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Chapter 1


 


No matter what Jinx’s Klingon-spouting nephew said, today was not a good day to
die, even if it wasn’t his own ass on the line.


Fists clenched, stomach in knots, Jinx stared
at the satellite feed on the plasma screen. No sound, but his brain had no
trouble filling in the gunfire, explosions, and terror-filled shouts of fleeing
innocents. No wiping the screen, fanning the air, or frantic keyboard strokes
could filter the flames, smoke, and flying debris in front of him. The childish
urge to throw his can of Red Bull at the display was
tempered only by the knowledge that the boss would have his ass in a
sling—especially after months of lobbying to get Horace Blackthorne to fork
over the funds to upgrade their computer system and buy a plasma.


“Intel is critical. Plus, better eyes on the
ops will help us stay on top of things,” Jinx had argued. But he hadn’t thought
about what it would be like to have to watch it when things went south.


Rivulets of sweat trickled down his spine as he studied the blobs on the screen, straining to make out the
Blackthorne, Inc. team. The team he’d told it would be a cakewalk. In, grab,
and go. Lift a brew for him, and see you back at the compound.


Another silent explosion filled the screen.
Reflexively waving away the distant smoke, Jinx stepped closer, squinting.
Praying for a glimpse of someone he recognized among the blurred images.
Preferably upright and moving. There. Another step closer. Could it be
Dalton? It wasn’t as if the team went in wearing garb emblazoned with a
Blackthorne logo, especially when they were trying to blend in.


Damn it to hell. This
was his fault, his screw-up.


He jumped as though one of the bombs had gone off beside him when
a hand rested on his shoulder. He wasn’t aware anyone
else was in the room. Spinning around, Jinx stared into the concerned eyes of Horace Blackthorne. He
automatically snapped to attention, feeling considerably shorter than his
just-shy-of-six-feet as the boss’s six-five frame loomed over him.


“Sir. I didn’t expect you—I mean, you were on
your honeymoon.” It wasn’t normal for the boss to show
up at the compound in person. Normally, he reigned from his office in the city.


“There’s a limit to how much one can sit on a
beach,” Blackthorne said, his gaze fixed on the plasma. “Report.”


Jinx backed into the edge of the desk,
relying on it to support his weight, something his legs seemed incapable of
doing. “Our intel—my intel, sir, said our target was scheduled for transport at
oh-four-hundred. The team,
posing as locals, deployed to intercept.” Jinx fought to keep his tone level. “They
walked into an ambush.”


A prolonged silence settled over the room
like the smoke on the screen. Jinx waited. After an
interminable moment, the boss cleared his throat.


“Am I seeing a live transmission? Why is it
shifting like that?” Blackthorne asked.


“Yes, sir, it’s live. I managed to finagle a
little satellite time. The camera has to adjust to keep everything in the
frame.” Jinx checked the clock on the wall. “We’ll lose it in about two
minutes.”


One minute, forty-seven seconds, assuming
nothing else went wrong, but who was counting?


“Where is Mr. Mayhew?” Blackthorne asked.


Foster Mayhew, Fozzie to everyone but the
boss, should have been monitoring everything from the Blackthorne helo and
relaying it to HQ. For whatever reason, communications
had been cut off. And, to add insult to injury, heavy winds had grounded the
helicopter. Fozzie, the team’s surveillance expert, could zero in on the fleas
on a squirrel’s balls. And a Blackthorne team was a much bigger target.


“At the rendezvous point,” Jinx said. He
hoped he was right. “Last sitrep was garbled, and I haven’t picked up
any further transmissions. But, he should still be able to
monitor what’s going on with the team.”


“You’re saying we’re the only ones in the
dark? What’s the problem? I thought all this” —Blackthorne gestured to the
computer array— “was state of the art. You assured me the upgrades would
improve our communications in the field.”


Blackthorne bored Jinx with the gaze that
could root the most seasoned operatives to the floor. Jinx’s mouth went dry. He
forced himself not to reach for his soda. Or break eye contact. “Sir, it is.
They have. But we have no control over weather or geography. Sometimes the
stars line up in your favor, and sometimes they don’t. Our helo is grounded.
According to the weather forecast, the winds should die down in a few more
hours. They’ll have to hunker down until then.”


Blackthorne’s gaze returned to the plasma. Jinx
faced the screen, seeing the expected, yet dreaded, no
signal. He stepped to the console and turned
the plasma off.


“Full report. My office, Mr. Nix. Thirty
minutes, unless you have a significant update before then.” Blackthorne
disappeared as soundlessly as he’d entered.


Jinx took a much-needed swig of lukewarm
soda, then hurled the can into the wastebasket.


Where the hell are you guys?


 


 


Twenty-nine minutes and forty-two seconds
later, Jinx stood outside Horace Blackthorne’s door. He tapped lightly and
waited for the boss’s routine “Enter,” which promptly
resonated from within. 


Taking a deep breath, Jinx twisted the knob,
opened the door, and did his best imitation of a confident stride into the
room. He stood at attention just inside the doorway.


Jinx didn’t think Blackthorne’s main office in San Francisco had been updated since the fifties, but
this one at the compound made it luxurious by comparison. It was little more
than an old wooden desk, a phone, and a computer. His boss nodded to the
utilitarian visitor chair. Jinx’s heart thudded in his chest as he took a seat
across from Blackthorne.


Blackthorne’s chin tilted a fraction of an
inch. “I trust your station is covered.”


“Yes, sir. Zeke’s on it.”


“Let’s keep this short, nonetheless. Your
report, Mr. Nix. From the beginning.”


Blackthorne’s tone matched that of Jinx’s
father when it preceded meting out punishment, adding
several layers of stress to Jinx’s overloaded system. Of course, his father
used his full name at times like that, and Blackthorne hadn’t, but he might as
well have.


Josiah Ignatius Nix, what do you have to say
for yourself?


Jinx blinked away
the image of his father and met Blackthorne’s steely gaze. “Sir, I take full
responsibility for the current situation.”


“I doubt that’s the case. Tell me about
this... situation. I’ve been out of the loop.”


