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To Megan,

My reflection in the mirror. My light in the
shadows.

Oh, how we soar when we spread our wings!


Chapter One

The Cleveland hotel room was pitch-dark. An
unnatural chill hung in the air. Rachel Portola reached for Claire
but found only cold sheets and an empty bed. She threw the covers
off and swung her feet over the side of the mattress, vaguely
remembering the lamp hitting the floor, its porcelain base
shattering into hundreds of small, triangular shards.

She scanned the murky blackness. Straining.
Listening.

A sliver of light crossed the floor.

A flashlight losing power?

Captured in the weak beam, her grandfather’s
pearl-handled hunting knife lay among the broken pieces of
shattered lamp. Blood coated its sharp edge.

Claire’s dead!

The realization wrapped around her like a thick,
heavy shroud—smothering her, choking her. She flailed against it,
gasping, but her chest constricted with each breath, forcing the
air from her lungs. She swallowed hard, her tongue like sandpaper
against the back of her throat.

More light pierced the darkness, as if beckoning her
to look.

Claire would be there on the floor, amid the
shattered pieces of lamp, her dull, lifeless eyes staring back, her
wheat-colored hair soaked with blood.

Something moved behind her on the bed. She
stiffened, shifting her gaze to check the floor. The knife was
gone. Danger was there, right there, about to grab her.

She tried to lunge forward.
Something—someone—gripped her, held her tight. She writhed to free
herself. She screamed but heard no sound. Only pain. Deep, cutting
pain in her side as Eshee Yumiko stabbed her and thrust the knife
upward.

 


“Rachel. Rachel, wake up.”

Claire’s familiar, melodic voice grew stronger. It
drifted in and out, as if echoing off a canyon wall. Rachel fought
to open her eyes.

“Rachel, wake up.”

Something brushed her shoulder. She bolted
upright.

Claire lay next to her in the faint light of early
dawn. With warm, delicate fingers, she caressed the curve of
Rachel’s jawline. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Did you have
a nightmare?”

Rachel wrapped her arms around her, forcing out the
lingering images, holding Claire tighter, unable to get close
enough.

Claire slipped her arms around her. “Your heart’s
beating a mile a minute.”

Rachel buried her face in Claire’s neck. Warmth and
love reached back to greet her, comfort her.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

Rachel cleared her throat. “No. It’s nothing.”

“You don’t look like it’s nothing. Talk to
me.”

The anxiety and apprehension of the possibility that
Yumiko might harm her or Claire were vivid and intrusive, creeping
into her dreams. It was unrealistic to be so anxious. Yumiko was
locked away in prison and couldn’t harm either of them, yet the
anxiety persisted. She couldn’t explain why, only that it did,
lingering like a wolf after the kill. As hard as she tried, she
couldn’t shake the feeling that somewhere, somehow, she’d have to
face Yumiko again, that Yumiko would go after Claire this time, and
she wouldn’t be able to protect her. She wanted to forget Eshee
Yumiko and everything that had happened. Oh, how she wanted to
forget!

“It’s just the same old concern. It makes it worse
if I talk about it. You have your memory back now, and we’re here
together. That’s all that matters.” She kissed Claire’s neck, then
brushed her cheek against her soft skin. “It was nothing but a
nightmare.”

She pushed the thoughts out, forcing them back into
the darkness. They began to fade, receding like a stop sign in the
rearview mirror. She knew what would help fill the dark space, what
always helped. Claire was here now. “I need you.”

Claire rolled Rachel to her back and slid over her,
covering her with her body. Rachel embraced her, almost in
desperation, and held on.

Claire whispered in her ear. “Baby, you’re
trembling. Talk to me. Was it her?”

Rachel pressed her cheek against the side of
Claire’s face and nodded.

“Was it bad?”

“Just the part about you.”

“Let’s take your mind off it. I’ll help you forget.”
Claire kissed the side of Rachel’s neck and moved to her mouth,
pressing her lips against hers. She pushed herself up on her hands,
hovering over her, looking into her eyes.

Rachel reached behind Claire’s ear and gently traced
the rigid scar. Claire had most of her memories back now, and she
was safe. Derrick was dead and couldn’t hurt her anymore. But
Yumiko…what about her?

Claire smiled and lay back down beside her, leaning
on her elbow. “Let it go.” She glided her hand down Rachel’s waist
to her stomach and then to her breasts, touching gently, kissing
her with lips full of warmth and promise.

The wanting began in Rachel’s breasts, radiating
into her core. Nipples hardened. Muscles relaxed. Pressure and heat
began to build, mingling and fusing with desire and need. She ran
her hands through Claire’s silky hair and down her firm back. “What
you do to me.”

The flecks of gold in Claire’s sea-green eyes caught
the reflection from the first rays of the sun shining through the
hotel window. “Does that mean I get to do whatever I want?”

Rachel smiled as Claire’s love flowed into her,
forcing out all the darkness and foreboding.


Chapter Two

A gust of bone-chilling Cleveland winter wind caught
Eshee Yumiko off guard, making her shudder and whipping her long
hair into her face. She dropped the cell phone into her purse and
slid into the taxi. The pungent odor of rancid deodorizer and body
sweat hit her the minute she closed the car door. She breathed
through her mouth and spoke quickly. “Evie J’s nightclub, West
Sixth.”

The burly cab driver nodded and drove away from the
curb, his pale-white stubby fingers sticking out of his frayed
half-gloves as he gripped the steering wheel.

The Cleveland skyline loomed over her, bulging with
steel and glass. The buildings seemed cold and harsh, as if
protesting the brutal winter. The sharp crunch of snow beneath the
tires reminded her of how much she missed the warmth and comfort of
her home in the Philippines.

