound machine with tense fingers and grabbed a chair. “Can you raise your arms over your head, please?”

As he moved, so did the bulk beneath his tan skin and black tattoos. Alyssa could have used him as an anatomy model to delineate each muscle. Inmates were often physically fit—after all they had all the time in the world to work out—but this man was extreme. As a physician, the sheer beauty of his body intrigued her to distraction. As a woman half his size, it scared the hell out of her.

The officer in the room edged toward the partially open curtain, meeting up with the other guard. “Did you buy that golf pass yet?”

“No,” Farmboy replied. “I have to wait until my next paycheck.”

“You’re gonna miss the deadline, man. Can’t beat those prices. Thirty bucks for eighteen holes on a course like that? Includes a cart, too.”

Alyssa angled the transducer between Creek’s ribs to get a good shot of his liver, half listening to the idle conversation. She darted a look at his face. His gaze was locked on the ceiling, his jaw ticking. The darkened room shadowed his features, but his looks still caused a double take. Just as striking as his body, his face was all handsome angles and perfect proportions. Too bad the good looks had gone to waste on a racist, criminal pig.

“Do you have AIDS?” she asked as she clicked pictures of his right kidney.

His eyes flicked toward her, held. Light eyes. Sharp eyes. “No, ma’am.”

The low, smooth timbre of his voice gave her belly an uncomfortable twist.

“Hepatitis? A, B, C?”

“No, ma’am.”

Her arm brushed his ribs and heat stung her skin. Alyssa startled, attention refocused. She tipped the transducer so she could lay the back of her hand against his belly. “You’re burning up. How long have you had this fever?”

He shifted away from her touch and turned his eyes to the ceiling again. “No fever, ma’am. I’m fine.”

“I can feel it through my glove.”

“Normal for me.”

Alyssa squinted at him in disbelief. That level of heat wasn’t normal for anyone. He had to be near a hundred and five degrees.

As she continued to scan, she searched for a source of infection to explain the fever, but ultimately found none.

In an effort to get him talking in hopes of gaining more information, she said, “I haven’t found anything that would cause the pain you’re having.”

Creek said nothing. His jaw resumed ticking.

With a mental shrug, Alyssa used a washcloth to clean the gel off his skin, his body heat burning through the cloth. Weird kept repeating in her head. But if he wanted to let his blood boil, so be it.

“Turn toward me,” she said. “You’re almost done.”

The officers ignored her conversation with Creek as they debated club grip and swing arc.

When he rolled onto his side, he was only six inches away. His intense body heat closed around her like an embrace, creating an intimacy that left her squirming in her chair.

Alyssa’s eyes lifted to his face again, expecting to find him staring at her, but again, he was looking down and away, his gaze fixed on the officers’ boots, all that was visible of the men now situated just outside the curtain.

With one last image of yet another perfect kidney, Alyssa dropped the transducer into its holder and laid a towel on the table beside him. This man’s cut physique would linger in her mind for a long time.

Which meant this place must have finally pushed her over the edge, because fantasizing about prisoners was not what lingered on a normal woman’s mind.

“Done. You can clean up.” She turned away and pushed to her feet. “You need to mention that fever to your—”

The hair on her neck barely had time to lift before heat washed her back. Creek’s hard body closed around her. A cool chain cut across her throat. No. She sucked air. No. Her fingers clawed at the metal. No!

“Don’t make a sound.” He spoke softly, slowly, his chin on her shoulder as he bent over her and pressed his cheek against hers from behind.

Her brain finally came back online. Air wisped into her lungs and fed the new baseline of fear. When Creek straightened, he rose ten inches above her. And she now registered not only his size, but the sheer strength in all that corded muscle she’d been admiring. His movements were controlled, purposeful, almost Zen-like in confidence.

“You idiot ...” She barely breathed the words, the metal and pressure restricting her vocal cords. “Let go—”

The chain jerked once, cutting into her trachea. “Shut. Up.”

Pain cut off all thoughts of arguing. She wedged her skull against his collarbone to allow a fraction of relief on her airway. Oxygen wisped through the stricture. In. Out. In. Out. Her gray matter slugged back to work, edged with hot, sharp panic that threatened to invade every crevice and drive her insane.

The officers’ boots were still visible beneath the curtain where they stood in the hall, but she couldn’t draw enough air to speak, let alone scream. And the links of metal weren’t cool anymore. They burned, as if Creek’s body heat streamed through the chain.

The older guard chuckled. “You have to stay away from those sand traps, man.”

“Water holes are my problem,” Farmboy replied. “I could pay for the damn pass with the cost of the balls I lose in those lagoons.”

Creek leaned sideways, reaching for something on the desk. With his chest pressed against the width of her shoulders, his hips fitted to the low curve of her spine, he dragged her along. Alyssa strained her peripheral vision toward his reach. Toward the coffee cup holding pens and pencils and ... He plucked up a pair of scissors.

Jesus. “Put ... those down.” A spurt of terror gushed up her chest. Her fingers searched for a millimeter of leverage between the chain and her skin. “You’re ... burning ... me.”

Creek’s head tilted down, his whisker-roughened chin scraping her cheek. “Fuck.”

The pressure eased and Alyssa ran her cool fingers over raw skin, choking in blessed air. Her relief was short-lived as the rasp of metal on metal sounded in her ear. A hard blade pressed against her neck, and she squeezed her eyes shut.

“Not another sound,” Creek whispered, “or I’ll cut your throat.”

“All right.” The older guard sounded relaxed and jovial as he swooshed the curtain aside. “Are we all done in—?”

The room went completely still. The extended, shocked moment expanded, taking on weight and mass and volume like one of the cancers Alyssa fought so hard to find and fight in her patients.

“Creek, what the fuck are you doing?” The older guard’s voice cracked the silence. “You’re not thinkin’, man. This stunt will get you thrown in the hole for a month.”

“Not if I don’t go back.” His forearms locked over Alyssa’s shoulders, keeping her tight against him. “Give me the gun.”

Oh, no. God, no. Alyssa’s eyes popped open. In front of her, the older man had both hands held palms out. His face had lost two shades of color.

This really couldn’t be happening. She could almost convince herself if Creek’s body heat weren’t wearing on her as if she’d been hiking in the sun.

“Listen, Creek,” the guard said, “I heard about your appeal, but you’re not out of options, man. You know how this works. Just have to keep bucking the system. You’ll get another chance. This kind of shit will only get you—”

“Out of that living hell,” Creek finished. “Now, give me the damn gun before I cut her open.”

Something pinched Alyssa’s neck. She gasped. Or at least she tried. Only a thread of air got through. Warm liquid trickled down her neck. “Do ... something.”

“You heard her, boys.” His voice dipped to a dangerously desperate tone. “Do what I say or she’ll be dead before she hits the floor. And you know where I’ll be? No worse off than I was when I woke up this morning. Give me the gun, right fucking now.”

To Alyssa’s utter disbelief, the older guard pursed his lips, dug his hands into his hips and nodded at the younger officer. “Do it.”

“What?” Alyssa squeaked. If that gun reached Creek’s hand, every chance she had evaporated. “No!”

The younger guard stepped forward, the weapon held out, butt first. After one more glance at the older officer, he slapped the gun into Creek’s palm. Alyssa’s vision blackened at the edges.