Jinx didn’t want to think about what had kept
the boss out of the loop. Blackthorne and Grace, his new wife, were older than
Jinx’s parents, for God’s sake. The boss’s tan suggested the two of them hadn’t
been inside their hotel room the entire time, but still—Jinx thought the
images of the op might be easier to handle than the ones threatening to take
over his brain.


“Right, sir.” Jinx dragged a hand through his
hair. “As I mentioned earlier, the target, Crystal Montlake, age twenty-seven,
was” —not wanting to give up, he corrected himself— “is the daughter of
the client, Dexter Montlake. She was vacationing in Cabo San Lucas with three
housemates from her graduate school days at Cal Tech. A reunion getaway.
According to the other women, Crystal decided to extend her vacation because
she’d met a man. Smooth-talking, good-looking, and precisely the sort of guy her father wouldn’t approve of. She swore the
others to secrecy, and that was the last they saw or heard from her. When she
was a week overdue at work, her father hired Blackthorne to find her.”


Jinx braced himself for what would come next.
No way the boss would miss it. The slight flare to Blackthorne’s nostrils told
Jinx he was right. 


Blackthorne leaned
forward, forearms on the desk, hands clasped. “I’m curious. How did what you’ve
described—which is clearly a case for our investigative branch—get into the
covert arena?”






Chapter 2


 


Jinx rested a hand on his pocket, making sure
he’d feel his phone vibrate if there were any updates. He gathered his
thoughts, ignored his pounding heart. “Sir, this did start
out with Investigations. They had more trouble than they should have tracing
Ms. Montlake, as if she was deliberately covering her tracks. The assumption
was either she expected her father to look for her and didn’t want to leave a
trail, or she’d met with foul play. The thing is, she isn’t exactly... runway
model... material. Not your typical guy magnet.


“The housemates said she’d never dated
much—always studying, shied away from the social scene—and thought it was a
little off-kilter for this stud to be attracted to her.” Jinx thought for a
second, remembering Fozzie always chasing buxom redheads, then ending up ass-over-teakettle
in love with Torie, who was anything but. “And she’s older
than the sort who are sold as sex slaves—those are usually kids.”


“Prostitution is still a possibility,”
Blackthorne said. “But I agree, I wouldn’t put that option at the top of my list. Then, there’s always the possibility that whomever
she was with didn’t want to be found, and simply by being with him, she’s also
invisible.”


“Yes, sir. They investigated that
angle, although it was tricky getting a lead on her mystery
man.” Jinx rubbed his palms on his jeans. “There was... um... some overlap.”


Blackthorne’s eyes narrowed. “Hit the bullet
points, Mr. Nix.” Irritation colored his tone.


Jinx took a breath. “Crystal Montlake was a
last-minute substitution. One of her best friends from college offered her the
trip. The friend’s sister was having a baby, and she wanted to be there. So,
Crystal took her place.”


“You think she disappeared because she was
mistaken for her friend?”


“It’s as good a guess as any. The friend works
for a telecommunications company. She’s got an engineering degree. The resort
targets those companies—offers all-expense paid trips for employees, who, it
turns out, are very much in demand by the Mexican drug cartels. They capture
and force young professionals to build private cell phone networks so they can
do their communicating off the grid.”


Blackthorne raised his fingertips and rubbed
his forehead—the most demonstrative display of emotion Jinx had ever seen. “Drug
cartel. Don’t tell me. Mr. Dalton got wind of this.”


“It wasn’t like that, sir.” Well, it was sort
of like that, but they had a legitimate target and a client willing to foot the
bill. “We didn’t go all cowboy or anything. We got approval. And once Investigations
had tracked her down, it would have come to covert ops to extract her anyway.”


“Assuming she needed to be rescued. She is,
after all, a grown woman.”


“Sir, we went with what Investigations
reported. That she was being held against her wishes.” Who wanted to run
off with a drug lord?


“But Mr. Dalton took it upon himself to... modify...
the plan to suit his personal agenda.”


“I can’t speak to that, sir. To my knowledge,
the team followed the plan, as approved.” Jinx hung his head, pinched the
bridge of his nose. Had Dalton used his uncanny powers of persuasion to get the
boss’s second-in-command to go along with it? “According to my sources, we determined
her position and discovered the tangos were going to move her. It should have
been a walk in the park, not a clusterfu—not an ambush. And, I’m sorry, but
until communications are restored, that’s all I can tell you.”


Blackthorne stood. “You verified your sources,
did you not?”


“Of course. Triple-checked. But I should
have—”


“Berating yourself does no good. Now, return
to your post and keep me informed.” Blackthorne turned his attention to his
computer. Jinx’s cue to exit. The door had hardly shut behind him when his
phone vibrated against his thigh. He yanked the phone from his pocket and took
the call. Had to be an update. “Jinx,” he almost shouted.


“Fozzie was back on line,” Zeke said. “Lost
the signal, but you should get down here.”


Jinx dashed to the end of the hall and took
the stairs three at a time. Winded, but with less excess nervous energy, he
yanked open the door to what was usually his comfort zone—the
windowless, beige-painted concrete block walls of command
central, where Zeke sat in front of one of the computers. Without turning to
acknowledge Jinx’s entrance, Zeke shook his head. Jinx stepped closer. 


Damn, the monitor displayed Blackthorne’s
screen saver, and Zeke had a headset on. Using the time to catch his breath,
Jinx waited, shifting his weight and clenching his fists.


“Ten-four,” Zeke said and swiveled his chair
around.


“Fozzie?” Jinx asked, studying Zeke’s face
for a sign it was good news.


Creases appeared between Zeke’s brows. “Yes,
but I don’t have a lot. Fozzie’s doing what he can, but the best he can get is
intermittent, garbled transmissions.”


“The team?”


“Not good.”


Jinx’s heart stopped. “Damn it, Zeke, give me
the details.”


“I’ve been cleaning up the satellite
transmission.” He clicked a couple of keys and the plasma came to life.


