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			PROLOGUE

			KENNEDY LANE’S SNEAKERED feet pounded over the pavement. Her breath heaved in and out and her heart raced as she ran. The trees passed her in a blur. Her ear buds were snugly in place, blasting out a hard and fast beat that pumped her up. The music played and her gaze stayed locked on the trail in front of her.

			Only two more miles to go. Two more . . .

			She jogged faster. Her pace was on target. She’d do great in the upcoming race this—­

			He stepped from behind a tree. A tall, thick oak tree. She didn’t have time to avoid him. Didn’t even have time to stop as his arm flew out. His arm—­powerful and strong—­caught her right along the throat as she literally ran into him.

			Kennedy flew back. Fell. Slammed right into the hard dirt trail.

			Then she looked up, glaring as the man stepped fully into the old path.

			And her glare froze.

			He shouldn’t be here. She yanked out her ear buds. “What the hell was that?” She rose and brushed the dirt off her legs and then dusted off her palms. Her throat ached where his arm had hit her. The jerk had nearly strangled her. “You can’t do some crap like that to me—­”

			Sunlight glinted off the object he held in his right hand, and her words stilled as she realized just what he gripped so tightly. A knife.

			Kennedy backed up a step.

			“Did you think we were done?” he asked her, shaking his head. “Just because you said we were through?”

			“Wh-­Why do you have the knife?” But Kennedy knew. She could tell by that sick, twisted expression on his face. And to think she’d once thought he was so handsome. So perfect.

			He wasn’t perfect any longer.

			You have to get out of here. No other joggers were out on that trail. No one was close enough to hear her screams.

			So she wouldn’t waste her breath on a scream.

			He glanced down at the knife, almost as if he were surprised to see it in his grasp. And when he looked down, Kennedy seized that moment. She turned and ran. She pumped her tired legs faster and faster and—­

			He tackled her. The impact was so hard that her whole body shuddered when she hit the earth. Then he flipped her over and before she could fight him put the knife to her throat.

			“Sweetheart . . .” He smiled at her. “I’m not here to kill you.”

			Liar. She could see her death in his eyes.

			“I’m just here to love you . . . and you’re going to love me.”

			She didn’t. She wouldn’t. No matter what he did.

			“We’re going to be together you and I,” he promised her softly, “for a very, very long time.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			FIVE YEARS AGO a woman named Kennedy Lane went for an early morning jog and she never returned home.” Gabe Spencer stood at the head of the conference table and spoke in a quiet, emotionless voice. “She was a twenty-­two-­year-­old college student living in Savannah, Georgia. The authorities searched extensively for her, but they were never able to locate Kennedy—­or to develop any leads in what was considered an abduction case.”

			Beneath the conference table Victoria Palmer nervously rubbed her palms against her jean-­clad legs. Another case. Maybe this was what she needed. Lately, she’d started to feel as if she were about to jump out of her skin. Her nightmares were getting worse, and she needed some sort of escape—­desperately.

			“Kennedy’s boyfriend—­Lucas Branson—­is the one who first alerted authorities to her disappearance,” Gabe continued in his tough, no-­nonsense voice. Gabe . . . he was the one who’d brought their team together, the mastermind behind LOST.

			The Last Option Search Team.

			And that was exactly what their little group was . . . the last option for so many families. When cases went cold, when the cops gave up, families turned to LOST for help.

			“Kennedy didn’t turn up for their date, and Lucas became nervous. He went to her place, found no sign of her, and when she still hadn’t shown up the next morning, he called the cops.”

			Victoria reached for the manila file in front of her. All the LOST agents had a manila file, just like hers. Gabe believed in being thorough, so she was sure every detail of Kennedy’s abduction would be spread out for the group to review in their manila files.

			“Branson came to me this morning,” Gabe added. “So as of . . .” he glanced down at his watch, “ . . . three hours ago, LOST is officially on this case.”

			Across the table, Wade Monroe gave a low whistle. That sound drew Victoria’s attention, and she found him gazing at the handouts in the file.