“What part of Asia are you from,” the cabdriver
asked.

She didn’t answer.

His broad shoulders lifted. “Whatever.”

She was glad she wouldn’t be staying in Cleveland
and was going back to Los Angeles, and then on to her home island.
It was the height of the best weather of the year.

Her cell phone rang. The picture of her stepbrother,
Alon Ocampo, appeared.

“The FBI has Jamison at their facility in Arizona.
Ralston handed him over to them in Cleveland.” He didn’t bother
with small talk or niceties. It wasn’t his style, or hers. “Do you
think he talked?”

Yumiko lowered her voice and turned away from the
driver. “Of course, he talked. I’m sure he told Ralston everything
he knew before he turned him over to the FBI.”

“What do you want me to do?”

She grabbed the door handle as the taxi driver
swerved to miss a pedestrian. “It’s just a matter of time before
Jamison talks to the FBI and makes a deal, but he doesn’t know as
much as he thinks he does. Get someone to take care of him as soon
as they move him out of Arizona and into wherever prison they put
him in. Make sure he knows the message is from me. He’s already
done the damage. Increase security at the compound in Los Angeles.
That’s the last place Jamison knew where I was. If I know Ralston,
he’s already on his way there.”

“When Ralston took Jamison, I’m sure he contacted
Brice Chambers at MI6. It would be wise for you to get back here to
the Philippines as quickly as possible. When can you leave?”

She didn’t have a firm answer yet, and it irritated
her. She hated uncertainty. “Soon. I need to take care of something
here in Cleveland first. Then I’ll go back to the compound in Los
Angeles, and then home.”

Alon began to speak Tagalog, and she smiled as she
listened. She missed home. She’d been away too long.

She handed the money to the cab driver through the
opening of the scratched, smeared Plexiglas. When she opened the
door, the harsh winter air raked her lungs as she took in a deep
breath.

She slipped on her skin-tight, black leather gloves
and stepped to the entrance of Evie J’s. The piercing cold gnawed
her fingers as she gripped the frozen metal handle and pulled. The
heavy wooden door shut behind her with a loud thud,
immediately blocking the sunlight. She walked forward, squinting.
The dim light from the neon red, yellow, and blue signs seeped down
the dark-bricked walls, trickling onto the round tables crammed
together so tightly she was forced to walk sideways between them or
put one foot directly in front of the other, like a tightrope
walker.

As soon as her eyes adjusted, she quickly scanned
the room, spotting her prey. Tilly Evans was on the stage, papers
in her hand, talking to a man holding a bright neon-blue electric
guitar.

Yumiko pulled her gloves off as she maneuvered to
one of the tables in the darkest area at the back of the room. She
unbuttoned her pleated mohair overcoat and removed the
gray-and-green silk scarf from around her neck. She sat, slipped
her arms out of the coat, and wrapped it tightly around her
shoulders, never taking her eyes off Evans. The stench of stale
beer and fried foods assaulted her senses as she ordered a White
Russian from the waiter. American pigs.

She eyed Evans like a buzzard circling roadkill. She
wasn’t as tall as she thought she’d be. She’d spent hours looking
at pictures of her and Sarah Reynolds, close friends of Rachel
Portola, deciding which one would be the easier target. Reynolds
was a registered nurse and worked at one of the difficult-to-access
Cleveland hospitals. But Evans sang in nightclubs, had later hours,
parked in mostly open lots, and traveled between Cleveland,
Chicago, and Las Vegas. Yumiko could have her people take Evans
whenever it suited her. She’d do nicely. She was trim and looked
like she worked out but could be overpowered easily. In the end, it
wasn’t about Evans. It was about Rachel Portola.

Yumiko’s thoughts slipped back to when she’d taken
Portola to the Philippines and what she’d done to her because
Portola had put the trigger into her computer program and destroyed
the system. She’d beaten Portola into submission, and after she’d
fixed the program, Yumiko ordered her killed. Unfortunately,
Portola had been taken from her before her men could do it. She
tightened her hand into a fist. Jack Ralston and his security team
had shown up and disrupted her plan. Now, once again, he and
Portola had interfered in her life. She would deal with Portola
when it suited her, but Ralston would have to be taken care of if
he showed up at the compound in Los Angeles.

Evans brushed her mid-length blond hair out of her
face and set a bottle of water on the wooden stool beside her on
the stage. A short, bald, red-faced man adjusted her microphone for
the second time. Obviously a rehearsal day. The crowd noise from
the fifty or so people milling around the room faded in and out as
the band tuned.

Yumiko readjusted in her chair, watching,
unimpressed.

Evans put her hand up above her eyes, as if to block
the lights, and peered out toward the audience. “If any of you in
the back can’t hear us, you should have bought better tickets.”

The people laughed, but Yumiko didn’t react. She
slowly rolled the bottom edge of the half-empty glass of alcohol on
the table, periodically watching Evans and the band, imagining a
variety of ways to hurt Rachel Portola, an activity she’d richly
enjoyed in recent weeks.

She had bargained her freedom with MI6 in exchange
for giving up her stepfather, which in the end had worked out well
for all parties, except maybe her stepfather. That didn’t really
matter, though. He was dying of liver cancer anyway. She hadn’t
felt anything six weeks later when she’d gotten the call that he’d
died. As a matter of fact, she was relieved. She remembered his
foul breath and his sweaty body as he humped her when she was
twelve. She’d tried to fight him off, but the more she struggled,
the more excited he got. She’d learned how to manipulate him to get
what she wanted.

