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				A MISSION TO SURVIVE. A FUTURE TO SECURE.

				Dr. Sandra Haddad had created a serum that would change the world. In the right hands, it could heal the sick. In the wrong hands, kill millions. When she found herself in the crosshairs of a dangerous general with aspirations of world domination, she was given a bodyguard—Booker McKnight, the only man she’d ever loved and the last man she wants by her side.

				McKnight was a soldier turned mercenary. Haunted by loss, he knew that protecting the doctor meant flirting with disaster. He needed her, but not in the way she believed—or wanted. Earning her trust would get them one step closer to completing this mission. But losing her again was unimaginable. And yet he had no choice but to tell her the truth: that using her as bait was their only option.

			

		

	
		
			
				Something broke loose inside her, something she’d held back for almost a year.    

				“You protect. I heal, Booker.” She touched a finger to the lock of hair on his forehead, then brushed it back, testing his limits. “Let me try to do my job.”

				When he didn’t move, she leaned in, then up until their lips almost touched. “Maybe I’ll heal us both in the process,” she whispered. 

				With a groan, he pulled her to him. His mouth covered hers, just as she wanted, just as she remembered.

				Desire tumbled free, caught between them, pushed and pulled by longing, need…months of loneliness.

				He took, she gave, until the air thickened, the edges of reality blurred. 

				She’d missed him, missed this. His arms tightened, drawing her into his lap as if he’d missed her, too. 

				Suddenly Booker broke away, his gun raised behind her back, pointed at the window.
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				CAST OF CHARACTERS

				Dr. Sandra Haddad—A world-renowned scientist. Driven by a past family tragedy, she’s developed a rapid healing serum that will revolutionize modern medicine. Or kill millions of people…

				Booker McKnight—A former black ops agent intent on revenge against the arms dealer who killed his family. It’s taken him five years to set the trap. His bait? A beautiful research scientist. But when it comes time to spring the trap, can he risk the woman he loves, to destroy the man he hates? 

				General Riorden Trygg—An arms dealer, who will not stop short of world domination. The only obstacles in his way? A woman scientist, a former government agent and a small country or two. 

				Colonel Jim Rayo—He’s ex-military with an aptitude for weapons and war. As a young soldier he swore allegiance to his commander. Now, decades later, when that commander turns out to be a fanatical arms dealer, does Rayo stand his ground…or get buried under it?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				To Kay Kelly

				For your strength, love, wisdom and wicked sense of humor.
					
And for sharing with me your wonderful memories of my 
parents, my
					grandparents and our families.

				You know Uncle John is smiling…. 

				Happy birthday, Aunt Kay. I love you. 
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				Chapter One

				United States Disciplinary Barracks, Leavenworth

				“Front and center, General.” The order caught on Sergeant Tom Levi’s tongue. A night of sour beer and stale peanuts left his mouth thick and woolly. It was 0500 hours, he was hungover and not in the mood for anyone’s attitude.

				“Now!” He banged the cell bars with his flashlight. Tiny sledgehammers pounded inside his skull, setting his teeth on edge.

				Tom wasn’t a lightweight. At five eleven, one hundred ninety pounds, he’d been able to hold his liquor since he was eighteen. Twenty years later, he could damn well do it without a splitting headache the next day.

				The problem was he hadn’t stopped at two beers. Somewhere during the second drink he’d lost track of time, ended up slamming more beers then blacked out.

				He woke up in his car at four in the morning, half intoxicated, with his cell phone ringing.

				His commander ordered him to report to the prison. Stat.

				“Damn it, Trygg, get your butt up!” Tom snapped. Nausea churned in his gut and sharpened the dry grit that gouged at his eyes.

				Feet shuffled slow and steady from the other side of the door, echoed by a slight cough that came with smoking expensive cigars. “What can I do for you this morning, Sergeant?”

				“You have two minutes to get yourself presentable. I’m taking you to the commander.”