Jinx shoved his hands into his pockets and
watched the scene unfold again—this time in agonizingly slow motion. The smoke
and explosions were clearer, but it wasn’t any easier to determine who the
people were. “That the best you can do?”


Zeke lifted his hands from the keyboard. “You
think you can do better, be my guest.”


Jinx rubbed a hand
across his jaw, felt the stubble telling him he’d been working too long. It
pained him to admit it, even mentally—and no way would he ever say it out loud,
but Zeke was as good—maybe a tad better, even—than Jinx was at enhancing video.
“You started it. Keep going.”


Zeke’s brusque nod was his acknowledgement
that Jinx had paid him a compliment. “I count five people.” Zeke paused the replay, zoomed in, and, from his computer, drew
five circles which appeared on the plasma.


“Five could be our team and the target,” Jinx
said.


“Or, it could be five hostiles.”


“Can you get a clearer image of the people?”


“That’s what I was working on when Fozzie’s
call came through.”


“Play it back,” Jinx said. “Enhance the audio.”


“You deal with it. I’ll keep working on the
images.”


Jinx settled behind his computer and plugged
in his headset. Zeke might have the edge at image enhancement, but nobody came
near Jinx when it came to audio. Despite the piss-poor quality of the sound, no
matter that background noise and static drowned out recognizable speech, and
never mind that things cut in and out—if there was a message in there, Jinx
would find it.


Simply hearing Fozzie’s unmistakable Aussie
accent laid a sense of calm over Jinx. Even though he couldn’t recognize one
word in ten—yet—none of the ones he recognized were Mayday. They might be
dealing with a clusterfuck, but Fozzie wasn’t calling for help. Which meant the
team was probably alive. Or at least Fozzie believed they were.


Jinx pushed his programs to the limit,
alternately cursing and cajoling, but slowly, Fozzie’s transmission took shape.


“How’re you doing?” Zeke asked.


Jinx glanced at the plasma. “I’ve got good
news and bad news.”






Chapter 3


 


Two days later, Jinx lounged poolside at the Slice
of Heaven resort in Cabo San Lucas. The resort where Crystal Montlake and her
former housemates had stayed. Where he’d been sent to play field agent. He
sipped his third Margarita—virgin, unfortunately—surrounded by tropical
vegetation, heat, humidity, and what appeared to be several dozen vacationing
young professionals. 


Blackthorne had assured him everything would
be taken care of—down to an assumed identity, new appearance and wardrobe,
thanks to Investigations and significant help from Grace. Making people
disappear and reappear as someone else was her specialty.


“But, sir. I don’t have experience in the
field,” he’d protested when Blackthorne had given him this assignment. He’d
protested further when Grace had insisted on a haircut. He dragged a hand
through the unfamiliar shortness.


“You need to look like a corporate engineer,
not a computer geek,” she’d said. To that end, she’d presented him with an
expensive wheeled carryon filled with clothing suited to his new identity as a
disgruntled, recently fired engineer. “If someone searches your luggage, they
need to be convinced you’re more of a button-down kind of man.”


When Jinx had arrived and checked in, he
changed into the swim shorts and tropical print shirt he’d found inside the
case. He’d deal with unpacking the rest later.


Now, glancing around the pool area, breathing
a mixture of chlorine, coconut oil, and unfamiliar floral scents, he thought if
this was field work, maybe he could handle it. He’d been upgraded to an
executive suite where he found a fruit and cheese basket, including a bottle of
champagne, on the sitting room coffee table. Jury was out on the heat and humidity,
but it made an acceptable change from the gloomy November weather in San
Francisco.


Down here, bikini-clad women sashayed past
his chaise on their way to and from the bar, many slowing down and offering
flirtatious smiles. As they strolled by, he couldn’t help but think this was an
ass man’s paradise.


Focus, idiot.


Fingering the St. Christopher’s medal hanging
around his neck, Jinx concentrated on his new persona and cover story.


“Shouldn’t be much different from
role-playing computer games,” Zeke had said.


Only this time, it was face to face, not
behind the security of a computer. The lives that might be lost were real, and
there were no do-overs. No replays. Hours of briefings at the compound were one
thing. Having to create and maintain his cover among strangers was another
thing entirely. His stomach was doing the rumba, not listening to his brain.


Role playing. You can do it.


Jinx squeezed his medal for luck and set the
Margarita next to the two empties on the round glass-topped table beside his chaise
and picked up his cell phone. He fit right in. No surprise that at least
two-thirds of the people around the pool were either talking, texting, or messing
with a tablet. They would just as soon cut off an arm than go unplugged.


He scrolled through his contacts for the
number he and Zeke had set up. Should anyone be able to trace the call, it
would appear to go to a dummy communications company—the one he’d supposedly been
fired from. A reliable piece of intel he’d gathered was that this resort was a so-called
recruiting ground for the cartel.


He thought about Dalton, the team member who
could fit in anywhere, scam his way to wherever he needed to be. This would be the
perfect assignment for him, but—and it was a big but, because he was still
among the missing—Dalton’s historic compulsion to eliminate drug lords meant it
was likely he’d have run into people he’d met up with before.


Realizing he was procrastinating, Jinx
pressed the call button. Zeke answered immediately. “Treadwell.”


“How’s everything at the office? Any progress
on the new project? Assuming you’re allowed to tell me now that I’m persona
non grata.” They hadn’t gone so far as to create an actual code, but keeping
their transmissions short, vague, and in character on the slim chance someone
was listening, seemed prudent.


“Slow, but we’re getting there,” Zeke said. “Don’t
see why they cut you. More hands would help. Although the Aussie thinks he’ll
have one of those bugs worked out by sixteen hundred.”


Which meant they still hadn’t located the
team. From the original message Fozzie had sent, they’d learned the team had
disappeared, in all probability taken wherever the creeps planned to move
Crystal Montlake. Now what they needed was an insider, and Jinx had been
elected. All he needed to do was infiltrate the cartel’s communication center,
figure out where everyone was, and get them out. Oh, and as long as he was
there, plant a program into their system so they could monitor communications
and let the agencies responsible for dealing with drug traffic into the loop.


Sure. Piece of cake.


His stomach did another rumba.