“Give me your gear,” Creek ordered. “Both of you. Now.”

They obeyed, setting their radios, sticks and whistles on the foldout desk. Creek pressed the gun to the base of Alyssa’s skull. The scissors rasped closed and disappeared. She took one luscious, deep, shaky breath. Air had never tasted so good.

“Keys,” Creek said. “Uncuff me.”

The older guard unhooked his keys from a belt loop and dropped them on the desk, his expression angry but resolute. “Make your new girlfriend do it for you.”

“You bastard.” If she could have reached that guard, she’d have decked him. “How dare you—”

“Dump your keys, kid,” Teague said to the younger man.

Once Farmboy’s keys joined the others, Creek lifted his chin toward the half bath tucked into the corner of the room for patient’s use redirecting the weapon toward them. “Both of you, in.”

He pushed Alyssa forward as the men crowded into the tiny space. Within sixty seconds she’d be alone with Creek. No one came down this hallway but prisoners and guards, and look how well that had worked out.

Creek’s grip shifted and the chain loosened, offering instant relief, but her skin still simmered as if it had been fried in oil. “Oh, my God. What’s on that chain? You burned me.”

His arm came up and across her throat. “One twist, and I’ll break your neck. Then you’ll forget all about the burn. You’re no safer now than you were a second ago, so don’t get cocky.”

Fear and betrayal mingled with confusion and exhaustion, resulting in white-hot anger. “I’m not cocky, I’m pissed off. If you want to screw up your own life, go right ahead, but I can screw up my own just fine.”

His chin scraped her temple when he looked down at her.

“You won’t make it past the others,” Farmboy said.

“Others?” Creek’s voice lightened with sarcasm and victory, yet still sounded starkly powerful and authoritative in comparison to the guard’s. “I happen to know there’s only one other. And I’d tell you to watch me, but the first one who sticks his head out that door will get a bullet to the brain.

“Close the door,” he ordered in Alyssa’s ear, “and put that chair under the knob.”

She did as she was told, trying to do the lousiest job possible. Not hard considering she had a two-hundred-pound—burning—proverbial monkey on her back.

“Do it right,” Creek said. “Or you’ll be responsible for getting their heads blown off.”

Just what she needed—a guilt trip. She wedged the chair’s metal bar beneath the knob. With the cabinets securing the chair’s feet, those guards wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon.

“Good girl. Stay that way and you’ll be fine.” Creek walked her backwards, pausing at the desk. “Pick them up.”

Gladly. Alyssa wedged the individual keys between her fingers like claws.

“And put them in your pocket,” he said.

Dammit. “I don’t have pockets.”

Creek tightened his arm on her throat. “You have pockets.”

She couldn’t swallow. Could barely breathe. And, damn, her neck hurt. Alyssa shoved the keys into the breast pocket of her scrubs.

“Good girl.” Creek loosened his hold and dragged her toward the door. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I have to. Got me?”

“You’ve already hurt me.” Alyssa took deep, quick breaths, savoring the oxygen. “It would be smarter to let me go and get the hell out of here as fast as you can. I’ll only slow you down.”

He didn’t respond. He was busy perusing the length of the hallway, empty now at nearly six o’clock. The side doors, where all prisoners entered and exited the hospital, were just twenty feet away. Twenty feet. Surely, he’d release her when he hit the exit. She couldn’t consider any other outcome.

And just to push her own desired outcome forward, she kept talking. What man in his right mind would want a pissy, ranting female along for the ride? “Look, I really don’t have time for this. I’ve got critical patients in the ICU who could die if I don’t get PICC lines in them A.S.A.P.”

It was true they could die, just not from the lack of a PICC line. But he didn’t know that.

“Not my problem. And stop talking in acronyms. It’s annoying as hell.”

“I’d be a lot less annoying if you let me go.”

“I can see you’re going to have to learn to keep your mouth shut. That’s not what I expected from you.”

“From me? What does that mean?”

He didn’t answer as they approached the exit, where late fall sunlight filtered through the glass. Screw whatever he might have meant. Freedom inched closer with every step. That’s what she had to focus on: reaching that door.

But Creek stopped too soon.

At a doorway leading into a holding area, he tapped the fake paneling with the muzzle of the guard’s gun in some cryptic Morse code-type pattern. The door burst open with such force, Creek jerked Alyssa back and twisted, putting his body between her and whoever or whatever was in that room. In that moment, his massive body engulfed hers giving her a flickering sense of complete protection.

“Hey, man.” A rough voice, filled with almost boyish glee, sounded on the other side of Creek. “You gotta see this.”

He straightened and turned them both back around. Another prisoner stood at the door, no cuffs, no leg irons. He had a gun stuffed in the waistband of his navy prison sweatpants, and the grin on his unshaven face matched the mischief in his tone. But his eyes ... There was definitely something wrong in the brain behind those eyes. Alyssa had worked with too many mentally deficient patients to miss it.

Reflexively, she pressed back against Creek as Psycho Prisoner eyed her up and down, too thoroughly, too slowly. She caught a whimper in her throat before it escaped.

His lips lifted in more of a sneer than a smile. “Would have preferred a purebred, but she’ll do.” He squinted at her throat. “What’d you do to her? That’s wicked cool, man.”

Creek took a step and nudged her forward. Alyssa pushed back. He shoved again, harder. A frantic edge cut at her belly. Bile lunged up her chest, burning the back of her throat.

“Look at them.” Psycho tossed a hand toward the back of the holding area, filled with empty gurneys and chairs. Another officer sat in the corner, his hands, feet and mouth bound with compression tape. “Stupid sonofabitch. He was so easy it wasn’t even fun.” He pulled a pair of handcuffs from his sweats. “Got some toys, too.”

“Great.” Creek’s gaze darted toward the hall, the exit, then back. “Let’s get out of here.”

Yes! Alyssa almost yelled the word. Relief and hope broke through the fear. She was almost free. This time, when Creek pushed her, she moved. Five more steps ... four ... three ...

They stopped just inside the doorway. This was it. As soon as these jerks were gone, she’d hit the bathroom, clean herself up, grab some burn gel from the E.R. and call one of the radiologists from their partner clinic across the street to cover for the night. Then, she’d head to the nearest bar and drink this whole nightmare away.

“Get these off of me.” Creek’s voice interrupted Alyssa’s fantasy. He extended his hands in front of her face. “Keys are in her pocket.”

Psycho scanned Alyssa’s shirt, a lewd grin on his face. “My pleasure.”

He pushed his hand into her pocket and grabbed her breast. Disgust twisted Alyssa’s throat closed. She knocked his arm up and away. The knit of keys flew out of his hand and across the room.

The pupils of Psycho’s eyes expanded, turning his muddy hazel irises nearly black with rage. Alyssa identified with the emotion. She’d been attacked by someone she’d been trying to help, abandoned by someone who should have helped her, and now, she’d been molested by scum living off her tax dollars. Rage? Yeah. She definitely identified.

“Don’t touch me, you—”

Creek turned, pulling Alyssa with him. “Stop fucking around, Taz.”

Psycho whipped another key from his own front chest pocket, but his cold, cutting eyes stayed on Alyssa. He slipped the key into the cuffs, and with a click, Creek was free.