				It was a lie, of course. Transfer papers had hit the commander’s desk last evening, ordering the prisoner, General Riorden Trygg, from Leavenworth, Kansas, to an undisclosed destination in Washington, D.C.

				Before his arrest, the general had been dealing in military weapons on the side, supplying enemies with the means to kill American soldiers.

				Any one of the soldiers in the prison would give a year in solitary confinement for thirty seconds with the man on the other side of the cell bars.

				Hell, if it wasn’t for his career, Tom would throw the bastard into a cell full of these guys. All of them had served overseas in their careers. And most had lost friends or family in combat.

				Tom glanced at his watch. Two minutes were up.

				“Hal! Let’s do this!”

				Tom waited until Sergeant Harold Coffey joined him, shackles in hand. Slightly overweight with a bulldog face, Hal was known as the least intelligent of the group. But he had meat on him, enough to handle any prisoner who got out of line.

				“Stand clear, Trygg. Hands on your head, knees on the floor,” Tom ordered, then flashed his light into the cell.

				After Trygg was in position, he opened the door.

				Hal quickly secured the shackles and hoisted Trygg to his feet.

				“What’s really going on, Sergeant Levi?” Trygg questioned. “In the five years I’ve been here, the commander has never reported for duty before nine in the morning. Later, if he managed a night with his mistress.”

				“Shut up, Trygg. Or I’ll shut you up.” But the damage was done. Other inmates had heard the exchange.

				“You finally taking the trash out, Levi?” yelled one of the prisoners. “Don’t we get to watch him die in a few months?”

				Tom ignored them and pushed Trygg forward.

				The cell block erupted. Prisoners banged on their bars, spewing profanity and threats at the general.

				Trygg shuffled forward, his back ramrod straight, his close-cropped hair snow-white and meticulously neat.

				The general’s features remained emotionless. His square jaw balanced the low brow, the deep-set azure eyes.

				Not surprising. Riorden Trygg, while a traitor to his country, was still a military man through and through.

				They passed through lockdown security, and followed the procedure of being scanned.

				A few minutes later, the three men stepped out onto the compound parking area. A predawn mist, heavy from days of rain, blanketed the concrete yard, settled through the high barbed-wire fences.

				Tom directed Trygg toward the armored truck—army issued, muddy green and no windows—parked just beyond the exit.

				Two guards stood at the back bumper. Their rifles ready, their eyes scanning the perimeter.

				Tom turned to the nearest guard. “Ready?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Let’s go,” he ordered Trygg, and then nudged the older man forward.

				The vehicle door stood open, revealing a long, narrow path inside, flanked by two benches and a thin window separating the driver and cab at the far end.

				Tom shackled the general’s hardware to a bolted iron bar on the floor, pushed him onto one bench and then sat across from him on the other.

				Harold settled next to the general.

				“So where are we going, Sergeant Levi?”

				“Where the army wants you.”

				“Fair enough.” Trygg smirked, his cool blue eyes sweeping over Tom. “You look like you had a rough night.”

				Tom said nothing. He had no windows to look out, except for a small slit facing the driver’s cab. Regulation wouldn’t have permitted him to anyway. He needed both eyes on his prisoner.

				Fifteen minutes later, the truck stopped. Plane engines roared outside, vibrating the concrete beneath the vehicle’s tires.

				“Sounds like I’m going quite a distance,” Trygg commented, then purposefully glanced at Tom’s watch. “Or maybe not anywhere at all.”

				Without warning, gunfire burst from outside on the tarmac. Bullets ripped through the front windshield. The driver’s head exploded, blood and gray matter spattered the slit window.

				“Damn it!” Tom reached for his side arm. “That’s bulletproof glass.”

				“New kind of ammunition,” Trygg explained, his tone deceptively pleasant. “My men have had access to it for a couple months now.”

				“Your men—”

				“Tom.”