Once she gave him up to MI6, she took over the
family’s illegal operations in the Philippines and reestablished
her connections in the US. She gripped the glass tighter. MI6 and
Portola had gotten into her operation in the Philippines and
exposed it, and then Portola and Ralston’s people managed to
interfere in her US operation as well. But they hadn’t exposed
everything, and now she’d get even. Time to put an end to Rachel
Portola once and for all. She had disrupted too much of her life.
Cost her too much money in lost revenue. She was a thorn in her
side, and it was time to remove it.

She drank more of the alcohol, which burned, smooth
and pleasant, as it went down.

Portola and Ralston were in the security business,
and she was right in front of them, watching Portola’s friend, and
no one realized it. She knew Portola’s location, what she was
doing, who she was with, and she could do whatever she wanted to
her, like she’d done before. She breathed deeply, satisfied with
herself. She could take Portola any time.

All the details weren’t worked out yet, but one
thing was certain—she was going to kill her. And she intended to
enjoy tormenting her as much as possible before she destroyed her
life. If it meant going after Portola’s wife and her friends, so be
it. Thinking about it brought a satisfaction she hadn’t experienced
in a long time. Portola would feel the pain and know loss. She
cursed her under her breath, then sipped the alcohol, the taste
washing away the bitterness of having failed to kill her the first
time.

It wasn’t hard to obtain information about Portola,
her wife Claire Davenport, or their close friends. Yumiko had
enough cash to buy any kind of information she wanted. Money wasn’t
important to her, not anymore. What was important was what it got
her. And she’d get Portola—at any cost.

The security team Portola worked for had taken
Jamison, her main advisor in the US. He was weak, like most
Americans. She knew he would talk, so she threw him away. She was
steps ahead of them and had enough time to deal with whatever
information he might provide them.

She drained the glass, then signaled the waiter and
tossed the cash onto the table, not taking her eyes off Evans as
she put on her heavy coat, scarf, and gloves. The possibilities of
what she could do to unsettle Portola were deliciously limitless.
She’d go back to Los Angeles and then on to the Philippines to
regroup and formulate her plan. Revenge, however long it took. She
had no reason to hurry. She smiled as she left the club.


Chapter Three

Yumiko glanced out the kitchen window at the Los
Angeles sunset, glad to be out of Cleveland and the miserable
weather. She added the creamer to the cup of coffee and tossed the
spoon into the stainless-steel sink. She picked up her cell phone
once again off the kitchen counter.

Alon spoke louder, as if it would help her
understand his concern. She understood perfectly. She just didn’t
care. He was the one who couldn’t understand, not about this.

“Don’t let your obsession about these people
distract you. This is serious. Ralston isn’t someone to mess around
with. If he’s on his way to Los Angeles, you should not be
there.”

“Do not forget your place, Alon. I am the head of
the family. Not you.”

“That’s exactly my point. You need to be here,
leading this family, not there, planning some kind of sick
vendetta.”

“I’ll be home when I get home.” She abruptly ended
the call. He constantly pushed her, and she didn’t like it. She’d
been away too long. Alon had taken liberties. He’d gained too much
influence on the family. But she couldn’t leave, not yet.

“Remember, don’t do anything,” she told the armed
guard beside her. “I want them to get into the house.”

“You want them to get in?”

She sipped her coffee. “Yes. Pull all the guards
except two. Don’t make it easy for them, or they’ll sense a trap. I
want Ralston and whoever comes with him alive. I doubt Portola will
be with him, but if she is, I don’t want her hurt. Do you
understand?”

The man nodded and went outside.

It was just a matter of time before Ralston showed.
She would stay and enjoy the pleasure of seeing him get what was
coming to him. She remembered his expression when his team held her
at gunpoint. Now it was his turn.

She went into the surveillance room and sat beside
Akira.

He leaned back in the chair and stretched his arms.
“I shut off the alarms but left all the monitoring systems on.”

Yumiko scanned the monitors. “They’re coming. Either
tonight or tomorrow night.”

He checked his watch. “It’s after two. Just a few
more hours until daylight.”

“Relax. It will be soon if he chooses tonight. Make
sure the cameras down the street are on.”

Akira rechecked the control panel and adjusted two
of the cameras. “What makes you so sure he’ll try this?”

“Because he thinks he’s superior and has the skills
to do it.” Yumiko tapped the desk. “Keep a close watch on the
cameras, especially on the street. If we have any weak spots in the
perimeter, Ralston will find them. I don’t want any surprises.”

She left and climbed the spiral staircase to the
master bedroom. She lay on her back, spread-eagled on the bed.
Should she leave or stay? What if Ralston did manage to get some
type of advantage once he was in the house? No. She would make sure
he didn’t. She would go home to the Philippines, but not before he
arrived, and she saw how it would play out.

Something touched her shoulder, and she jerked
awake.

Akira stood over her. “They’re here. Two. They just
passed the street and are working their way toward the
compound.”

Yumiko bolted off the bed. “I want everyone ready.
No mistakes.”

She went to the surveillance room and watched but
spotted nothing on the monitors. “You sure?”

“Yes. They’re here. Our weakest point is the garage.
They’ll most likely come through there and through the door to the
kitchen,” Akira said.

Yumiko put on a protective vest and met three of her
men at the kitchen door. Her heart pounded. Sweat dripped under her
arms. Just a few more minutes.

Ralston was first through the door, his
semiautomatic aimed and ready to fire.

They were taken down quickly and carried into the
back room. She sat in a cushioned armchair, waiting, staring at
them, unconscious on the floor, as she ruminated on how to use them
to get what she wanted.