An instant later, Creek had his big hand around her wrist. The cuffs were so warm she didn’t feel them close. By the time her reflexes kicked in, she was captive. She stared at the contrast of her fine fingers and slender wrists against the thick metal cuffs. Hands her mother forever insisted were made for dishes and diapers. Hands Alyssa eternally argued were destined for helping and healing.

Surreal. Absurd. Fallacious.

This isn’t happening.

Creek put one hand in the middle of her back, pushed her into the hall and turned her toward the exit door.

This is happening.

Her stomach lifted, then dropped, then went queasy, like it did when she rode a roller coaster.

Alyssa planted her feet and leaned back. “I’m not going out there.”

He fisted the back of her scrub top and used the bulk of his body to force her through the doorway.

Alyssa twisted, grabbed the metal frame with both hands. “I’m not going.”

“Oh, yes, you are.”

“No!” Alyssa held on with every last muscle fiber in her fingers. “You got what you wanted. Leave me here.”

Psycho elbowed his way out the door. “There’s the car. I told you it’d be here. Let’s go.”

“Don’t make this harder than it has to be.” Creek’s tense voice ground in her ear. “Let go of the door before I break your arm.”

“No.” Her feet skidded forward as he pushed harder. Her wrists ached from the bite of the cuffs. Her fingers burned from grasping the metal. “No! I’m not go—”

Psycho’s hand blurred in front of her eyes a split second before her head snapped sideways. Fire erupted in her cheek, spread through her face. Blood seeped onto her tongue, the metallic bitterness adding another level of realism to this nightmare.

Taz gripped her face in one meaty hand and jerked her toward him. “Shut the fuck up, you goddamned gook.” He smacked a piece of tape over her mouth. “You fuck this up for us and I’ll gut you.”

Creek yanked her out of Psycho’s reach, and closed that big body around hers again. “Chill, Taz. The only person who’s going to fuck this up for us is you. Get the car.”

Alyssa let her eyes close. Pain buzzed across her face. Shock numbed her brain. At some point, she’d started to shake, and couldn’t control it. She’d never been hit before. Not by any man she’d ever dated, even in the most heated argument. Not by any one of her four older brothers, even during a tussle. Not even so much as a spanking as a child, even though she’d given her parents plenty of cause. She’d spent the entire twenty-eight years of her life abuse free. Until now.

She’d also never been taunted with racial slurs, probably because she looked more Caucasian than Asian. The combination of violence and racism shook her solid foundation.

“Don’t fuck with him.” Creek’s hold loosened. “The quieter you are, the less trouble you cause, the better this will go.”

She opened her eyes and looked at him. His gaze darted to her cheek, then away, scanning the parking lot, as if her suffering meant absolutely nothing to him.

Primal anger sank deep and overlaid the fear. She’d be quiet all right. And in the silence, she’d watch. And wait. And plan.




TWO

With a solid grasp on the girl’s upper arm, Teague dragged her into the shadows of an overhang outside the hospital. The chilled air bathed his burning skin. Inwardly, he took a moment to appreciate the sensation, grateful for the city’s distinctive evening mist.

He pressed his back against the cool brick building and pulled her in front of him for cover, focusing his mind to control the body heat that had winged out of his control. Not a great start. His heart knocked so hard and high in his chest, he thought it would choke him. If he didn’t slow his breathing, he’d hyperventilate.

Luckily, hardly anyone ventured to this side of the hospital but prison guards and inmates, and he and Taz were the last trip of the day. Teague had pulled every last favor he’d accumulated in prison to get right here, right now.

It amazed him how a city the size of San Francisco could have so many dead spaces where few people ever tread. But when he’d started looking for them months ago during other outings, he’d been surprised to find them everywhere—walkways, alcoves, or alleys between soaring buildings, like the one they were in now.

In a side parking lot, the GTO’s engine rumbled to life. Tires squealed.

“Idiot,” Teague mumbled. “Let’s just fucking advertise.”

The adrenaline raging through his body made him nauseous. Or maybe it was the welt on the girl’s face that made him sick to his stomach. Or the burns on her neck. Or the blood trail.

He couldn’t even remember her damn name. Emma? Anna? Something sweet and passive, just the kind of woman Luke always seduced. Only this woman was neither sweet nor passive, although she was a beauty. A goddamned, exotic Barbie-doll, wet-dream beauty. At least that part of Luke’s criteria hadn’t changed while Teague had been rotting in prison the last three years.

The bright red, chain-shaped scars on her smooth, sun-kissed skin looked like a twisted S&M necklace. He couldn’t stand the sight.

You’re burning me. The memory of the pain in her voice nagged. None of this was her fault, other than her lousy taste in boyfriends.

Teague flexed the fingers of his free hand, took a slow, deep breath and focused. He settled his fingertips over the burns at one side of her neck and slid them slowly across her fried skin. She stiffened at his touch and strained against his hold.

A sizzling current of mellow heat ebbed from his fingertips and melted into her flesh. He knew the instant the relief registered by the way her spine softened and her eyelids drifted closed. Her spidery black lashes curved against cheeks flushed bright and hot. Teague had the deepest urge to press his mouth to the corner of one eye and let her skin sizzle across his lips.

He repressed the random thought just as he had all such longings that surfaced during his years in prison. The progression of his fingers transitioned the burnt tissues from chafed, angry red to plump, irritated pink.

So soft. Even damaged, her skin was so incredibly soft. How long had it been since he’d felt a woman’s skin against his? Three years? Four? He’d lost count. Something about touching her made his mind haze in a very dangerous way under the circumstances. With her, under any circumstances.

Sensations seemed to boomerang back at him. Enticing currents drifted down his arm, through his chest and straight to his groin, pumping blood to a part of his body that had no business being aroused.

He steered his mind toward curling his fingers into his palm, stepping back, and looking away. But before he did, her head tilted, as if she could barely hold it up, and her cheek eased to his shoulder. Her body swayed, hips curving forward and crushing their joined hands between her soft pelvis and his aching dick. A geyser of lust blasted up his chest and out his limbs. He shuddered. The muscles in his legs went lax. Pleasure blurred the edges of his mind.

Oh, no. Hell, no.

Some part of his sesame-seed-sized brain evidently still worked. Teague nudged her backwards and steadied himself on the building with his free hand. He had no idea if he looked disinterested on the outside because he was a mega fireworks display gone awry on the inside.

“Stand up, for God’s sake.” He pushed her back another step. “Don’t pull any fainting bullshit. We still have a long way to go.”

God help him.

Her lids fluttered fully open. She stared at him with those eyes, some curious color between sand and hazel. They were a little dazed, a little confused and plenty suspicious, but they were most definitely not afraid. And, yeah, he may have been out of the game for years now, but he couldn’t mistake that edge of lusty heat, even if it was now fading. Quickly.

Taz steered the hot rod to a stop alongside them. Grateful for the diversion, Teague swung the back door open and tugged on the girl’s cuffs. The motion seemed to knock her back into reality, back into that little spitfire she’d been inside the hospital. She pulled, yanked, kicked, twisted like a frigging pretzel.

“Dammit.” He fought to get a solid grip on the squirming target without hurting her. “What did I just tell you?”

With one good yank, she popped her arm from his grip. And ran.