				Tom’s head snapped around. Harold leveled his pistol at Tom’s chest. “You stupid son of a bitch!”

				Red blotches mottled Hal’s face. From anger or embarrassment, Tom couldn’t be sure. But the man’s hand remained steady, his jaw tight. “Money talks,” Hal sneered.

				“This isn’t personal, Sergeant,” Trygg commented, the blue of his eyes arctic, the pupils dilated and dark with malevolence. “You are in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

				A chilling calm rippled through Tom. So be it.

				“You’ll never live to see any payoff, Hal,” Tom said, while his hand slipped slowly to his hip. “That’s why Trygg offered the job to you. You’re too stupid to realize it.”

				“But you weren’t, Sergeant Levi. Which is why we drugged you a bit last night. Couldn’t have you thinking with a clear head this morning, now could we?” Trygg acknowledged.

				“How did you know I’d be assigned?”

				When the general smirked, Tom swore. Inside job. High up.

				Suddenly angry, Tom grabbed for his pistol. But his fingers barely touched the metal grip when Harold fired.

				“Who’s stupid now?” Hal watched his friend fall to the floor, then retrieved the shackle keys from his belt.

				Hal unlocked the chains and Trygg rubbed his wrists. It was a shame really, Trygg thought, studying Tom’s body on the floor. He could have used someone like Sergeant Levi in his unit. Smart. Talented. Just too much patriotic idealism for Trygg’s plans.

				“Ready, General?”

				Nothing like the poor excuse for a soldier standing in front of him.

				“Not quite yet, Sergeant.” Trygg grabbed Tom’s pistol, pointed and pulled the trigger three times.

				Hal slumped back against the wall, a trail of blood gushing from his throat as he struggled for breath. Trygg shrugged. “Unfortunately for you, Sergeant Levi was right.”

				A fist pounded the truck’s side. “All clear, General?”

				“Yes, Colonel. Situation is controlled.” Trygg dropped the pistol, stepped over the two dead bodies and stood toward the front of the truck.

				“Clear!”

				The two doors exploded, knocking Trygg slightly off his feet. His hand shot out, found the wall, and he steadied himself.

				Then the acid edge of gunpowder sliced through the air, burned his nostrils. He stepped toward the door. The frigid morning air slapped at him.

				“Smell that, Jim?” He took a deep breath, looked at the man waiting at the step of the truck. “Know what that is?”

				“No, sir,” Colonel Jim Rayo answered honestly. He was a man of average height, with a barrel chest and a thick trunk that left little room for more than a squat neck under hard, weather-lined features and keen brown eyes.

				Trygg jumped to the ground and slapped his friend on the shoulder. “That is the scent of freedom.”

				“We’re not safe yet, General.” Rayo’s mouth thinned into a grim line, then nodded to a tan sedan a few yards away. “I have a plane waiting for us at a private airstrip nearby. We should be in Taer by tonight.”

				“And the good doctor? Has she been detained?”

				“Yes, sir.” Rayo signaled the other men into their cars and led the general to his ride. “The men seized Doctor Sandra Haddad an hour ago.”

				“And?” Trygg asked, pausing at the car.

				“You were right.” Jim opened the passenger door. “She put up one hell of a fight.”

				“That’s promising,” Trygg replied. “After five years of waiting, I’d hate to think she’d make this easy for me.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				The storm hit the midnight air, a blistering squall of dust and grit that clogged lungs, cut into eyes and covered the empty city streets of Taer in desert sand.

				Booker stepped into a nearby alley, ignoring the bite of the wind, the slap of grit against his face. Rage and impatience—and just enough uneasiness—kept his footsteps silent, his senses alert, his knife in his fist.

				He was a tall man, long in the leg, lean in the hips, but broad in the shoulder and chest. He was hard muscled—and hardheaded, if a person listened to those who knew him.