“What’s it like down there?” Zeke asked. “Have
you met anyone interesting? Started networking for a new job?”


Jinx scanned the area. No sign of Crystal’s
stud. “Not yet. I’m sitting by the pool, soaking up a few rays. Getting the lay
of the land.”


“And probably whining about your sorry lot to
anyone who will listen,” Zeke said.


Despite Jinx’s reluctance, making himself a
target was the plan, and he’d been getting the word out, per instructions.
Fozzie, meanwhile, had been screwing with the cartel’s communication system so
they’d be hunting for a new recruit.


“I was shafted, and you know it.” Jinx
scanned the pool area again.


Crystal’s friends had provided a decent
description of the man Crystal had gone off with. Based on the sketch a
Blackthorne artist had created, the stud in question bore a strong resemblance
to Rafael, a drug lord Blackthorne, Inc. had crossed paths with on numerous
occasions. And Dalton held a particular grudge against him. No wonder he’d
modified the extraction plan.


“Anything else?” Jinx said.


“Best action’s usually at the bar,” Zeke
said. “Catch you later.”


Jinx disconnected and checked the time. He
had two hours before Fozzie’s final step was in place. He gulped down his
drink, trying to get rid of the dryness in his mouth. Time to become a field
operative.


Role playing. You can do it.


Jinx rose. Holding the back of the chaise for
support, he did his best imitation of an intoxicated retreat toward the tiki
bar at the far end of the courtyard.


“A man’s entitled to a drink or two when he
gets fired, don’t you think?” Jinx said to the bombshell of a bartender in the
skimpy bikini. He settled onto a barstool, swaying and gripping the edge of the
bamboo-trimmed bar. “I am—was—the best damn RF engineer at Treadwell, and I’m
still the best damn RF engineer anywhere.” He hid behind his dark glasses,
afraid everyone could tell he was a total phony, afraid they’d see his words
for what they were. A script. One that needed a lot more rehearsing.


“Hey, you!” Jinx pointed to another
bartender. Male, mahogany-colored skin, bright white teeth, and sporting a tank
top that did nothing to disguise a well-developed six-pack. “You know anyone
looking for a damn good engineer? And I’m second to none in cell phone security.”
Jinx tapped his chest. “I’m newly available.”


The man nudged the woman out of the way. “I’ll
take care of him.” He extended a hand to Jinx. “Welcome, Señor. I’m Ric.”


“Rick the bartender?” Jinx said. “Casablanca?
Bit of a cliché, isn’t it?”


The man shrugged and set a coaster in front
of Jinx. “In truth, my name is Ricardo, so I don’t mind. What can I get
you?” he said in English with only the slightest trace of an accent.


“Aside from a job? How ‘bout a beer. ‘Druther
have a Scotch, but we unemployed have to watch the budget. Blowing most of my
severance pay on this place.”


Ric set a chilled bottle of Dos Equis and a
frosty mug in front of Jinx, along with a tall glass of ice water. “Important
to stay hydrated.” At Jinx’s glower, Ric lifted his palms in a submissive
gesture. “Hey, it’s routine. Boss insists. Not good for the resort image to
have people passing out. I haven’t seen you here before, and we don’t want any
of our guests suffering from heat issues.”


Jinx grumbled a thanks and downed a third of
the water. He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t talk like... you know... a local.
You from around here?”


“Originally, yes, but I went to school in the
States.”


Jinx wiped his mouth. “And you ended up here?”


“My parents are getting old. This way, I can
be closer. And the money’s good.” He cut his gaze to a bevy of women in scanty
swimwear sitting at the far end of the bar. A shapely brunette lifted her glass
in his direction. “The fringe benefits aren’t bad, either.”


Jinx checked the time. Things should be
hitting the fan pretty soon, creating the need for a specialist in
communications. He motioned for the tab, making sure his room number and cover
name were big and bold when he signed it. He fished in his pocket for cash, and
slid a twenty across the bar. Picking up his beer, he said, “I think you were
right about too much sun. I’ll finish this in my room. Thanks for the advice.
And if you hear of anyone hiring, think of me.”


Ric pocketed the twenty, giving Jinx a
conspiratorial smile. “Gracias, Señor.”


Maintaining the pretense of being unsteady on
his feet, Jinx worked his way across the courtyard to the hotel lobby, where he
went straight to the elevators. He entered the suite through the bedroom door,
figured he had time for a quick shower, and turned up the volume on his cell. He
set it beside the sink where he’d be able to hear it ring, vibrate against the
counter, or see it light up if a call came through.


The hot water washed away fatigue and
tension, but Jinx couldn’t afford to get too relaxed. Gritting his teeth, one
eye on the phone, he flipped the temperature to icy-cold and stood there until
he was chilled, but alert. He stepped out of the shower and reached for St.
Christopher, which he’d left on the counter while he showered. He slipped it
over his head, wrapped a towel around his hips and headed for his suitcase,
which stood empty on the bed. His heart jumped to his throat.






Chapter 4


 


“Good afternoon, Mr. Nix.” The voice was
husky and female. Unaccented. Confident.


Jinx squinted toward the suite’s sitting
area. Bright afternoon sun glared through the gap in the flowery draperies,
painting a golden ribbon onto the carpeted floor. From his vantage point, he
couldn’t see into the room. 


He clutched at the towel. Swallowed. Whoever
it was, she knew his name. His real name. Had his cover been blown
already? What was he supposed to do? Deny who he was? Stick to your cover
story had been drummed into his head as rule number one. Could she have
seen him at the pool, followed him up? But how did she get into his room?


He glanced toward the bathroom, where he’d
shucked his clothes before showering. Even swim trunks would be better than a
towel, especially when meeting a woman. And his cell phone—his silent cell
phone—was still on the counter.


“I unpacked your clothes,” the voice went on.


Well, that solved one mystery. “Um… thank
you.”


“Not good to present a rumpled appearance,
and things get so wrinkled if you leave them packed, wouldn’t you say?”


“Um… I guess so.” Okay, this was getting
ridiculous. He decided to stick with the plan. “You’ve got the wrong room. My
name is Brand. Stephen Brand.”