“Fuck.” Teague took off after her. And shit, she was fast. She headed toward the front of the hospital, toward Di-visidero, the busiest street in the goddamned city. If she made it to the sidewalk, he’d lose her. If he lost her, he might as well just cuff himself and walk right back into prison.

She reached a grass patch near the southeast corner of the building. Before she broke into public view, Teague lunged. He clipped her around the waist with one arm and broke their fall with the other.

The GTO rumbled up next to them, door still open, Taz yelling, “Kill her or leave her.”

Teague sure as hell wasn’t leaving her. He fisted her scrub top and yanked. Smoke plumed from beneath his fingers. When he made a move to hoist her by the waist, she thrust her head back. Her skull connected with his cheekbone. Pain exploded behind his eye, traveled up his temple and gripped his brain. But he didn’t let go. He kept his fingers wrapped in that fabric, because it wasn’t as if his life depended on keeping her—it absolutely depended on keeping her.

“You little witch.” The thin scrub fabric disintegrated in his hand and he lost his grip. He bent at the knees, tossed her over his shoulder and shoved her into the car, then slid in beside her. The vehicle skidded out of the parking lot before Teague got the door closed.

“We don’t need her anymore,” Taz yelled. “And I don’t want a piece of ass bad enough to keep that cunt-eyed bitch around.”

“Shut up and drive.” Teague wiped at the warmth sliding down his face and pulled his hand back covered in a mixture of sweat and blood.

He leaned across the seat and slammed the lock on the girl’s door with his fist. Even after years of effort, he still couldn’t harness the heat that came with anger. His healing powers needed work, too, but at least those he could control.

Her hair had come loose from the ponytail and fell everywhere. It was long and straight and nearly solid black but for a bittersweet chocolate undercurrent in the natural light. Her face looked so much softer, so much more innocent with the soft strands framing the high cheekbones and little nose. And those eyes seemed even more piercing with the new contrast.

Teague retreated to his own side of the car. He needed to clear his head and think. All things considered, this had gone pretty well—aside from getting beat up by a goddamned girl, of course. Hannah. That was her name. And nothing about her had worked out quite right. He had to admit, the tape over her mouth had been a brilliant move on Taz’s part. No doubt she’d be smacking up a whirlwind if she weren’t gagged.

“Where to, boss?” Taz grinned over his shoulder as he turned onto the freeway. “We can dump her somewhere off Highway Five. That’ll give you time to get your fill. Don’t worry, I won’t look.” He laughed. “Much, anyway.”

Teague rubbed a hand over his face. For the love of God, that was the very last thing he needed to be thinking about. Even an impromptu sprint and a cracked cheekbone hadn’t cooled him down.

He cast a look at Hannah to gauge her reaction to the threat. She tossed her head to get the messy strands out of her eyes and watched him with a look that clearly said, “try it and I’ll kick your teeth in.” How could such a small woman, handcuffed and gagged, look so ... formidable? Why couldn’t she have turned out to be Luke’s typical fragile-flower type?

Maybe, after two years of living without Keira, Luke had finally realized his mistake. Maybe he’d pulled his head out of his ass—at least in one area of his life—and was reverting back to the type of woman he belonged with.

Stupid thought. Luke wasn’t that evolved.

The girl’s hands lifted toward her face, distracting Teague from his thoughts. He pointed at her with one rigid finger. “Don’t touch that tape.”

Without taking her eyes off him, she ran her fingers over the newly healed skin of her neck. The I’ll-kick-your-teeth-in expression transitioned into what the fuck? Teague knew what came next: You’re a freak. He’d seen it before, and he didn’t want to see it again.

He turned away and watched the streets flash by his window. Dusk came early to the city with the sun falling behind skyscrapers. Funny, he didn’t feel any different. He didn’t feel free. Probably because he was still a long way from what any sane man would consider free.

“Just stick with the original plan for now,” Teague said. “Turn on the radio to the local news and head for the Bay Bridge. Is the money in the glove box?”

“Yep.” Taz held up a wad of folded bills two inches thick.

“And the clothes?” Teague scooted forward to look in the front seat.

Taz lifted the brown grocery bag with a C scribbled on the outside, and tossed it to Teague. “That’s yours.”

Teague nearly drooled as he rummaged through the contents. Brand new Levi’s, crisp T-shirts with cool logos like NASCAR, Harley Davidson, Hurley and Volcom. Packages of boxer briefs, snow-white socks and lightweight suede work boots. “I never thought I’d get so excited over clothes.”

At the bottom, Teague felt plastic and pulled out a Ziploc baggie filled with toiletries: soap, shampoo, toothbrush, toothpaste, razors and ... condoms. Lots of condoms.

He cast a sidelong look at Hannah. She was inspecting the cuffs on her wrists. Probably trying to figure a way out of them. Teague had spent his three years in prison honing his abilities in an effort to bend metal with hopes of getting out of those irons. The closest he’d gotten was transference, the kind that had burned Hannah. Useless and pathetic.

But he was glad she was preoccupied now, because it gave him a moment to shove the bag back beneath the clothes and try to clear his head. ’Cause what filled his brain when he looked at those condoms was clear all right. Crystal clear.

A pristine fantasy of him lying naked in the middle of a big, comfortable bed with her equally as naked, straddling his lap with a sexy smile on that beautiful face instead of that perpetual scowl. Her hair fell forward over her shoulders as she split the foil condom wrapper with her teeth. Popped the latex securely between those full lips. Rolled it over his extended length with her mouth. Seated it in place with a suction that made his hands clench the sheets and his body arc off the mattress. Molded it to every rib of his dick with mercilessly confident strokes of those long, lean fingers before taking him deep inside her body and riding them both into ripping ecstasy.

Blistering lust hit him square in the solar plexus and spread to his groin, where his blood ran hot. His eyes fell closed. He dropped his chin to his chest. The universe was against him. That had to be it.

Sweat slid down his cheek, slipped off his jaw and hit the back of his hand. The irritation dragged him back to the second-to-last place he ever wanted to be. This was a fucking nightmare. He had a hard-on for a woman who was sleeping with a man who’d once been Teague’s best friend. A man who’d once been someone Teague would have died to protect. A man who’d ultimately betrayed Teague in the worst possible way.

Thoughts of the past and all that had gone wrong eased the sexual ache. He dragged jeans, underwear, socks and a T-shirt from the bag. “What about the girl’s stuff?”

With a disgusted scowl, Taz chucked another, smaller bag into the back. It hit Hannah in the face and dropped in her lap. “Should just strip her naked and leave her that way.”

Shit. That was not an image Teague needed in his mind. Not after having their bodies plastered together for the last half hour. He already swore he knew every damn curve she had. Every damn perfect curve.

Don’t go there.

“Change your clothes.” He snapped the order without looking at her, leaning down to unlace his prison-issue work boots. He needed to keep his eyes off that side of the car. Avert his mind from the fact that she was getting naked only a foot away.

He rattled the thoughts from his head with a hard shake, tugged off the boots and socks, then checked her progress from his peripheral vision. She hadn’t moved.

Teague shot her a look. “You can do it my way or his way, but you’re gonna do it. So choose and get busy.”

He didn’t wait to see if she did what she was told. He could bet she wouldn’t. And he didn’t relish the idea of undressing and then redressing her. Not at all.