				He’d been born among the oil fields of Texas, spent his youth traipsing around the Chihuahuan Desert with his father, working when they could, fending off hunger when there were no jobs to be found. His mother died long before he could form vivid memories of her. But the vague ones, recollections of soft scents and softer words, he carried in the deepest part of his soul.

				At eighteen, when the snap of a steel cable took his father’s life, Booker traded the oil rigs for military combat zones, the searing heat of the desert for the muck and brush of the jungles and the beleaguered inner cities of third-world countries.

				For twenty years, he breathed in the scent of blood, tasted its metallic bite against the back of his throat, choked on the acid remnants of gunpowder. Lived with the cries of the wounded and tortured in his nightmares.

				A car roared past, skidded to a halt just down the street only yards back from his SUV.

				Booker eyed the platinum finish, the sleek lines—the license plate.

				Home-grown.

				He shifted back into the shadows, confident his black shirt and trousers blended well with the darkness.

				A young couple slid out of the car, darted up the deserted street, their heads down, their arms linked, laughing as they fought the wind.

				Booker wondered if he’d ever been that young, or that carefree.

				A door caught the wind, slammed against the wall. A string of curses hit the air. American.

				Booker tightened his grip on the hilt of his knife.

				A man walked past, his shoulders thick, his gait cautious. A black scarf covered his head, hung loose from the man’s face. An AK-47 assault rifle rested in the crook of his arm.

				Booker stepped behind the man, hooked his forearm around the exposed neck and yanked. The spine snapped, the muscles slackened. Booker dragged the body to the farthest part of the alley.

				“Where are your friends?” Booker whispered, then tugged the scarf from the man’s head, looped it around his own, leaving only his eyes uncovered.

				He grabbed the machine gun and eased against the back door of the five-story apartment building. Three windows of the third-floor rooms flickered with lights and shadows.

				Which room are you in, Doc?

				An image of Doctor Sandra Haddad flashed through his mind.

				Long, silky hair the color of a starless midnight sky, delicate features.

				But it was her eyes—big and brown, intelligent-sharp— and the warm, sun-kissed skin that caught a man’s eyes, stayed in his memory.

				Haunted his dreams.

				Booker tugged on the back door, found it locked.

				The storm strengthened. A gust of wind slammed a nearby shutter against a second-story window. One...two...

				He aimed the weapon at the lock. Three. Booker pulled the trigger. The lock burst.

				He shifted his shoulder against the door and shoved.

				No lights.

				Booker waited in silence with machine gun raised, his eyes focused on the darkness just beyond.

				A moment later shadows shifted, objects formed into patterns. He noted a hallway, the door at its end—the slit of light at its base.

				Booker eased up to the door, heard nothing from the other side. The sharp scent of antiseptic cleaner and stale cigars slapped at him. Slowly, he swung the door open.

				The lobby’s light cast a dull yellow glow on a scuffed tile floor, bare gray walls. Rows of mail slots flanked the front entrance that fed across a long, narrow room and ended with a staircase against the far wall.

				Booker made his way up the stairs to the third floor, his stance loose, poised.

				Three men guarded the hallway. All ex-military, with the cropped hair, pumped-up muscles and sweat-stained military fatigues.

				Two leaned outside one door, flanking its sides, while the other sat on the floor, head resting against the wall, his eyes closed—his finger on the trigger of the AK-47 in his lap.

				An inner door slammed shut somewhere in the protected room. The first guard, a short man sporting a scar across one eye, smacked his buddy on the back and laughed. “I think Milo will have a good time. Then it will be our turn, no?”

				“I would only kill her,” the other growled, and limped toward the sleeping guard.

				Her.

				Sandra.

				Rage rippled the air around him. Rage at her. More rage at himself for letting them take her.

				The attack had been unexpected. He’d been too far from her. Had underestimated their speed, their abilities at the airport.

				He wouldn’t again.

				The shortest of the three set his rifle against the wall. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve, his meaty hands grimy and blood-spattered.