“Brand, Nix. What’s in a name?”


“And you are?”


“You can call me Elle,” she said.


“L? That’s not a name, that’s a letter.” He
thought about moving toward the sitting room, but decided he was better off
where he was. This was getting too 007 for him. Next thing you knew, she’d be
pulling out gizmos that looked like money clips but detonated nuclear weapons.


A throaty laugh floated across the room. “That’s
Elle. E- L- L- E.”


You can call me, she’d said. Not, my name is. But it was a start.


“Pleased to meet you, Elle. Would it be
asking too much for you to explain what you’re doing here? In my room?”


“Waiting.”


Jinx tried to channel Dalton. Or Fozzie. Or
anyone with a clue of what to do in this situation. He heard muffled footfalls
on the carpet. Backlit against the glare, a silhouette appeared in the passageway
between the sitting room and bedroom.


Still too shadowy to make out details, there
was no mistaking the curvaceous figure of the voice’s owner. Or the gun
clutched in front of her chest.


“Hey, take it easy.” Jinx kept one hand on
the towel as he raised the other above his head. “I’m unarmed.”


“You could have a weapon strapped to the
inside of your leg under that towel,” she said.


He wondered if she was going to check. Or if
he’d mind. In the light, her features went well with her body. Her hair, shiny
and brown, was braided into a plait hanging over a
shoulder. Diamond stud earrings caught the light.


Tanned skin, high cheekbones, deep brown
eyes, and wide, full lips glistening with peach-colored lipstick.


She wore a see-through, white blouse
unbuttoned low enough to reveal what he assumed was a blue bathing suit top,
not her bra. Under other circumstances, he’d be glad to confirm it.


White slacks hugged her legs—and he’d bet she
had a great ass, but again, circumstances didn’t warrant wasting time thinking
about it. She wore low-heeled sandals, and her toes were painted a coral that
matched her lips, and—his eyes returned to the gun she
held—matched her fingernails as well.


There was a vague familiarity about her, but
nothing he could place. One of the poolside women, he decided. One of the
smiley, flirty ones, although she wasn’t smiling now.


“I assure you, I’m weaponless,” he said.


Her gaze ducked to the towel, and she smiled.
“You’re right.”


“Let’s stop playing whatever game you’re
playing. Let me get dressed, and we can talk.”


As if she’d decided she’d put him through
enough, Elle nodded. “I recommend the beige slacks and the polo with the palm
trees.”


He backed away, then opened the louvered
doors to the closet. Okay, so she knew more about his wardrobe than he did. He
found a pair of beige slacks. The polo, he guessed, would be in the dresser.
Along with underwear, he hoped. He tossed the slacks onto the bed and yanked
open the top dresser drawer. A few pair of socks, and yes, thank the Lord,
underwear. His usual boxer-briefs, but new. Heat rose to his neck as he thought
about this Elle person handling them. And what about Grace buying them? How did
she know? As far as he could recall, he’d never discussed his preferences with
anyone. He gathered everything and turned toward the bathroom.


“Where I can see you,” she said.


“What? Sorry, lady, but I don’t think we know
each other that well yet.”


She mumbled something he didn’t catch, then
pushed past him into the bathroom, leaving a light floral perfume in her wake.
She came out holding his cell phone. “All right. Two minutes.”


Jinx ducked into the bathroom, shutting the
door. And locking it. He finished dressing, wondered if he should shave, but
decided against it. He did slap on a little aftershave, though, courtesy of the
suite’s amenity offerings. Stephen Brand would probably wear aftershave.


Dressed to her specifications, he unlocked
the door and moved into the sitting area, where she’d opened the fruit basket.
She paused from spreading cheese on a cracker and gave him another once-over.


“Are you satisfied?” he asked.


“Not bad at all.” She extended the cracker to
him, and, when he refused, popped it into her mouth.


He sat across from her, in a floral print rattan chair. “Talk.”


“How about music?” She grabbed the remote and
pressed buttons. Salsa music filled the room. She tugged her ear and wiggled
her fingers.


When Jinx had arrived in his room, he’d swept
for bugs using a clever modification to his cell phone. He’d found one in the
bedroom and another in the sitting area. When he’d reported them to HQ, his
orders were to leave them alone. Removing them would create suspicion. And
along with that order came yet another reminder of rule number one. Stay in
character. But she’d obviously turned on the music to mask what they were
saying.


Who the hell was she? Had Blackthorne sent her to help? If so, she would have mentioned
it, wouldn’t she?


The gun was gone, he noticed. Probably in the
large blue-flowered purse sitting on the floor beside the small loveseat, also
rattan, with a floral print to match the chairs. All
very tropical. He stepped to the sliders and opened the drapes. She didn’t stop
him. Not that there was anywhere to go other than the small balcony. He sure as
hell wasn’t jumping ten stories. This room overlooked the ocean, not the
pool—not that he’d have jumped into the pool from here. He hesitated before
opening the slider. “You think someone else has a gun and wants to shoot me?”


“No, and I don’t want to shoot you. I wanted
to make sure you’d listen.”


“I’m listening.” He stared at the surf, the
sunlight reflecting off the water like so many diamonds.


A deep intake of breath. “We have a mutual
interest.” The confidence, the bravado, was missing from her tone now.


Jinx sensed a tinge of desperation. He took
his eyes off the water and turned toward her, meeting her gaze. “Which is?”


“We’re both searching for missing people.”


He plucked an apple from the fruit basket and
tossed it from hand to hand.


Stay in character.


“I don’t understand. I’m here for a little
escape, a little regrouping, a little networking. I just lost my job.”


She shook her head. “My sister was staying
here. Got a free five-day stay—a perk through her job. You know, listen to a
sales pitch, yada, yada. She never came home. She said she’d met a man, she
thought he was her Mr. Right, and she wasn’t coming home. But she’d never have
done that.”


Jinx took a bite of the apple. Chewed.
Swallowed. “You know this because?”