Ralston finally woke, his hands secured behind his
back. He watched her as he struggled to free his hands. The other
man next to him on the floor was moaning.

Yumiko stood between two of her men, one hand on her
hip, glowering at him. “Welcome.” She nodded. A rifle butt went
down on Ralston’s cheek.

She waited a few minutes until his eyes fluttered
open again and then kicked him in the side. “You Americans think
you can do whatever you want.”

He squinted, as if trying to focus. “That would be
you, honey. You’re the one who tried to scam our hospitals and help
yourself to the insurance dollars. That didn’t work out too well
for you, did it?”

Immediately Akira kicked him in the stomach. Ralston
grunted. The other man moved his legs.

Yumiko flicked her hand. “Stand them up.”

Akira and a guard grabbed Ralston and forced him up,
while two more guards dragged the other man to his feet.

Ralston weaved.

Yumiko eyed the other man. “I know you. You were
with him in the Philippines.”

“Yes.”

“What’s your name?”

He straightened his shoulders but didn’t answer.

She grabbed the gun from the guard next to her and
aimed it at the man’s head. “I won’t ask you again.”

“Go ahead and answer. There aren’t any more
secrets,” Ralston said.

“Frank Hawkins.”

Yumiko grinned. “Ah. Two for one.”

Akira wiped Ralston’s blood off his hand onto the
front of Ralston’s protective vest.

Hawkins spit on Akira’s boot. “Ass-wipe. You kick
like my eighty-year-old grandma.”

A guard beside Yumiko immediately stepped forward
and drew down his weapon toward Hawkins’s head. Hawkins moved to
his left and blocked, ramming his shoulder into the guard’s chest,
then kneed him in the groin.

The guard doubled over.

Hawkins took a step back and kicked the guard in the
face with his boot. Blood splattered onto the guard’s pants as he
fell backward onto the floor, unconscious.

Another guard hit Hawkins in the head with a rifle
butt, sending him to the floor.

The guard stepped in front of Ralston, lifting his
rifle butt smeared with blood. “You want some?”

Ralston stood quietly, not saying a word.

“Search them and strip them, and make sure they’re
tied together, not separate.” Yumiko stabbed her finger in front of
Ralston’s face. “If he dies,” she said, tilting her head toward
Hawkins, “I want him right next to him.”

They were stripped to their underwear and T-shirts.
The knives in their boots and the built-in Plexiglas cutters in
their pants were discovered and taken. Everything they could use
was taken.

“I want the light on in their room. Make sure there
are no obstructions on the bedroom window.” She planned to use them
as bait.

The rest of Ralston’s team would be along to fetch
them. If she stayed, Ralston’s people might arrive in force, and
Portola might not be with them. She had men with her if they came,
but the guard on the floor was useless, and now seven remained. As
hard as it was to admit, she would be safer if she left. Should she
risk staying?


Chapter Four

The Glock 17 balanced perfectly in Kathrine
Henderson’s hand. She moved it to her left eye and sighted down the
cold steel of the barrel, a wisp of her own warm breath gliding
over her knuckles as she breathed slowly, deliberately. She
released the magazine, grabbing it as it dropped out of the handle,
then placed it on the office desk, turned the gun downward, pulled
the slide back, and caught the round as it ejected from the
chamber. She set the gun down and inserted six more nine-millimeter
rounds into the magazine from the box of ammunition near her open
laptop. She palmed the fully loaded clip into the handle, hearing
the distinctive click as it locked into place. She thumbed
the catch, instantly snapping the slide back into position,
launching the first round into the chamber. The precision and
craftsmanship of the weapon fascinated her.

She’d been shooting since she was twelve years old.
She was an expert marksman and had a silver medal from the London
Summer Olympics to prove it. She reset the safety and placed the
Glock back into her shoulder holster, reattaching the leather catch
around the gun. She loaded seventeen more rounds into a second
magazine and slipped it into the side pocket of her
charcoal-colored, tailored jacket.

She nodded as she passed Caroline, one of the
support staff at the main communication desk. Caroline gave a half
salute and smiled as she continued to talk, her earbuds readily
noticeable against her vibrant red hair pushed back behind her
ears.

The echo of Kathrine’s footsteps bounced off the
cream-colored block walls as she made her way through the hallway
to the rear exit. When she entered the security code and opened the
heavy gray metal door, David Hampton, her partner for the
interview, stood just outside, hands in his pockets, a brown
leather carry bag slung over his shoulder.

Strands of Kathrine’s hair, tied tightly into a
ponytail, broke loose and whipped against her face in the
turbulence from the waiting helicopter. As they maneuvered closer,
she tried to corral the runaway strands, but she quickly gave up
and leaned toward David’s athletic frame, forcing her voice to be
heard over the increasing, deafening whine of the helicopter’s
engine. The vibration from the whirling blades rattled around under
her tongue. Each word she shouted bounced back into her face. “Do
you really think this Jamison guy knows where Jack and Frank
are?”

David quickened his pace and shouted back as they
stooped and continued toward the helicopter. “I hope so. Otherwise,
we may not get to them in time.”

When they stepped into the helicopter, she bumped
against his broad shoulder as she adjusted her harness. She leaned
back into the padded seat and slipped on the headgear,
repositioning the microphone, still hearing the faint whirr of the
rotor blades.

The female pilot’s voice came through her headset.
“We should be at FBI Prescott in about an hour and twenty
minutes.”

“Roger that.”