They cleared downtown and merged onto Highway Eighty headed east. Traffic was still light, which was good. The faster they got out of the city, the better.

Teague leaned back in the seat and untied the waist of his CDC pants. Hannah had turned her attention out the window toward Treasure Island, her fingers stroking the skin of her neck again. He whipped off his flimsy boxers and pulled on the new boxer briefs, allowing himself a moment to enjoy the feel of solid support and soft fabric.

God, the little things he’d missed. Ordinary, everyday things people took for granted. He’d never do it again.

He shook out the Levi’s and pulled them on. “Perfect fit, man. Your woman does good work.”

Taz’s laugh was low and filled with double meaning. “You know it.”

“Come on,” Teague said to Hannah as he yanked a soft cotton tee over his head. “Get moving.”

Her eyes narrowed in a scowl. She held out her hands and muttered beneath the tape, something Teague interpreted as, “Hel-lo.”

“I know what you can do with those cuffs on, girl. Don’t try to pull that shit on me. Just do it.”

They’d traversed the Bay Bridge when a siren trilled behind them. A gush of adrenaline burned beneath Teague’s sternum and spread over his ribs. He twisted to look out the back window.

“You see ’em?” Taz asked, voice tight.

“No. Did I miss something on the radio?”

“I didn’t hear nothing.”

Teague reached into the front seat with one hand and pulled on a Giants baseball cap with the other. “Give me the map.”

“Traffic’s choking down, man.” Taz slowed and slapped the map into Teague’s hand. “What should I do?”

“Whose car is this?” Teague searched for alternative routes to their destination, but didn’t want to veer too far off course. This plan had been hashed out too hastily as it was. Adding twists to the path would only lead them into an even bigger mess.

“Cousin of a friend of a friend of a cousin,” Taz rattled. “But it’s registered to his stepfather. Different last names, different addresses. And he changed the plates with his brother’s stepsister’s Dodge Durango.”

Well, hell. Those convoluted strings would never get untangled. The only snag would be anyone who had seen them leaving the hospital and reported it to police. But that was the great thing about San Francisco. There were so many people everywhere, nobody paid any attention to anyone else.

The siren grew closer. Louder.

“Probably an accident up ahead,” Teague said. “Change lanes. Move to the right. It’ll look like you’re trying to let the emergency vehicles through.”

As soon as they’d settled in behind a purple spray-painted VW bus, Teague saw the cruiser’s lights flashing a half mile back. They were in the emergency lane, road dust swirling in their wake. He reached across the seat and wrapped a hand around the back of Hannah’s neck, pulling her down until she was out of view through the window.

Taz’s shoulders curled forward. The slower the traffic crawled, the more drastically he hunched over the steering wheel.

“Play it cool, Taz.” Teague tried for a reassuring tone, but had to work for it. He held his breath as the siren grew so loud it filled his head and scrambled his brain. The cop was directly behind them, then beside them, then in front of them. And kept going.

Teague let all his air out in one heavy swoosh. His eyes closed as he dropped his chin to his chest. That’s when he felt it—the soft, warm skin beneath his hand. He opened his eyes and found Hannah’s head on his thigh, where he’d, evidently, been holding it.

His hand splayed over the side of her face, his fingers caressing the shadowed bruises on her cheek from Taz’s backhand. The blood beneath her skin changed color as his fingers eased her body through the healing process—burgundy to purple to green to gold. And with every stroke, a zing of attraction traveled back toward him, squeezing his chest, drifting south and tightening his jeans.

Her eyes were closed, her head heavy on his leg. For an instant, he considered letting her stay there, using the opportunity to complete the mending process for the damage he’d caused. She was so pretty. So soothing to look at. Her dark lashes were a beautiful contrast to her skin. Her nose small and straight. Her lips full and pink. And for the first time, her scent registered—something soft, a mix of floral and spice.

As soon as the buzz of lust pulsed in his groin, Teague forced his hand back. Forced himself to shift away. No way could he do this—to himself or to her.

Hannah sat up with sluggish movements, eyes bleary. She sent him a confused look before turning her attention out the window again.

Teague reached over the front seat and clicked off the radio. Tense silence swamped the car, joining the white noise of the tires on asphalt. With his arms curved over the top of the bench seat, his gaze followed the cop’s lights. Just before the toll booth, where the freeway split to take traffic either north or south, a dozen police vehicles clustered. Uniforms stood out on the road, directing traffic.

“Sonofabitch.” Teague smacked the vinyl seat. “It’s a goddamned fucking roadblock.”

“What now, man? I got a full tank of gas. I say I put the pedal to the metal and blow by these cops, take a few out in the process. They won’t know what hit ’em.”

Teague’s stomach clenched as tight as his fists and rolled with nausea. He wasn’t about to mow down a bunch of cops. Then again, he wasn’t about to go back to prison, either. He’d die first.

“Stay to the right. It doesn’t look like they’ve got it completely blocked yet.” Teague knew from his years of responding to traffic accidents how slow the cops moved. “We’ll take the Eight-Eighty exit, back into Five-Eighty by way of Nine-Eighty.”

“I don’t do numbers, jackass. Just tell me where to go.”

Teague’s hand still tingled from where he’d been touching Hannah’s face. That was a switch for him—being on the receiving end of the heat. And the attraction, that was new, too. He’d never felt anything when healing in the past, granted that had been long ago, before prison.

He rubbed the warmth against the roughness of the new jeans. “Like I said, stay right. Way right. Squeak through before it’s blocked.”

Taz nosed the GTO mercilessly toward the right. Sirens closed in from every direction. Police units burrowed in along the shoulder, between lanes. Cops swarmed on foot over the quickly stagnating freeway.

“Almost there,” Teague reassured, struggling to keep his anxiety under control and his body heat level. “Just another few hundred feet and we’ll be clear.”

“Cop coming up on the left, Creek.”

Teague darted a look in that direction. An officer walked toward their lane, carrying a yellow-striped sawhorse adorned with red lights like Rudolph.

“Keep going,” Teague crooned. “Sit back in your seat, relax your shoulders.”

As they inched forward, movement beside him caught his eye. He turned. Found Hannah’s taped mouth pressed against the window. Her cuffed hands lifted. She thrust them toward the glass.

Teague caught one wrist on the downward swing inches from a solid thwack on the window just as they rolled past the cop. Teague locked an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a hug. She squealed, squirmed. The cop hunched and peered into the car. Teague buried his face in the soft mass of her hair, put one hand against the back of her head and held her face to his shoulder.

And, he couldn’t help himself. He took one long deep inhalation of her gently floral, vaguely spicy, helluva sexy, one-hundred-and-fifty-percent female scent.

 



They said every agent had one case in their career that haunted them. One they dreamt of in the night. One they reflected on during the day. One they took to their grave. This was that case for Jason Vasser.

Jason leaned his elbows on the metal balcony railing outside DARPA Deputy Director Dargan’s office and squinted over the lights of downtown Arlington, Virginia. He took a deep drag on his Marlboro, pulling every last molecule of tobacco smoke into his lungs and holding it there. If he had to take this to the grave, that grave would damn well come sooner than later.

He’d secretly hoped Jocelyn had called him here for personal reasons. It had been months since they’d been together. But, inside her office, the hard smack of plastic signaling the end of her phone call also indicated alternate motives for this meeting. And considering the recent news of Creek’s escape, Jason didn’t have to guess it also signaled the beginning of his hellish last days as a federal employee.