“Because she’s gay. I might have
believed it if she’d said she’d found Miss Right, but her message—it was a
text. She hated texting. If she couldn’t call, she’d have emailed. Sent me a
private message on Facebook. But the tone was totally wrong. I don’t think she
sent it at all. This was the last place I traced her to.”


“Traced her?”


“I knew she was coming here. We’d talked a
few times. Her last cell phone transmission was from this resort.”


“And you know this because?”


“Because I’m a cop.”






Chapter 5


 


Elle Sheridan studied the man in front of
her, wondering if she’d been wasting her time. It was his eyes. Deep blue,
thick lashes. Compelling, but all wrong. Cautious, guarded. Maybe a little
fearful. Not cop eyes. Not investigator eyes. Soft. Everything about him seemed
soft. Untested. As if he was uncomfortable in his own
skin. Not what she’d expected.


Had her source been mistaken? Was this the
wrong man? When she’d gone through his things, nothing indicated he was
anything but a man on vacation. The clothes were all new, but it wasn’t totally
out of the realm of possibility for a man visiting a different climate. And if he was a Blackthorne investigator, he’d have made
sure his cover was perfect. She hadn’t risked opening his laptop—she wasn’t a
computer techie, and without someone from the geek squad with her, she didn’t
think she’d be able to get anything out of it.


After a week in this resort, she’d made no
progress in locating Trish. If there was the slightest possibility this man
could help her find her sister, she’d give it a shot.


“Sit down, Mr. Brand,” she said. “I assume
you know what you’re doing. I’m willing to go along with your charade.”


He sat, then took another bite of his apple. “Charade?
I already told you—more than once—I’m trying to get a little distance from a
lousy situation at work. How about telling me how you got into my room.”


Although she wasn’t used to being on the
receiving end of an interrogation, she opted to let him ask his questions. “I’ve
got connections with housekeeping.”


And thank goodness for that. Her leave of
absence from the force would be over in a matter of days, and her funds had already
plunged into the red. If not for the kind hearts in the housekeeping
department, she wouldn’t have lasted this long. But the resort was full now,
and the room they’d let her crash in was no longer available.


“The maid let you in?” he asked.


She shrugged. “I told her I was surprising my
fiancé.”


He stopped, eyes wide, the apple halfway to
his mouth. He shook his head. “You got half of that right,” he said. “The
surprise half, in case you’re wondering.”


So the man had a sense of humor. Good enough.
But she wouldn’t spring part B on him yet.


“Next question,” he went on. “Why did you
call me Mr. Nix? Who’s he?”


The words were right, but the tone and body
language were all wrong. Definitely not a seasoned investigator. “Eye contact
would make your question more believable, Mr. Brand. Although if we’re engaged,
I suppose I should be calling you Stephen—or do you prefer Steve?”


He stood, stomped to the wastebasket and
slam-dunked the rest of his apple. “Damn it, what are you doing here?”


He did project the totally confused look
quite well, she’d give him credit for that. Still, she thought Blackthorne
would have sent someone with more experience. Then again, maybe they were simply
going through the motions. Proving to their client they’d taken the requisite
steps—or starting with the low man on the totem pole, planning to replace him
when he failed, thus justifying charging the client even more big bucks.


She leaned forward, fished through the gift basket
for more cheese and crackers. Food prices at the resort were astronomical—she
wouldn’t pass up anything free. Chewing slowly, she let him wait. Watched him
for any tells, anything to let her inside his head. All she got was confusion,
with a touch of indignation. Perfect for an innocent man, but it wasn’t ringing
true for her. Her radar was pinging. She swallowed. Wiped her mouth with a
paper cocktail napkin.


“Looking for my sister,” she said. “If your
cover says you’re Stephen Brand, then fine, be Stephen Brand. But I know
Crystal Montlake disappeared from this resort at about the same time my sister
did. I know Blackthorne, Inc. was hired to find Crystal. I know at least four
other people who’ve gone missing from this resort in the last three months. I
know the resort disavows any knowledge of their disappearances. According to
the resort muckety-mucks, they all checked out on schedule, bills paid in full,
and took the hotel shuttle to the airport. Where the trail goes dead.”


He hesitated too long before he spoke.
Clearly trying to decide what to say. Finally, he broke the silence. “That
doesn’t answer my question. Why do you think I’ve got anything to do with any
of this?”


At this point, she was having doubts as to
the man’s usefulness, but since she needed a place to sleep tonight, she was
going to have to move forward. At least he had a suite, so she could sleep on
the sofa bed.


Ignoring his denial, she pressed forward. “I
want to find my sister. You want to find Crystal Montlake.”


He rubbed the nape of his neck. “You said you’re
a cop. Prove it.”


She reached down and hoisted her purse to the
sofa. She unzipped the compartment that held her badge and ID and pulled out
the textured leather case. She tossed it at him. “This good enough for you?”


He studied it, comparing her with her picture,
she imagined. She sat up straight and stared blankly at him, mimicking the pose
in the photo.


He shuffled to the chair, tossing the badge
case onto the coffee table, and sank down, elbows on knees, head in his hands. “Steve’s
fine,” he said. “Give me my phone.”


She glanced around the room and lowered her
voice. “Not sure that’s wise.”


A hint of confidence she hadn’t seen before crossed
his expression. He matched her tone. “Which is why I’m going to text. I’m
supposed to be here, remember. Getting my location isn’t going to tell anyone
anything. And I’m calling the office.” His eyes narrowed. “Treadwell
Communications. Where I used to work, which also shouldn’t send up any red
flags.”


Okay, so maybe he had some idea of what he
was doing. She accepted his arguments and handed over the phone.


While he did his thing, she occupied herself
with the fruit and cheese. She’d eat the wrappers on the cracker packets if he
thought he’d fooled her with that Treadwell crap. She’d bet a month’s pay he
was calling Blackthorne.






Chapter 6


 


Jinx rubbed his neck, surprised again when
his fingers found skin, not the longer hair he was used to tugging when he was
upset. He toyed with the chain of his medal instead. He so wanted to get
back to Blackthorne HQ, to his computers, where he knew who he was and what he
was doing. Waiting while Zeke researched Elle twisted his shorts. That was what
Jinx was good at. Okay, Zeke was good at it, too, but having to rely on Zeke
still grated.