				Sandra’s delicate features, flawless skin—both, Booker imagined, now bloody and bruised.

				Gritting his teeth, he buried the rage, the fear, the guilt, all where his other ghosts lurked. Down in the darkest corner of his soul.

				“Hey,” he whispered. The men swung around, surprised. He stepped into the hall, palmed his knife and threw it, all in one practiced motion.

				With a sharp thwap, the blade imbedded in the limping man’s throat. The man grasped at the handle while he choked on his own blood.

				The sleeping man started awake. Booker kneed him in the face, transforming the man’s warning cry into a pained grunt. With a twist on his head, he snapped the man’s neck and turned.

				“Come on.” The shorter man kicked his machine gun aside, his features twisted in derision. He motioned Booker closer with a wave of his fingers. “Let’s play.”

				Booker snagged his knife from the dead man and lunged.

				At the last second, he dropped, then rolled. Booker’s foot rammed the other man’s crotch. “Tag, you’re it.”

				The man’s knees buckled and he screamed.

				“No?” Booker slammed him into the opposite wall. “Twenty questions, then. Is that the doc’s blood on your hands?”

				The mercenary struggled, his feet lost traction. Booker’s hand tightened at his throat, cutting off his oxygen.

				“I’ll take that as a yes,” Booker taunted against his enemy’s ear. The scent of fear, of blood, of death permeated the air between them. Heavy. Sour.

				“Game over.” He shoved the knife up into the man’s ribs and twisted. “You lose.”

				* * *

				DOCTOR SANDRA HADDAD clawed through the shifting blackness, caught up in a whirlpool of nothingness and pain until the pain bit back, dragging its teeth across muscle and bone.

				Sandra set her jaw, waited until the worst passed.

				Then she opened her eyes.

				The darkness remained. Pitch-black and smothering. She felt it then, the heavy canvas against her nose and cheeks.

				A hood.

				She inhaled deeply through her nose until the scent of mildew and sour sweat choked off her breath.

				Hysteria stirred at the back of her throat, making it difficult to breathe.

				Her hands hung high above her head. Her arms twisted, locked in place by her weight. Trapped.

				She bit her lip, kept the fear, the whimper of fear, deep in her chest. If her enemies were near, she didn’t want to alert them.

				Instead she concentrated on the silence beyond the cover, until her heartbeat slowed and the blood no longer pounded in her eardrums.

				No sound meant no immediate danger. They weren’t interested in her right now.

				They.

				Who were they?

				The kidnapping happened so fast that it caught her off guard. The sound of the door slamming shut, the scrape of metal, the vile scent of unwashed bodies.

				Three men? No four, she corrected. Including the driver. Their van tinted dark, their faces covered with ski masks. She remembered the squeal of tires, the short burst of bullets that strafed the asphalt, probably to terrorize anyone who thought of helping. They snatched her from the airport tarmac, less than twenty feet from boarding the plane.

				She bolted under the plane’s belly, but didn’t get more than a few yards. When they grabbed her, she broke someone’s nose with her elbow. Caught another in the instep of his foot, heard him cry out in pain when those bones gave.

				Sandra clawed and jabbed and screamed and punched. But there were too many in the end. Blurred, shadowy features.

				They injected her with a drug. She felt the pinch of the needle then remembered nothing else.

				“So you are awake?”

				The cover was jerked off her head. She blinked, her eyes adjusting to the sting of the bright light.

				A man stood in front of her, a machine gun strapped to his back, the barrel tip jutting past his shoulder.

				Dressed in a mixture of army fatigues and desert gear, the buttons of his shirt strained over a sagging belly, the tails loose and ripped at his waist. Both pants and shirt were stiff with dirt and sweat, and reeked of body odor.

				“Good evening, Doctor Haddad.” The man’s gaze flipped up to her hands then down again. “Are you comfortable?”