			“Five years . . . and not a single lead? No blood, no DNA trace evidence, nothing?” Wade’s dark brows rose as he looked over at Gabe. “Seems like she just vanished from the face of the earth.”

			Gabe nodded, and, for a moment, sadness flashed in his bright blue gaze. Victoria knew that the cases were always personal for Gabe—­the ex-­SEAL had started LOST when his sister vanished. He’d found Amy—­too late—­and become desperate to try and help others.

			You can’t help everyone, though. You can’t save every lost soul.

			Sometimes, you couldn’t even save yourself.

			Victoria’s heart pounded a bit faster. Lately, she’d started to think that she might be past the point of saving. Joining LOST was a mistake. I should’ve stayed away.

			She should have stayed locked away, all safe and sound, in the labs at Stanford. Instead . . .

			“Victoria, I want you heading out to Savannah.”

			She nearly fell out of her chair when she heard Gabe give that order.

			And suddenly everyone’s eyes were on her. Victoria schooled her expression as quickly as she could and her hand lifted as she made a quick show of adjusting her glasses, not that they needed adjusting. They hardly ever did, but the tactic often bought her precious time when she was nervous. “But there’s not a body to study . . .” She almost flinched at her own words. Talk about sounding cold. Jeez, but she always felt like she said or did the wrong thing. “I mean . . .” Victoria cleared her throat. “If there aren’t any remains for me to go over, I’m not sure how helpful I’ll be with this case.”

			The dead were her domain. Mostly because she didn’t know how to handle the living. A forensic anthropologist by trade, she’d been behind the safety of an Ivory Tower when Gabe had convinced her to join LOST.

			And, lately, it was a decision that she regretted.

			“You’ll be plenty helpful,” Gabe murmured, then inclined his head toward Wade. “You and Wade will be teamed up together on this case.”

			No, no, oh, please . . . no.

			Wade flashed her a wide smile, one that instantly sent a flicker of heat surging through Victoria’s veins.

			Wade Monroe was trouble—­trouble that she couldn’t quite handle right then. Handsome, dangerous, and more than ready to play dirty on any case—­yes, that was Wade, all right. He was a threat to her, she knew it. Wade was an ex-­cop, an ex-­homicide detective, and while the guy was great at following up on leads and building comradery with local law enforcement personnel . . .

			He made her nervous.

			We’re friends. We’ve been friends since day one. So why do I suddenly feel so different around him?

			Maybe because their last two big cases had sent them both into a life-­or-­death panic? Maybe because the memories had unlocked in her mind and they just wouldn’t stop?

			She felt different around everyone now. It was harder to keep her mask in place, but Wade—­handsome, sexy Wade—­was the one who made her feel most on edge. She had to constantly watch herself with him.

			And, lately, she’d felt him watching her, too much.

			Victoria cleared her throat. “I’m not sure I’m the best agent to accompany him.”

			Wade’s golden eyes narrowed. Such an unusual color. Beautiful and . . . intense.

			“Why not?” It was Gabe who spoke. “Victoria . . .” And his voice softened as he added, “It’s time for you to get back in the field.”

			Her gaze shot around the table and desperation gripped her heart. There was sympathy on the faces that stared back at her. Sympathy and, God forbid, pity. She hated the pity.

			Dean Bannon sat to her right. An ex–­FBI agent, Dean had seen plenty of horrors—­up-­close and personal. He was tough as nails, and he wouldn’t ever balk at taking a field case.

			Neither would Sarah Jacobs. The profiler was to Victoria’s right. Sarah, the woman who could get into any killer’s head without the slightest hesitation—­she wouldn’t be running scared.

			Just me.

			“This is a good case for you,” Gabe assured her. “And Kennedy needs you.”

			Kennedy. Right. The woman who was missing. The woman who was probably dead. A woman who wouldn’t be coming home.

			I’m supposed to help the dead. I’m supposed to give them their justice. Didn’t Kennedy deserve justice?