Cursing the limitations of texting and
waiting—mostly waiting—Jinx tapped his bare foot on the carpet. Elle seemed
content to make inroads into the food basket. Nothing about her demeanor
indicated she was nervous about what they’d find. Unlike him. He was a tangled
mass of nerves. In fact, she seemed pleased he was checking.


His phone buzzed against his hand, indicating
another text from Zeke. He read the display.


AOK. Works Vice Riverside PD. Sister
legit. Not returned home. Resort lures w/ free stays. Brothel recruiting common.


If the sister—Trish—looked anything like
Elle, Jinx could see why she might have been picked up. He tapped ms recd
and hit send.


“What brought your sister here?” Jinx asked
Elle.


“A freebie from work. Trish works in HR. A
lot of promo and perks cross her desk, and she decided to take advantage of
this one.”


Jinx’s radar hummed. “Where does she work?”


“Cell Phone Solutions in L.A.”


And there was the connection. He sent Zeke a
quick text, updating him. “You have a picture of your sister?” he asked Elle.


She set aside the orange she was peeling and
reached into her purse. Jinx tensed, wondering if she was going to pull out the
gun again. No, she’d have done that long ago if shooting him was her real
motive. She pulled out her cell phone, fussed with it, and handed it to him.
The display was a picture of a woman who resembled Elle enough to be her twin,
although the woman’s hair was a lighter shade of brown with gold streaks, and
cut super-short.


“She’s three years younger than I am,” Elle
said. “And we need to find her. I doubt whoever’s taken her is going to care
about finding the medication she needs.”


“Medication?” Jinx asked. “Is she sick?”


“Not sick. She has a genetic disorder called
Factor V Leiden. It’s a clotting disorder, not usually that serious, but she’s had
complications since she was a kid. Her health—maybe her life—will be in danger
if she doesn’t have her meds.” She reached into her purse again and took out a prescription
medicine vial, and offered it to him.


Jinx shook it off. He was no doctor, so it
wouldn’t matter if he knew what Trish’s condition was, or if the medications
Elle was showing him were the real thing. He’d have to trust that Elle’s
concerns were genuine. The sense of urgency she
projected rang true. If Trish was with Crystal, and if the team was alive and
well, and if Fozzie’s plan worked, Hotshot, the medic, would take care of
Trish.


If, if, if. Too many ifs.


Elle dropped the vial on the sofa and gazed
at him expectantly. “You with me on this?”


But lesson number two that had been drilled
into him was don’t trust anyone. He picked up the phone and texted the
questions about Trish’s health to Zeke, although Jinx doubted he’d get much. These
days, it would be easier to tap into Homeland Security than to breach HIPAA’s
rules and regs.


Understood. All seems OK her end, Zeke texted.


Jinx tapped the question that was bugging
him. How does she know who I am?


Ask her.


Jinx set the phone aside. He hadn’t had an
appetite since this whole undercover nonsense began, but watching Elle eat had
his mouth watering. “You want dinner?” he asked. “I can order from Room
Service.”


A hint of a smile played at the corner of her
mouth. She’d have a nice smile, he thought, if it reached her eyes. He tried
priming the pump with a smile of his own, but got lifted eyebrows in return.


“All right,” he went on. “Let’s say I believe
your story for now. Tell me why you think I’m your Mr. Nix, and what’s your
connection to this Blackthorne company you mentioned?”


“Lobster,” she said. “Lemon. Plenty of
butter. Over rice. Side salad. Vinaigrette. Chocolate cake.” She eyed the
bottle of champagne, then removed it from the basket and studied the label. “This
should do fine after it’s chilled.” She crossed the room to the kitchenette and
put the bottle in the freezer.


Okay, so she was avoiding the current
question. “Does this mean you’ll answer my questions in return for a lobster
dinner?”


She came to the couch and this time her
smile, although fleeting, was genuine. “If you’ll answer mine. Tit for tat.”


“Given you showed up holding a gun on me, I’m
going first.”


“Not until you order the food.” She reached
over to the end table and produced a padded binder, the resort’s name embossed
in gold on the burgundy leather.


Jinx flipped to the Room Service menu. His
eyebrows shot upward when he saw the prices. Blackthorne would pitch a fit at
the expense report. Then again, he’d approved the tab for new clothes and
travel without blinking an eye. Judging from the stories Jinx had heard from
teams returning from ops, this might be his last chance for a substantial meal.
He placed Elle’s order, added a steak and baked potato for himself. And a
salad, to cover the “you need something green” his mother had drilled into him.
And why not go whole hog? He stuck another piece of chocolate cake onto the
order.


He hung up and set the binder next to the
fruit basket. “Food’s ordered. We have twenty to thirty minutes. Why don’t we
see how many questions we can get out of the way so we can enjoy the meal once
it gets here.” He didn’t give her a chance to say no before he repeated his
initial question. “Why do you think my name is Nix, and what or who is
Blackthorne?”


“That’s two questions,” she said.


“Fine. I’m feeling generous. You decide which
one to answer first.”


She smoothed out her napkin. “Blackthorne,
Inc. is a private investigation and security company based in San Francisco.
They’re well known for their results—and their prices. If I had the money, I’d
have hired them to find Trish.”


Which told him nothing. Blackthorne did have
a widespread and excellent reputation. If Elle wanted help finding her sister,
Blackthorne, Inc. was a first-rate choice. It stood to reason she’d have checked
into it. And, of course, it stood to reason she’d be willing to answer that
question.


“How about answering the other question. Why
do you think I’m Nix?”


“My turn,” she said.


“Go.” He braced himself, hoping he could keep
a poker face. She might be a cop, and she might be looking for her sister, but
she couldn’t be part of a Blackthorne op. Rescuing the lost team and finding
Crystal—and maybe Trish—were two separate operations. Right now, his mission
was to find the team.


Elle crossed her arms over her chest. “At
this point, I don’t care who you are. Will you help me?”