				Handcuffs, looped through a chain and anchored in the ceiling, cut into her wrists. Plastic ties dug into her ankles. Each secured to the sides of a steel folding chair. Small drops of blood slid over her ankle, tickled her skin.

				“Extremely,” Sandra mocked, but fear kept her chest tight, her voice high.

				Perspiration coated his bald, flat features. His jawline sagged into a nasty grin, thinning out his big lips over gapped yellowed teeth.

				But the dried blood that caked his swollen, broken nose told her they’d met before. On the tarmac.

				“General Trygg will be here within a few hours,” the man commented. “You can tell him how well you’ve been treated.”

				Sandra hadn’t planned on staying that long. Trygg, while brilliant, was psychotic. And that wasn’t a good combination.

				“Does he treat all his guests this way?” She tried to lift her shoulders, give her wrists some reprieve.

				The man shrugged. “I do not know. You are the first I’ve held for him. The others I have killed.”

				“That’s reassuring.” Sandra looked past the man’s shoulder to the room beyond. Searching.

				“Looking for this?” He held up a medical bag, its black leather worn and scratched. “Nothing in here will help you.”

				That much was true. She straightened her spine, lifted her chin. “I’m a doctor. My bag is essential—”

				“You are a paycheck to me.” With a flick, he tossed the bag onto a stained gold couch across the room. “Or an opportunity. Which will it be?”

				“I have no idea what you are talking about.”

				“You put General Trygg on death row. But he wants you alive. And he is offering a substantial amount of money to keep you that way.” He grabbed her chin, pinched the bones until she gasped. “Why go to Tourlay?”

				“It’s a border town. The last place he’d search,” she scoffed. “Take it from me, anyone who helps Trygg ends up dead.”

				“Or rich.” He laughed, then winced. His hand went to his nose, checked for blood.

				“You should have that checked,” Sandra quipped. “I know a good veterinarian.”

				He grabbed the collar of her blouse, drew her close until only his foul breath separated them. “You think you are safe until Trygg gets here? You are not.”

				Sandra slammed her forehead into his nose. The man staggered back bellowing. Blood smeared his face, dripped from his chin.

				“Untie my hands,” she spat. “We’ll see who is safe from who.”

				“You bitch!” His fist came down. She tried to dodge the blow, but had nowhere to go. Pain exploded against the side of her temple, ricocheted through her shoulder as her chair toppled over.

				She bit her lip against her scream, refusing to give him the satisfaction.

				The handcuffs held her, kept her knees from touching the ground. Her ankles remained bound to the chair’s deadweight.

				He grabbed her hair, yanked her head back. A knife appeared in his hand, the cold steel pressed against the delicate curve of her throat. “I could kill you now and be gone before Trygg walks through the door.”

				“You’ll be hunted down like the rodent you are,” Sandra managed, her voice rough, her jaw set against the pain. “You have no idea who you are dealing with.”

				“Neither do you, Dr. Haddad,” he snarled.

				Without warning, the man jerked. Air burst from his mouth; surprise widened his eyes, slackened his jaw.

				He slid to the floor without another sound, a knife protruding from the back of his skull.

				“Honey, I’m home.” The soft Texan drawl reached her.

				Sandra’s eyes snapped up, took in the black scarf that hid all but the ice-blue eyes.

				“Booker?” Recognition, then relief came swiftly, followed by the pinch of tears and a shudder in her chest.

				The sharp jab of uncertainty took a full second more. “How did you find me?”

				“I followed the trail of stupidity.” He retrieved his knife from the dead body, wiped the blood on the man’s shirt, then straightened. “Why aren’t you safe at the palace?”

				“You think this was my fault?”

				“It isn’t?” He tugged the scarf from his face, left it on the floor beside her.

				“Only you would blame me for getting kidnapped.”

				Sandra took in the harsh, unbending features, the sculpted lips that rarely curved into a smile.