She looked down at the Nevada desert, the cars
moving like multicolored Hot Wheels along I15, the Las Vegas strip
growing smaller as the helicopter turned and gained altitude. She
could still faintly see the tinge of red from the roof of Jack
Ralston’s security agency, which they all affectionately called
the shed. You wouldn’t know what the building was used for
if you drove by it. It was designed that way. It was located on a
back access road, nestled at the far end of similar-looking
commercial buildings but without loading docks and semi trucks, and
names on the buildings like Interstate Transport,
Huntington Roadway, and Southwest Express. Jack’s
building was nondescript, a light tan with a black-and-white sign
above the front entrance simply announcing Ralston
Enterprises, LLC. From the front, no one could see the
side entrance for vehicles to pull into the building. No one would
know about the back soundproof room called the chat room, or
the rooms full of weapons, state-of-the-art communication
equipment, and tactical gear, or the conference room with one side
enclosed in glass that faded to opaque to hide the identity of its
occupants.

The inside of the building was anything but
nondescript or simple. It was the headquarters for some of the most
skilled security professionals in the southwestern United States,
including Steve, Frank, David, Beth, José, and Rachel.

Kathrine had gone to work for Jack right after her
tour in the military. Not by accident, but by design. She had
planned it, like Jack had planned his building.

She settled into her seat and watched the desert
terrain expand as the helicopter gained altitude, the landscape now
a panoramic vista of beige to reddish-brown mountain ranges against
the clear, deep blue of the sky.

Cassie would have enjoyed this view.

Sharp Kodachrome images of the billowing black smoke
and the orange-and-red fireball flashed into her mind. She
immediately blocked them. After over six years, the pain and vivid
memories of the boat explosion that had killed her twin sister were
still etched deep in her psyche, reappearing with the slightest
trigger.

She grabbed the thick metal handle above the side
door when the helicopter began its descent. The queasiness in her
stomach rushed into her throat. She swallowed, forcing it down. No
matter how many times she flew in a helicopter, she couldn’t get
used to the landings.

She and David stepped through the FBI main entrance,
showed their authorization papers and IDs to the armed guard at the
desk, and surrendered their weapons and armament. At least all of
the obvious ones that the scanner would detect. They were led to an
interrogation room.

Lionel James Jamison sat stiffly in the metal chair,
his hands cuffed in front of him to a steel ring on the scratched
wooden table. One knee bounced. His gaze darted from the exit to
David.

Kathrine sat across from him. His evident
apprehension was a good thing. It would make it easier to get what
they needed from him.

David stood beside her and nodded to the security
guard, who left the room, the heavy metal door slamming shut behind
him. David folded his arms across his chest and stared at
Jamison.

Kathrine sat intentionally stoic.

David leaned close to Jamison’s face. “We have
fifteen minutes, and in those fifteen minutes you’re going to tell
us everything we need to know.” He focused his glare on him.

Jamison smirked and shrugged.

Kathrine immediately grabbed a handful of his thick,
dark-brown hair and slammed his face into his hands. Blood gushed
from his nose.

She let go when he raised his head. His eyes were
wide, his face full of anger. He clenched his fists so tightly the
muscles in his forearms flexed.

“Oh. I’m sorry. You thought he was going to
be the tough guy in this interview.” She pointed to David.

David raised his voice. “What did you tell Jack
Ralston when he made me leave the room just before we turned you
over to the FBI in Cleveland?”

Jamison eyed David, then slowly surveyed the room,
blood running down his chin. “I don’t remember.”

Kathrine leaned toward him. “There aren’t any
cameras in here, if that’s what you’re looking for.” She reached
into the left vest pocket of her jacket and pulled out a small pair
of black plastic pliers. “Your nose looks bad. Let me help you.”
With lightning speed, she grabbed his left nostril with the pliers
and clamped down.

Jamison screamed.

“Focus, asshole. He’s going to ask you one more
time, and you’re going to give him the answers he wants, or the
next thing you’ll feel is me clamping down on your nuts.” She
looked at the large, round, black-rimmed clock on the wall.
“Thirteen minutes.”

Jamison lifted his hands as far as he could, the
metal cuffs rattling against the steel ring. “Okay, okay.”

She opened the pliers and let go of his nostril,
then wiped them with a tissue, ignoring him.

“He told me he would personally kill me if I said
the name of who was behind the operation before he said it was
okay.”

David pressed his hands onto the table, the color
blanching on the tops of his fingers as he leaned forward. “Did you
tell anyone?”

Kathrine offered the used tissue.

Jamison snatched it and glared at her.

She glared back, hoping he would say it, hoping he
would tell her what a bitch she was so she could slap that look off
his face.

He lowered his head and wiped the blood from his
nose and chin. “Hell, no. I didn’t say anything.” He dabbed at his
nose again.

David moved slightly toward him and raised his
voice. “What’s the name?”

“I can’t. If he doesn’t kill me, they will.”

Kathrine held out the pliers.

“I swear to God, they’ll kill me. Somehow they’ll
kill me.”

She stood.

Jamison tried to protect his nose and then raised
his hands as far as he could, as if pleading. “You’ve got to
understand. I’m a dead man if I tell you.”

“Then we’re looking at a dead man because you will
tell us,” Kathrine said.

He shook his head.

Kathrine grabbed him again by his hair.

He hesitated, then swallowed hard. “Please. She’ll
kill me.”

“She who?” David demanded.

Kathrine let go of his hair.

Jamison shook his head. “I’m dead.”

David slammed his hand on the table. “Who?”

Jamison’s gaze darted from Kathrine to David. “Eshee
Yumiko.”

“Oh, shit,” Kathrine said, slumping into the
chair.

David stiffened.