She appeared beside him soundlessly, mirrored his stance and looked out over the darkened city. “Can I have one of those?”

Jason pulled the pack from his pocket and shook one forward. He lit it for her with the flick of his lighter. And waited.

“Schaffer is ballistic.” The quaver in her voice matched the tense vibration in her small body. Jason slid his barrier into place. Her stress was as contagious as H1N1, and far more lethal.

“Senator Schaffer wouldn’t have this problem if he’d taken care of the situation five years ago.” Jason shrugged and stared at the red-rimmed glow of his cigarette. “All seven of those firefighters should have been eliminated at that warehouse explosion. Compassion always bites you in the ass.”

“It wasn’t compassion.”

“Oh, right.” Jason chuckled, knowing very well Schaffer didn’t have a compassionate cell in his flabby body. “Election year. Those are big ass-chompers, too.”

She wrapped one arm around her waist and stared into the night. “Where would Creek go?”

“Why ask me?”

She turned those sharp, light eyes on him. “Because you interviewed him initially after the fire. You followed him after he was released from the hospital. You were the first to notice his ... abilities.”

“Long time ago, Jocelyn.” Jason winced at the slip of weariness in his voice. Definitely time to retire.

“He’s your responsibility, Jason.” She turned toward him, anger, frustration, fear shooting off her in laser beams. “You’ve just had it easy for the last three years while he was in prison.”

He blew out a long stream of smoke, looked down at the street fourteen stories below and watched the remainder of his cigarette plummet into the darkness. Wondered what would happen to his own body if he jumped. Wondered if it would be an easier way to go than what he suspected lay ahead.

“I’m tired, Joce. I’ve got a one-way ticket to Costa Rica in three weeks. A bungalow on the ocean. Fishing all morning. Siesta at two. Margaritas at five. Dancing at eight. I’m not the guy to send after Creek.”

She stiffened, tilted her head and stubbed out her barely smoked cigarette on the railing, then flicked it over the side. Both hands on slim hips, she shook her shoulder-length blond hair back. “In fact, you are. He wants Creek stopped. Schaffer’s ‘compassion’ has faded over the last five years.”

Jason’s dream bubble burst. “Schaffer’s the same fucking cocksucker now as he was then. Creek may have been the biggest problem child of the group five years ago, but he’s an escapee now. He’s looking toward the border, not the media. Give me a break.”

“I agree with you, Jason. Schaffer should have killed them all years ago. And I’m sure Creek is headed for the border. But you’re going to make sure he doesn’t reach it.”

Jason’s stomach hardened. Sometimes always being right was such shit. He turned his squint on Jocelyn. She was a handsome woman. Might even be beautiful if she let go of this bloodsucking career. Needed some meat on her bones, some sun on her face, but that could happen in Costa Rica. If he could get her to buy into his pipe dream of going there with him to retire.

“Effective now,” she broke into his thoughts, stuffing a sock in that hopeful pipe, “Creek has a priority kill order in place. Make sure you’re discreet, Jason, or you may never see that shack in Central America.”




THREE

Alyssa rested her head against the car window, her mind wrangling thoughts for answers. Maybe she’d had some kind of chemical reaction to the metal in Creek’s cuffs. An allergy she hadn’t known about. Only they weren’t burning her wrists now. The thought brought her back to the pain in her face.

Even with the cool glass pressed against her cheek, her skin still felt like it was going to split. The pain had ratcheted down after Creek had touched her, which was another oddity logic couldn’t explain. Along with the way her libido skyrocketed in reverse proportion to her pain.

This whole situation was beyond bizarre. She was caught somewhere between scared-out-of-her-mind and ready-to-jump-him every time he touched her.

Snapped. She’d finally snapped. Just like her mother and brothers said she would if she didn’t slow down. Didn’t ease up. Didn’t stop working and start living. What they’d never understood was that her work was her life. But, maybe that’s where she’d gone wrong, because look where it had gotten her.

By the dashboard clock, they’d been driving an hour and a half. With every minute closer to nightfall, Alyssa’s anxiety amped. Her fatigue also dragged at her, not to mention the grind of her stomach reminding her she hadn’t eaten in nearly twenty hours. And the way her mind pinged around beneath her skull didn’t help with the developing stress headache.

Where were they going? Why did they keep her? What were they going to do to her? She found herself wondering about death, what it would be like to get to that final moment. Those questions led to thoughts of her patients, ones she’d lost, ones she’d saved, which then led back to her work and her future. And the cycle started all over again.

Taz had mellowed with time and blaring classic rock. He sang along with an endless lung capacity, his choruses almost more painful than her throbbing face, aching wrists or morbid thoughts.

“ ‘Take me down to the Paradise City where the grass is green and the girls are pretty,’ ” Taz belted, completely off-key. “ ‘Oh, won’t you please take me hooowooome... .’ ”

Creek hadn’t looked at her for over an hour. At least not directly at her. He sat as far on the other side of the bench seat as he could get without climbing out of the car. Every time she moved so much as her little finger, he cast a surreptitious side glance at her. Since the incident with the roadblock, he’d dropped the whole idea of her changing clothes, which was good. She was not getting naked, or even close to it, in this car with these guys. For any reason. Ever. Period.

Despite the sheer noise level and her mounting anxiety, Alyssa had to force her eyes to stay open, her mind to catalogue landmarks. She needed a plan. Several plans. One for every situation that held the possibility of escape. But right now her brain felt as numb as her butt, and if she didn’t get blood flowing, she’d definitely pass out—Guns and Roses at a hundred and thirty decibels, or not.

Alyssa straightened away from the window. That one movement gained her Creek’s complete attention. He stiffened and twisted toward her, fingers curled into fists resting on his thighs. And she had to admit, he looked more human in street clothes. A lot more like one of those intriguing bad boys. But she’d already seen the tattoos. She knew where he’d come from. He was not the typical good-looking, rough-around-the-edges man she liked. He had hurt her. Would hurt her again if he deemed it necessary. Had told her so himself. Yet ... something about him suggested that wasn’t entirely true. Maybe his attempts to ease her pain. Maybe his efforts to shield her from Taz. Of course, maybe it was just her own warped psyche bending reality.

She lifted her cuffed hands and gingerly peeled the tape off her lips, grimacing as it pulled at the tender skin. Creek made no move to stop her, only watched with a guarded expression.

She looked directly at him, meeting those very light, intense blue eyes. “I’m car sick, I’m hungry and I have to pee.”

One brow lifted. His mouth quirked. “You’re sick and hungry?”

With that one look, Creek turned into a regular guy off the street. But more. He was a guy who would stop traffic. A guy who would warrant double takes. A guy she would have tripped over herself to meet under normal circumstances. She had to glance down at her cuffed hands to get her head on straight. In less than a second her anger and fear swung back around full force.

“I always get sick in the backseat of a car,” she lied, “I haven’t eaten since midnight, and my bladder is going to burst if we don’t stop for a bathroom.”

Creek heaved a sigh and rubbed his eyes. “Stop somewhere, Taz. A quiet gas station with a bathroom in the back would be good.”

“Screw that,” Taz said. “Why should we give a shit about what she needs?”