				There’d been a time when love made his words kind, humor softened the sharp planes of his face. This was not it.

				“You are one of the royal physicians. You live at the palace, surrounded by security. By family. And instead, when threatened, you go to the airport late at night, alone. Making yourself an easy target.”

				Pride kept her from responding. Along with the small sliver of truth in his words.

				Still, she had her reasons.

				He sliced through the binds at her feet with the knife, sheathed the blade, then placed his hands at her waist. “Stand up. I’ll keep you steady. Don’t lock your knees or you’ll faint.”

				“I’m the one with the medical degree. Not you,” she snapped, more impatient with herself than him. The longer it took her to recover, the longer they were in danger.

				The position took the weight off her wrists. Blood rushed in, setting both on fire. When her knees buckled, he swore. Then brought her against him, held her steady.

				“Give it a minute,” he ordered, the words harsh, the warmth of his body solid, reassuring.

				It had always been that way. The strength of his arms, the force of his will. The only time in her life she’d truly felt safe.

				The only time she’d truly felt anything.

				“Try it again.” His hands gently gripped her hips, eased her away.

				Her legs trembled, but held her weight. After giving them a moment, Sandra straightened. The pressure eased from her wrists, left her arms weak.

				“Hold still. I’m almost done.” Booker pulled a handcuff shim from his watchband. His hands stretched to meet hers, his touch gentle but urgent.

				Hip to hip, chest to chest, the air thinned, then hummed. But this time Sandra ignored the quakes that rippled down her back, kept her legs rubbery.

				“Got it,” he murmured.

				Her arms dropped and she cried out. A thousand needles stabbed at her. Sandra bit her lip, unable to lift either limb.

				He sat her in the chair, then took her right wrist between his palms and rubbed. “You’ve been tied up for a long time. This is going to hurt.”

				Sandra gasped as the needles morphed into white-hot knives, slicing through every nerve to the muscles beneath.

				“Fight through it.” Booker didn’t let up. Rubbing her skin, forcing her blood to move beneath.

				Seconds turned into a minute, then two. Her jaw tightened against another torrent of stabs and spasms. “This is taking too much time.”

				“Let me worry about that.” He dropped one arm and grabbed the other. His hands worked the blood flow, warming her skin, soothing the needles beneath.

				“You can stop now,” she whispered, her voice hoarse from the pain or something far more dangerous. She couldn’t be sure. Didn’t want to find out.

				She tugged her arm free. “I’m much better. Let’s go.”

				Her chin shot up; her eyes dared him to argue.

				Booker didn’t. Instead, he took in her ivory silk blouse, the matching dress slacks. Both cool in the heat, and a dead giveaway in the dark.

				He glanced at her shoes, noted the flat, thinly strapped sandal over the feminine arch, the delicate ankle. “No wonder they caught you.”

				“I wasn’t thinking ‘desert escape’ when I dressed this morning.”

				“And yet, getting on a plane unprotected was your logical solution,” Booker countered. “You have an IQ bigger than my phone number, Doc. You couldn’t come up with a better strategy?”

				“I had little time and very few choices,” she snapped.

				“You could have asked me for help.”

				Lord knew she’d thought about it. Almost called him twice. In a laboratory or with a patient, he’d never question her skill. In danger, she should have never questioned his ability to protect her.

				No one knew Riorden Trygg better than Booker.

				No one had a better reason than Booker not to trust her.

				“I killed fifty of your men with the serum I created. I couldn’t ask you for help.”

				“We’ve been through this. I don’t hold you responsible, Doc. I never did,” Booker snapped, then caught her hand in his fingers. He leaned down until his face was mere inches from hers. “You won’t believe that.”

				She still didn’t. Not enough to stay with him. Trust him. Love him. Too much history, too many deaths lay between them.

				It had been a year since she walked out. A year and two months, she corrected.

				He’d changed since then. Leaner than she remembered. Timber-wolf lean, with shaggy brown hair that curled slightly over his back collar.