She immediately flashed back to Manila. The team had
gone into the building to rescue Rachel Portola. Yumiko and her men
had beaten her half to death to get her to fix the computer program
she had sabotaged. When the team had Rachel and Yumiko on board the
helicopter, Yumiko had wrestled the semiautomatic from Kathrine’s
hand and managed to get her finger on the trigger, shooting David
in the upper arm before Kathrine punched her in the face and she
fell backward out of the helicopter. MI6 agents shot Yumiko with a
dummy shot. If it had been Kathrine’s decision, she would have
killed her, and it would have ended it, but MI6 took her, probably
to make a trade.

Kathrine hated the politics and games, and because
of all of it, they were dealing with Yumiko again. Jack Ralston and
Frank Hawkins were missing. And because Eshee Yumiko was clearly
involved, their chances of getting them back alive had just dropped
dramatically.

David slammed his fist onto the table again.
“Where?”

Jamison startled, then lowered his head. “Los
Angeles. That’s all I know. Los Angeles. I swear to God that’s all
I know. She wouldn’t let me in on much. I think she knew I was
going to get caught. That bitch probably set me up.”

Kathrine stood and leaned toward Jamison, swiping
her fist gently on his chin. “I hope you enjoyed the music. Now you
can dance with the devil.” She and David turned to leave. She took
a few steps and looked back, pointing at his face. “I bet that
hurts. Some ice will help.”

She heard him swear but didn’t look back. She’d been
called that lots of times.

The trip back to Las Vegas didn’t seem to take as
long.

She watched as Steve Hathaway, second in charge at
the shed, paced and winced, gripping his coffee mug.

In the years Kathrine had worked for Jack at the
security firm, she’d never seen Steve this concerned. Whatever Jack
and Frank had gotten themselves into, it was bad. She flicked her
tongue against the back of her teeth and gently bit her lower lip.
She could guess what they’d done. Jack had found out from Jamison
that Yumiko was involved, and then after the team wrapped up the
case in Cleveland, he and Frank took off after her. Kathrine
suspected Jack did it to protect Rachel. She still couldn’t believe
MI6 had let Yumiko go. She must have had one hell of a bargaining
chip.

Now Jack and Frank were missing.

Steve set his coffee mug on the table and continued
to pace. “No one but Rachel can get deep enough into the programs
to find out the information we need. Both Jack and Frank’s trackers
are off-line. They probably used the scanner before they left the
office to purposely take themselves off-line so they couldn’t be
tracked.”

“At least we know they’re most likely in Los
Angeles. Unless Jamison lied, which I don’t think he did,” David
said.

“We’re going to have to get Rachel back here right
away. She’s the only one who can get deep enough into the program
to override the system and offset what they did to their trackers.
Kathrine, I want you to call her and convince her to come
back.”

Kathrine slowly swirled her partial mug of coffee.
“It’s not going to be easy. She and Claire are at the hotel, and
they haven’t been there that long. Are you sure we need her?”

Steve nodded. “Without her help, we’ll wander all
over Los Angeles looking for Jack and Frank, and waste valuable
time. It could cost them their lives.”

“We can’t call Rachel or Claire,” she said.

Steve’s facial muscles tightened. “Why not?”

She rubbed her forehead and ran her fingers through
her hair. “Tilly said they shut their phones off. I tried to
contact them a little bit ago. Both of their cell phones went
directly to voice mail.”

“Call the hotel and send someone to their room.”

“That won’t work. Claire won’t allow it. She won’t
understand the importance of this, and if I ask Tilly to go over
there, Claire will throw her out of the room.”

She didn’t want to interrupt them, not after what
they’d been through. It’d been a year since Claire had been shot in
the head. It’d been only a few days since she’d finally gotten her
memory back about her marriage to Rachel. They deserved to be
together without anyone around. “Steve, they just got there. You
know what it’s been like for them.”

“Yes, I do know, but we have to have her with us.
You fly there and drag her back here if you have to. Our charter
jet can be ready in an hour.”

She put her hand up to her face and scrubbed it
gently. This couldn’t be happening at a worse time for Rachel and
Claire, but finding Jack and Frank was more critical right now.

“You have to do it,” Steve said again.

She wanted to say no, but what choice did she
have?


Chapter Five

Claire watched the muted light from the full moon
shine into the hotel window. It seemed to caress Rachel, bathing
her in its luminous rays, highlighting her beautiful skin, her oval
classic face, thick arched brows, delicate nose, and defined
chin.

Claire slid her leg over Rachel’s long, slender
thigh, moving her hand slowly over the sensuous curve of her hip
and then cupping one of her ample breasts, the nipple hardening
between her fingertips. She pressed into her, her own nipples
swelling against the warmth and feel of Rachel’s toned body.

Rachel moaned.

Claire moved closer, taking her earlobe into her
mouth, then licking and sliding her tongue down the nape of
Rachel’s neck, kissing soft, warm skin, fingers eager to touch.
“Wake up. I don’t want you to leave me.”

Rachel turned toward her and slipped her hand
between Claire’s thighs, gently touching, entering ever so
slightly. Claire immediately pressed herself against Rachel,
straining, desire starting to ignite. It had been only a few hours,
but she ached for her touch again, and she knew Rachel wanted
more.

Claire glanced at the nightstand clock. She’d gotten
the hotel room Christmas Day and waited for Rachel to arrive so she
could tell her she’d regained her memory of their marriage. After
the shooting, it’d been a year of not knowing if the memories would
ever return. They’d been married a little more than a year, and she
was just now remembering. She could have been doing this for an
entire year.