“Because it was your decision to kidnap me, and it was your decision to keep me.” She’d had enough. The tension, the bizarre emotions, the uncertainty had turned her into someone she didn’t recognize. “Now you have to deal with the consequences. As opposed to you, I’m human. I have human bodily needs. If you don’t address them, we’ll all be very uncomfortable, very soon.”

“Put the tape back on that big mouth of hers, Creek, or I’ll stuff it with something that’s sure to shut her up.”

Alyssa’s back went up. Her mouth opened to spew something fierce and foolish, but someone touched her first. She jumped and turned toward Creek. His big, warm hand closed over her forearm with just enough force to send a message. The same message he delivered with that potent stare: Don’t antagonize him.

He didn’t look away from Alyssa as he talked to Taz. “You find me a private bathroom, and I’ll make sure I tire her out good.”

Alyssa jerked her arm back. Why she’d thought for a flicker of an instant they were on the same side she didn’t know, but his nasty retort put everything in perspective. When would she learn men were all the same? Crude. Selfish. Controlling. Competitive. Self-serving.

And these men were the worst of the worst.

“What’s wrong with what you got, Creek? If I’d known you were gonna waste all this time, I’d have made you drive. I know just how to fill a couple hours with a dink like that.”

Alyssa’s throat convulsed. The thought of rape pushed at the edges of her mind, but she shoved it right back out. Someone would die first. And it wouldn’t be her. She’d already catalogued every possible way she could use her own body to end another’s life, because her body was her only weapon.

“Just take the first exit with a gas station once you hit Highway Five,” Creek said. “Pick the lousiest dive you can find.”

“This is a shit hole, man, everything is a dive. Nothing but niggers and spics live here.”

“Just find something and stop.”

They slowed and traveled down the ramp. Taz hummed, low and troubled. “I don’t like it.”

Alyssa shifted in her seat to relieve the pressure on her bladder. She did have to pee—bad—but, more, she needed to develop a plan for the stop. “How long?”

“Couple minutes.” Creek surveyed her, mouth turned down in disapproval. “Take off your shirt.”

She scrunched one side of her face in contempt. “No.”

“That blue thing has the hospital logo on it.” He gestured at her with one careless hand. “Everyone’s going to be looking for you in those ...”

“Scrubs,” she finished for him. “And, let me rephrase so you understand—hell, no.”

He met her eyes with determination and a set jaw. “Take it off, or I’ll take it off for you.”

“Aw, yeah,” Taz piped up. “Now we’re gettin’ some action.”

Alyssa had to press her mouth tight to keep from telling the idiot to shut up. When she made no move toward taking her shirt off, Creek slid over the vinyl bench and snagged the hem that had come untucked hours ago.

Alyssa leaned away, her cuffed hands pushing at his. A sweep of panic heated her chest. “No. Don’t. Leave me alone.”

Taz laughed and chanted, “Go-go-go.”

Creek grabbed the back of her shirt and pulled it up and over her head. He yanked the fabric down her arms into a bundle at the cuffs. The cool air prickled her skin beneath the white tank top remaining. She curled in on herself to minimize exposure. That’s when she noticed the hole in her scrubs, irregular brown marks along the edge. She wasn’t imagining things. He had burned her.

Taz watched in the rearview mirror and hit a curb as he pulled alongside a closed gas station-slash-mini mart. He shoved the car into park, twisted and laid one arm over the seat.

“Look what the skinny bitch was hiding under those baggy clothes.” Taz’s excited, bright eyes raked over Alyssa and fastened on her breasts as if he could see through her clothes. “Thought I felt a melon in there. Keep going, Creek. I wanna see that rack.”

Stomach in her throat, Alyssa scanned the area, searching for an escape route. For someone who could help her. But the gas station wasn’t closed as she’d first thought—it was abandoned. Tendrils of panic coiled around her lungs.

Creek fisted the chain between her hands, shoved the door open and dragged her across the seat. Would he beat her? Burn her? Kill her? She forced her mind back to the vulnerable areas of the body she could target: a fist to the temple, flat of the hand to the nose, knuckles to the philtrum, side chop to the adam’s apple—

“Keep watch,” Creek said to Taz as he pulled Alyssa to her feet and grabbed the smaller bag of clothes from the floorboard. “Don’t do anything. No stroll, no smoke. Nothing, got it?”

Taz jerked his chin. “Am I gonna get a piece of her when you’re through?”

“We’ll see.” Creek slammed the door and towed Alyssa toward two doors, where painted blue circles identified men’s and women’s bathrooms.

No. She couldn’t go in there with him. She’d be trapped. But running wasn’t much of an option either. The landscape around the deserted gas station was a barren sea of flat dirt and scraggly shrubs. Nobody within screaming distance. No haven within running distance. But the approaching darkness might actually be her friend.

Without any solid plan, Alyssa gathered all her strength, drove down with both hands, then jerked upward. To her utter shock, her hands wrenched free of his grip. A second seemed to float, suspended in time, before she could make her feet move.

As the surprise cleared from Creek’s face, he made a grab for her hands. Alyssa spun and pushed into a kick start. Gravel slipped beneath her feet. Creek’s big hand grabbed the back of her tank. Fabric ripped. Bra snapped. Creek whipped an arm around her waist. Twisted her body. Slung her over his shoulder. Just that quick, as if he’d done it countless times before.

“Fucking A,” he growled. “You are the biggest pain in the ass.”

“Let me go.” Alyssa beat on his back with the cuff edge, kicked her feet, and twisted. Nothing loosened his grip. Nothing broke his stride. And his body heat had ramped up again.

Creek was still muttering as he kicked in the bathroom door. The bang made Alyssa flinch. Taz’s full-bellied laugh followed them until Creek slammed the door shut.

Alyssa’s feet hit the cement floor so hard her teeth knocked together. Pain ricocheted through her jaw. Creek let her go with a partial shove. She stumbled backwards and hit a wall. The scent of stale urine swamped her lungs. She pressed her hands against the tile to gain her balance, and waited a beat to catch her breath. When she was steady, Alyssa used both hands to comb the hair out of her face and look around.

The fading evening light dribbled in from a single window over the door. The chipped tile floor was stained brown around the toilet. Graffiti painted the walls.

With his handsome face focused into a piercing glare, Creek tossed the brown bag at her. “Use the bathroom and change your clothes. And if you even think about arguing with me, think again.”

“You leave, and I’ll change.”

“No. You’ll change right here, right now.”

He pulled something from the pocket of his jeans and took two giant steps toward her. Alyssa scuttled backwards until her back was pressed up against the tile again. Creek flexed and curled his fingers, then rubbed both palms down his thighs, as if preparing himself for some drastic feat. Before she could find more words, Creek grabbed the chain binding her hands, pushed back the wadded scrubs and shoved a key into the cuff lock.

“And don’t worry,” he said without lifting his eyes from his work, “I’m not the least bit interested in looking at you, or ... anything else, either. Just take care of your business so we can get back on the road.”

So the fleeting attraction she felt when he touched her didn’t go both ways. Even a criminal who’d been incarcerated didn’t want to look at her. She was strangely offended, which only confirmed her earlier conclusion that she was also seriously screwed up.

When he retreated, Alyssa looked down at the one cuff still clasped around her arm, the other closed and dangling. “Can’t you take them off?”