				His face was the same, the cobalt eyes set beneath a high forehead, framed by the broad sweep of his cheekbones, and the hard lines of his jaw and mouth.

				“Trygg’s on his way,” she said, then tugged her hand free. “Maybe if we wait. Catch him unaware. We could stop this all now.”

				“I’ll stop it. But not with you around,” he stated, his tone now brisk, businesslike. “You’re going back to the palace.”

				Muffled gunfire ripped through the night air, moving closer.

				“Company’s coming.” Booker stood, his body unyielding, ready. Almost as if he welcomed the confrontation. He stepped to the window, peered through the two-inch gap between the curtains. Tires screeched on the street below. “A sedan. Four men.”

				Doors slammed; men yelled orders.

				“They’ll have the exits covered.” In two strides he was back at her side and he pulled her to her feet.

				The streetlights glared through the window. She grabbed his arm, pointed at the long shadowy bars that crisscrossed outside the window. “A fire escape.”

				“All right. Let’s go,” he said, checking the street again. “It’s clear.” He slid the window up.

				“Wait! My medical bag.” She snagged it from the couch, slung the strap crossways from shoulder to opposite hip.

				His eyes narrowed on the bag for a quick moment before shifting to her face. “Ready?”

				“Yes,” she answered, her grip tight on the strap.

				Booker pointed the machine gun at the street, then stepped out onto the wrought-iron platform.

				Bullets strafed the wall above their heads, shattered the window, pelted the cement behind them.

				Booker fired, heard the screams, then the silence.

				“Stay close!” They flew down the steps, stumbled past the dead men, one on the ground, the other hung over the stair railing. Their eyes open, sightless.

				Booker glanced at the one by his feet, noted the blood-soaked fatigues. “Another of Trygg’s mercenaries.”

				“Not this one,” Sandra whispered, indicating the dark-suited man on the railing.

				He grabbed the man’s face, tilted it toward the streetlamp, then swore.

				“Do you know him?”

				“Yes. He’s one of King Jarek’s.” Booker shoved the man away. “Follow me. My car is down the street.”

				Booker stepped down a nearby alley, his gun raised, his focus on the shadows.

				At the mouth of the alley, he stopped.

				“What?” She peered around him, saw the SUV riddled with bullet holes. “How did they know it was your vehicle?”

				“It’s a palace car. Jarek’s man must have recognized it.” He shoved the pistol into the back of his waistband.

				“Let’s go!” He pulled her behind the SUV and popped the rear hatch. “Keep a lookout.”

				He grabbed a backpack from the seat.

				“I hope you have some artillery in there,” she quipped. The wind picked up, sending shivers down her arms. She hugged her chest. “Or warm clothes.”

				“No clothes.” He slammed the hatch closed. “But I have these.” He held out three silver discs. “They’ll create a hell of a bonfire.”

				“Very funny.”

				“Not joking.” He shoved the explosive back into the bag and slung the strap over his shoulder. “Let’s keep moving. We need transportation.”

				One block became three, then six. Her side protested, cramping, squeezing the oxygen from her lungs. When she stopped, Booker suddenly appeared beside her, grabbed her arm and pulled her along.

				She stumbled against him, gripped the back of his shirt for balance. “I thought I was in good shape.”

				“You were tied to a chair for ten hours.” Booker stopped midstep. “Look.”

				A car pulled up across the street. Streamlined, small and sporty. Fire-engine red. A flag of defiance against the opaque browns of the desert city.

				“How about that,” Booker murmured, a grim smile tugging at his mouth.

				“What?” she asked, frowning.


OEBPS/images/Har_Intrigue_2012_Cab_B_fmt.png
HARLEQUIN'INTRIGUE





OEBPS/images/9781460312629_fmt.jpeg
$HarLeQuin

IVTI\I( LIE

? DONNA
/[ YOUNG._

X