She smiled, nestling her face in the warm, soft,
pulsating skin of Rachel’s neck, thinking about Rachel’s reaction
when she’d told her, her joy and relief, and her desire. Not
all the memories had returned, but she didn’t care right now. She
didn’t want to work at remembering. All she wanted to do was be
with her wife. My wife!

Rachel slid gracefully down and turned her over onto
her back. She kissed Claire’s stomach, then licked her navel as she
moved upward, the heat and wetness of her mouth sending chills deep
into Claire. Rachel covered her breasts, moving from one hard,
erect nipple to the other, entering her more deeply with her
fingers.

Claire pulled her to her, her nipples aching for
more when Rachel’s mouth released. She wanted to reach down and
slide her breast back into her mouth, but she also wanted to kiss
her, deep and long. She throbbed all over with each small movement
and anticipation of Rachel’s touch.

“It feels so wonderful to love you again.” Rachel’s
rich, sensuous voice surrounded her, encasing her in a chrysalis of
ardor that almost took her breath away.

She searched Rachel’s eyes, seeing the deep-brown,
sparkling embers. She tried to close her thighs on her hand when
Rachel started to withdraw.

Rachel took her diamond wedding ring off and set it
carefully on the nightstand. She rolled Claire over with her,
repositioning her on top, then guided her hips, kissing the inside
of her thighs as she spread her. Claire maneuvered closer, feeling
Rachel’s hot breath on her thighs. She reached down and cradled
Rachel’s head in her hands, lowering herself, heart pounding,
breath catching in labored anticipation, aching, knowing Rachel
knew what she wanted—what she needed.

She pulled Rachel more firmly to her, feeling
Rachel’s warm, wet mouth and tongue surround her, her fingers
sliding in, sending bolts of radiating pleasure through her. She
moved her hips rhythmically, meeting Rachel’s urging with each
thrust. Nothing existed now but her rising ecstasy.

“Yes…yeeesss.”

Rachel’s mouth and tongue massaged in firm,
demanding circles, sending rivulets of pulsating, molten heat deep
within her.

Claire let out a long, low, deep, throaty moan as
the pinnacle of her climax began. Her thighs quivered and her hips
thrust, moving in unison with Rachel’s touch and caress. The waves
of exquisite release washed over her, again and again. “More. I
want more.” She entangled her fingers in Rachel’s hair, moving her
hips slowly, lingering, the need for release immediately building
again. “Please don’t stop.”

Rachel continued to caress, sending Claire onto the
sexual pinnacle again. She rode it, enjoying every last possible
prurient throb of release.

She lifted herself and slid down beside Rachel,
pulling her over onto her as she weaved her fingers into her hair.
They lay still for a time, entwined in each other, and then Claire
reached out and began to touch Rachel, wrapping her legs around
her. “I need to love you.”

Rachel moaned and kissed her. Claire rolled her over
and slid down to her breasts, caressing with her hand and mouth.
She rose slightly. Rachel’s eyes were half-closed, now almost a
vivid amber. She slid her fingers into Rachel’s hot, wet center,
thrusting slowly, feeling her want and need.

She pulled out and pressed against her, rubbing her
breasts over her warm, muscled body, moving on to her swollen,
triangular mound of thick, dark hair, running her fingers through
it, anticipating. Rachel lifted herself slightly. Claire’s heart
beat faster, wanting, craving again. She moved down and spread
Rachel slowly, seeing the tip of her firm, protruding clit. She
entered with her tongue, then slowly slipped out, raking upward but
not touching her want, watching its raging beauty, knowing Rachel
would climax with the slightest stimulation.

Rachel moaned and pleaded. “Please…don’t tease
me.”

Claire lifted onto her elbows to watch her. Rachel
was biting her lower lip, clutching the sheets with both hands,
moving her legs, her nipples hard and erect. She slid onto her,
taking a welcoming hard nipple into her mouth, moaning with
pleasure as she sucked, playfully squeezing her other nipple. She
licked and kissed, then saw the unleashed fury of sexual heat in
Rachel’s eyes. She felt the power of knowing Rachel wanted her,
that she could completely satisfy her, fulfill her. She didn’t want
to make her wait any longer. She eagerly slid down, cradling
Rachel’s hips as she went into her, tasting and devouring.

Rachel moaned and tensed, pushing into her, lifting
to meet her, the erotic, sensuous dance of her hips increasing to
the rhythmic motions of Claire’s mouth.

Claire wanted to stop and watch her, to languish in
her pleasure. Every time she saw Rachel do it, it mesmerized her.
It took all her concentration to focus. She wanted to talk to
Rachel, to whisper in her ear, encourage her, listen to her moans
and gasps as she came, feel her heart beat wildly against her own
breasts. She repositioned, taking her firm, throbbing sex into her
mouth, and began to caress, slipping her fingers into her.

Rachel pushed more firmly against her, calling out
for her as her hips lifted higher and she arched, muscles tensing
and straining. Claire exaggerated her penetration, pressing into
Rachel with her mouth, hungering to satisfy. It was all she could
do to hold Rachel down on the bed until she reached
satisfaction.

She slid up Rachel’s body and lay quiet in her arms,
molded to her.

Rachel whispered softly to her in her Native
American language.

“What did you say?”

“I said, I am complete.”

Claire ran her fingers through the silky, rich, dark
strands of Rachel’s long hair. “Have we always been like this?”

Rachel smiled. “Yes. Pretty much. It was always
great but not quite like this.”

“Am I different in bed now?”

Rachel nodded, a soft laugh flowing out as she
kissed her neck.

“How?”

Rachel gave her a thoughtful look and touched her
chin. “You’re more relaxed, open somehow.”

“Oh, I’m open all right. I feel like a slut.”