“No.”

“Can’t you even give me some privacy to pee?”

“No.”

She jerked her scrub top over her hands and balled it up. All she wanted to do was put the flimsy fabric back on and cover herself. Instead, she not only had to change in his company, she had to pee in his company, too. After so many years in medicine, after all she’d seen and done, she shouldn’t care. But she did. And if her bladder weren’t ready to burst, she’d hold it.

She untied her scrubs and slid them over her hips, as little as possible to get the job done. She covered her face with her hands, resting her head as much as hiding her embarrassment. Fresh red welts encircled her wrists. Allergy. Had to be.

“Where are we going?” Her question came out muffled.

“Don’t ask questions. Just do what I tell you.”

When she’d finished, Alyssa pulled the clothes out of the bag—a pair of dark, low-riding, boot-cut jeans and a white spandex top with a deep, lace-trimmed vee neckline. In the very bottom of the bag, she found a pair of strappy, black, three-inch, ice pick heels.

Nothing would fit her. The pants were too long and a size too big. The shirt’s cleavage would reach her navel and the sleeves would hang to her knees. She could fit two of her feet into one of the heels. A strange sense of wrongness edged in. For the first time she realized they’d planned to take someone. To take a woman. To keep her for some time if they’d thought to get her a change of clothes.

Panic resurfaced. Alyssa’s gaze fastened on Creek where he paced the length of the bathroom like a caged animal. He had been serious about not wanting to look at her, because he hadn’t so much as flicked his eyes her way.

“Look ...” She paused, trying to get her words together. “I have a brother. He’s the best criminal attorney in San Francisco. If you let me go, I know I can convince him to look into your case. I’ll make sure he gets your appeal through the system, and—”

“A lousy goddamned lawyer is the reason I’m here.” His voice emerged slow and tight as if he were growing close to the end of his patience. “No one can help me. Change your clothes. Now.”

“Or,” she tried again, “I could make a phone call and have money wired from my credit card to a Western Union. That way you wouldn’t have to depend on that other guy for money. You could break off and go your own way.”

“Sonofabitch.” Creek stopped pacing, his back toward her. He crossed his arms, pulling the black fabric of the tee across muscular shoulders, and dropped his chin to his chest. He pulled off his cap and rubbed his head with both hands. “How does Luke fucking live with you?”

Alyssa’s stomach jittered with unease. She was starting to think they existed in parallel universes. “Who?”

He slid the hat back onto his head and swung around, eyes hot with irritation. “I swear, woman, if you don’t start moving, I’ll strip you myself. Don’t make me do that.”

His tone made it clear undressing her would be a disgusting chore. Jerk. She pushed the stupid thought aside and focused on her goal.

“Get me a phone,” she said, “and I’ll make the call right now, while you’re standing here. You can confirm the money is waiting for you before you leave. Then tell that idiot”—she gestured toward the door—“that you killed me and that you two need to get out of here before the police come. I’m nothing but another problem for you to deal with.”

Creek crossed his arms. His strong jaw jumped beneath tan skin and golden stubble. “Last warning. Don’t make me tell you again.”

Alyssa had never begged for anything in her life. Demanded, maybe. Asked, okay. Pled, no. This sick feeling of helplessness made her angry and desperate.

“You’re out now,” she said, imploring. “You don’t need me.”

One side of his mouth turned up, but the expression was more cunning than humorous, his blue eyes reflecting anger. Maybe resentment. “Girl, you are the only thing I really need.”

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Alyssa jumped at the rap on the door. Creek swung that direction.

“You done with her yet?” Taz yelled. “I’ve got a boner the size of a Louisville Slugger and nowhere to put it.”

A rush of bile stung Alyssa’s throat. She clutched the clothes to her chest.

“Jack off in the car,” Creek yelled back. “I’m keeping her.” He met Alyssa’s eyes directly. “It’s him or me, Hannah, and he doesn’t need you. I suggest you do things my way.”

Hannah? The circuits of her brain sparked, shorted out. “Hann—? Who ... ? What ... ?”

Holy shit. Hannah. He thought she was Hannah Svelt, the sonographer Alyssa had filled in for. Which meant he’d never met the girl, because she and Alyssa were polar opposites. Hannah was five-foot-ten inches of pure Scandinavian beauty. Tan skin, white-blond hair that reached the middle of her back, model looks. She also had a curvy figure, which explained the clothes, but left Alyssa with a whole host of new questions.

She opened her mouth to clarify her identity; then another thought dribbled into her brain. If she wasn’t Hannah, then Creek didn’t need her. If she wasn’t Hannah, then Creek had no incentive to keep her safe or alive.

In that moment Alyssa decided she could damn well be Hannah, at least until she could find a way to escape.

“I’m changing.” Alyssa slid her pants off without a hint of embarrassment. Dragged on the poorly fitting clothes without a murmur of complaint. She tied her broken bra strap into a knot and kept her tank on beneath the spandex. Then she slid back into her comfy clogs instead of the heels and used a section of her hair to tie a knot around the rest, pulling the unruly strands off her face. And she did all of it while Creek paced the bathroom, his eyes averted.

With her little emergency wallet holding her identification still in the pocket of her scrubs, she balled up the thin garments and stuffed them into the corner behind the toilet.

“Good try.” Creek’s voice made her jump. “Pick them up. We’re taking them with us.”

Like a hungry crow, he’d snapped up her bread crumb. As she bundled the clothes into the bag, he waved her over, the cuff key in his hand. She hesitated only a moment before stepping forward, hands outstretched.

“Doesn’t look like Taz’s woman did as good a job picking clothes for you.” Creek frowned as he settled the metal on her wrists, looser than the first time. His warm fingers lingered on her skin, rubbing the red welts there. A gentle, relaxing heat flowed through her wrists just before the lines started to fade. Right in front of her eyes the red swells turned pink, then melted into her own flesh color. Alyssa squeezed her eyes shut in disbelief, but when she opened them again, the marks were still gone. “How’d you do that?”

“Do what?”

She darted a look at his face to gauge his expression. He was calm and serious. “That. Take away those red marks?”

“You don’t have any marks.” He released her hands with a disgusted grunt. “Women. Always milking the situation. Give it a rest.”

Had she imagined those rings on her wrists? Had she imagined his intense body heat? Maybe St. Jude’s had finally driven her over the edge. Or maybe this whole thing was one big nightmare she’d wake from, shuddering like a child.

A muffled shout sounded outside the door. Teague straightened and turned. More voices drifted in. Men’s voices. Not just Taz’s. Hope sparked. Alyssa had to fight back the urge to call out for help.

“Creek,” Taz yelled, clear and sharp. “Get your ass out here.”

A wall of heat blasted off Creek and hit Alyssa with the force of a desert wind.

“Creek!” Taz’s voice rose with urgency.

“Shit.” Teague grabbed the chain between Alyssa’s cuffs and yanked her close.

The heat was definitely back. She might not be able to explain the science behind it, but there was no mistaking the hot current traveling through that metal.

“You stay behind me,” he said. “Understand?”

She nodded, her thoughts already sprinting toward the anticipation of bolting into the arms of police or F.B.I. or C.I.A. or whatever the hell agency handled kidnappings.

Creek tugged her close at his back and opened the door.
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