He hadn’t expected that. Or the way her
imploring eyes twisted something in his chest. He was trying to come up with an
answer when a knock on the door interrupted his thought collection process.


“Room Service,” said an accented male voice
from the hall.


Jinx exchanged a brief look of surprise with
Elle. “That was quick,” he said. He opened the door to a uniformed waiter with
a white-linen covered cart holding a large stainless steel dome.


“Señor, the kitchen it is being late. They
send these appetizers as apologizing.” The waiter, who appeared to be at least
eighty years old, shuffled across the room, supporting himself on the cart as
if it were a walker. “Where I should put?”


Elle pointed to the kitchen counter. “There
would be fine.”


Jinx fished his wallet out of his pocket and
extracted a few bills.


The man shook his head. “Señor, no tip
for special apologizing service.”


“It’s not your fault the kitchen is behind.”
Jinx extended the money.


The waiter smiled. “Gracias, Señor.”
He clasped Jinx’s hand in his as he accepted the gratuity. Jinx felt a brief
prick, then nothing.






Chapter 7


 


Elle tried to get past the throbbing in her
head and the roiling in her stomach. She lay there a moment, letting the
memories weave through the tangle of barbed wire that seemed to have replaced
her brain.


Stupid, stupid, stupid. 


She’d accepted the waiter at face value—a
harmless old man, trying to do his job. He’d seemed genuinely concerned for
Jinx. Without thinking, she’d rushed to help. Stupid, stupid, stupid. A
prick, then nothing.


Stupid, stupid, stupid. She remembered the waiter’s eyes right before she felt the
needle. Dull, expressionless. No misgivings, no remorse. Nothing apologetic in
his gaze. How many others had he drugged? Had he taken Trish?


Elle had been in jams before. Working undercover
in Vice had its inherent dangers. But she’d always had backup.


Start thinking like a cop.


Slowly, her head cleared enough to assess her
situation. Darkness. Was it night? Her heart thudded. Being in unknown
places—especially dark unknown places—had never been near the top of her wish
list. Hell, it wasn’t anywhere near being on her list.


She blinked, felt cloth on her eyes. Okay,
she was blindfolded. She could deal with that. Hands and feet bound. Duct tape?
Probably. Lying curled on her side. On something hard. Cold seeped through her
thin cotton slacks. Rumbling, vibrating. Engine sounds?


Another sound. A groan. Behind her? She tried
to get her bearings, but direction had little meaning. Didn’t feel like she’d
been tossed into the trunk of a car. She got the impression she was in
something bigger. Not on a road—not bumping enough, no tire sounds. Not enough
rocking to be a boat. Big ship? A possibility. She could be lying in the hold
of a cruise ship. The port wasn’t far from the resort.


Good. You’re thinking. Keep it up.


A plane, she decided. Made more sense. Get
her wherever they were taking her via the fastest route. If she was on a plane,
then she’d been out longer than it took to get to the airport. She had no
recollection of anything after the waiter pricked her with whatever he gave
her.


Another muffled groan. Nix?


No, she had to think of him as Steve.
Her fiancé. If he was working undercover for Blackthorne, she knew better than
to blow it for him.


A groan wasn’t enough for her to recognize
him, although if he spoke, she was sure she’d know it was him. He was tall and
thin. Boyish. Cute more than handsome. But instead of the high-pitched tones
she’d expected, his voice had resonated, rich and deep, when he’d answered her questions. 


She squirmed, trying to work herself into a
sitting position. She’d still be bound, but sitting up wouldn’t have the
helpless feel lying down did.


She heard a thunk, and the engine sounds got
louder. A door opening?


“Ah, chica, you are awake, yes?” A
voice made itself heard over the noise. Definitely not Steve’s voice.
Thick accent, filled with scorn and superiority.


Yeah, right. Lose the duct tape and
blindfold, and we’ll see who’s superior.


“I am awake, yes,” she said. “Where the hell
am I, and where are you taking me? And what’s with the blindfold?” Two reasons
she could think of. One, they didn’t want her to see her captor, which was good,
if anything about this situation could be good. It meant they were less likely
to kill her for being able to identify whoever had her. She was pretty damn
sure it wasn’t the old waiter. Or, they didn’t want her to know where they were
taking her. Or both, she thought. Or a third possibility. They simply wanted to
be in a position of dominance.


“Trust me, chica, there is nothing to
see. We will be landing soon.”


So, she’d been right about the plane. “Hey,
aren’t you going to help me fasten my seatbelt and make sure my seatback is in
the upright and locked position? And what about my tray table? And my fiancé?
Where is he? If you’ve hurt him—”


A snort. “Oh, you have the fire. The patrón
will like you. And maybe I will have—what is your word?—pleasure—as well.”


Footfalls faded away, followed by another ‘thunk’
which she assumed was the door closing.


Her head continued to throb, but not as
intensely. She regrouped. Just because she couldn’t see didn’t mean she couldn’t
use her other senses. She strained to take in as much as she could. A heady
aroma of sweat had accompanied the voice, even though she hadn’t sensed him
approaching. Good thing. His breath probably matched his body odor.


“Elle?” That was Steve’s voice,
slurred, but distinctively his.


“You okay?” she asked.


Another groan. “Damn, get the percussion
section out of my head.”


“It’ll fade with time. Mine’s down to a
couple of kettle drums.”


She heard him shifting on the floor.
Thumping. Scraping. “Are you taped up?” she asked.


“If that’s why I can’t feel my hands and
feet, I guess the answer is yes. What the hell happened, and where the hell are
we?”


“We’ve been drugged. At least I have, and I
assume you have, too. They must have given you a bigger dose. Mine’s wearing
off. Are you blindfolded?”


“Ah, that would explain the inability to see.”


“All I can figure is we’re on a plane. A guy
poked his head in a minute ago, said we were about to land.”


“An odorific one? I have a fuzzy memory of that
much.”


The plane tilted downward, and Elle tried to
brace herself. “They aren’t much for FAA safety regs, apparently.”


A thud and another expletive answered her.
And then she was rolling, bumping, feeling like a ball in a pinball
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