Rachel frowned. “Hey, you’re my wife, and you can
have whatever you want, whenever you want it. You told me that once
when I questioned my own feelings about wanting you.”

Claire tried to remember the times they had made
love, but her memory was foggy, and parts were still missing. “Did
we have sex before we were married? I think we did.”

Rachel slid her arm over her waist. “What do you
remember?”

It was frustrating that Rachel never told her, only
hinted, but she understood why she made her work to remember. She
breathed deeply, quiet for a long time, not wanting to talk but to
enjoy their shared silence. The interlude brought peace and
comfort. “In my house here in Cleveland, you were there after the
plane crash. I’m sure we had sex because I’m sure I couldn’t keep
my hands off you.”

Rachel’s eyes danced as she smiled. “We didn’t have
sex right away, not until after I recovered from my injuries. You
left it up to me.”

“We never had sex before that, not in college or
anything?”

“No. We wanted to but never talked about it because
we were both insecure and naive. Then we each got married, and it
was no longer an option.”

Claire grasped at the memories, as if trying to
break through a giant spiderweb. She had divorced her husband
Richard before Rachel and her husband Alex moved here to Cleveland
for Rachel’s job, and then Alex died in a car accident.

“Why did we decide to move to Las Vegas and not stay
here in Cleveland?”

“We didn’t decide right away. I went on an
assignment to London with Brice Chambers from MI6. You ended up at
Tilly’s in Vegas and stayed with her until I got back from…” Rachel
stopped.

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Do you remember what happened after that?”

Claire closed her eyes to concentrate. They were at
Tilly’s with security guards because of Eshee Yumiko. She
remembered Rachel’s long months of recovery after Jack and the team
brought her back from the Philippines. She smiled and put her hand
to Rachel’s face and stroked it. “We decided to marry after your
recovery.” She watched the smile slowly appear on Rachel’s face.
“We pledged ourselves on the reservation and honeymooned in our
teepee.” She basked in the memory. “It was a wonderful
honeymoon.”

Rachel took her hand in hers and kissed her diamond
wedding ring. “Yes, it was wonderful, and then we married at the
courthouse when we got back.”

“How did I get so lucky to be married to you?” asked
Claire.

Rachel leaned over and kissed her. “We’ve wanted to
be together all of our adult lives, and we’ve both struggled with
it, and we’ve been through some bad things. I almost lost you.”

“How did you stand it all this time being around me
and not touching me, waiting for me to get my memory back but not
knowing if it would happen? How on earth did you do it?”

Rachel sighed and touched Claire’s face. “This past
year hasn’t been easy. I almost didn’t make it.”

“Thank you for not giving up and hanging in there
with me. If I had remembered and you weren’t there, I don’t know
what I would have done.”

“I would have never left you, no matter what
happened.”

Claire kissed her, lingering. Sometimes, when the
memories flooded in, she had a difficult time processing it all.
What would her life be like without Rachel? Empty? Unfulfilled? She
couldn’t imagine. The thought of not being with Rachel sent a
stabbing ache into her heart. Her life would be nothing without
Rachel in it.


Chapter Six

Rachel watched Claire yawn and stretch. She rolled
over onto Rachel and wrapped her arms around her.

“Rachel, let’s order breakfast in. I’m not sharing
you with anyone, not even a waiter in a restaurant. We have this
suite for another night.”

Rachel smiled and studied her face. The inch-long
scar on her temple was barely visible now, just a hint of skin
pucker near her hairline. She caressed it with her fingertip, like
touching a flower petal. “It’s a little early for room service, but
whatever you want.”

Claire ordered breakfast, then slid out of bed and
put on a turquoise silk negligée.

Rachel breathed deeply. A momentary pulse of sexual
heat passed through her as she watched the bouquet of color slip
over Claire’s defined back and onto the sensuous curves of her
hips, past her firm buttocks and thighs. Her heartbeat quickened.
She swallowed, then smiled, feeling the joy of Claire’s beauty and
being near her.

Claire walked to the door and opened it.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m checking to make sure the Do Not Disturb sign
is still on the outside door handle. The food won’t be here for a
while. I’m going to shower.” She walked over and kissed Rachel.

Rachel fluffed the pillows and sat up. “Hey. I don’t
have any clothes except what I wore here—no toothbrush, nothing.
Everything’s at Sarah’s.”

“Yes, you do. Tilly and I bought you some things
before she went to Sarah’s. Your clothes are in the closet,
toothbrush is in the bag on top of the dresser, and panties and
bras are in the drawer.” Claire pointed to the dresser near the
closet. “Enjoy. I know I will.” She laughed and walked toward the
bathroom. “Come take a sauna with me when you’re ready.”

Rachel left the bed and sorted through the items
they had bought her. Lace. Silk. Skinny, button, faded jeans. She
chose an outfit to wear, then went in with Claire. Their shower was
sensual and relaxing—exactly what she needed. They got out and
dressed, and within minutes someone knocked at the door.

The waiter set up their breakfast, poured coffee for
Claire and herbal tea for her, then left.

When Rachel finished the last bite of her meal,
Claire laughed and took her hand. “You must have been hungry.”

“I worked up an appetite.”

Claire’s eyes twinkled, a blush lit her cheeks, and
the sound of her laughter filled the air. Rachel needed to kiss
those soft lips again, to feel Claire respond to her touch.

“Do you want to do anything later today? I’m sure I
can get us tickets for Playhouse Square or wherever you want to
go,” Claire asked.

“I’m exhausted. I don’t want to do anything but be
here with you. The case wore me out, then all my emotions, and the
incredible sex.” Rachel smiled. “Do you remember
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