			Yes . . .

			So Victoria balled up her shaking hands and nodded briskly. “What time do we leave?”

			“Seven A.M. tomorrow,” Gabe told her, and approval gleamed in his eyes. “Be packed and ready to go.”

			And that was an order. Right.

			“You’ll take the private plane to Savannah, and then you’ll have an SUV rental waiting for you,” Gabe added. “Don’t worry. My assistant will take care of all the details.”

			Not worry? Right. She excelled at worrying.

			The team members filed out—­not that those assembled were the only agents at LOST. The organization was growing by leaps and bounds these days, and she knew that Gabe was even talking about opening a second office, maybe one along the West Coast. Currently, LOST was in a high-­rise located in downtown Atlanta. But if Gabe really had his eye on expansion, she knew a second office wouldn’t be a dream for much longer.

			What Gabe wanted, he got.

			Victoria grabbed her manila file and hurried toward the door. Sarah was lingering there, and, even though Victoria considered the woman her friend, the last thing she wanted was for Sarah to start poking around in her head. Sarah was a perfect profiler—­

			I just don’t want her profiling me.

			Because maybe, just maybe . . . Sarah might stumble upon all of those dark spots that she tried so hard to hide from the rest of the world. Once, she’d thought that Sarah might be like her. That she might understand just how hollow she was on the inside.

			But the last case had changed that idea. Sarah had fallen in love, she’d battled her demons, and even made peace with her past.

			Sort of, anyway . . . if facing off against your serial killer dad counted as making peace. Because Sarah had faced him—­she’d gone up against the infamous Murphy Jacobs and come out alive . . . and stronger.

			Murphy the Monster. The serial killer had escaped from jail. Most folks thought he was dead, killed in the fire that had lit up New Orleans on their last case. But . . . Victoria wasn’t so sure. A guy like Murphy would be smart enough to cheat death. And at the scene of the deadly inferno that most believe had killed Murphy . . . I thought I heard him humming . . . humming as he slipped away.

			Did Sarah worry that her father was still out there? Victoria didn’t know for sure. What she did know . . .

			I’d never want to face off against my father again. So it’s a good thing he’s under six feet of dirt.

			“Viki,” Sarah began, her voice hitching just a little, “we should talk—­”

			Victoria forced herself to smile. “Definitely. We definitely have to do that. How about as soon as I get back from this case? Because, wow . . .” She glanced down at her watch. A move she’d totally stolen from Gabe. “I have got to hurry home and pack if I’m going to be ready by seven A.M.” Such a lie. She always kept a bag ready and packed. An old habit. “But as soon as I get back . . .”

			Worry flickered in Sarah’s dark eyes.

			She hurried away from her—­okay, she pretty much ran down the hall toward the elevator. She wasn’t going to waste time stopping by her office. If she did, someone else might snag her. She was getting out of there. She’d review the file, get her bag, and be at the airport—­ready to board LOST’s private plane—­just in time for that seven A.M. departure.

			She jumped in the elevator and jabbed the button to close the doors. She had to get out of that place. It was so hard to breathe and as those doors slid closed—­

			A body bag, zipped up around me. No air. Can’t breathe. I’m—­

			“Viki?” A man’s hand flew through the elevator doors, activating the sensors and sending the doors flying back open. His deep, dark voice also vanished the nightmare that had tried to swirl around her.

			Not a nightmare, though. Not really. Just a memory.

			As the doors opened fully, Victoria squared her shoulders and pasted a false smile on her face.

			Wade frowned back at her.

			Wade . . . big, strong, dangerous Wade. He’d made her feel nervous from the moment they met—­he still does.

			He stepped inside the elevator. “You leaving for the day?”

			“Yes.” Her voice came out too high. She cleared her throat.

			“Me, too. Guess we’d better both get packed and ready.” He pushed the button for the bottom floor. The doors closed. They started to descend and—­

			And he hit the button to stop the elevator.

			“What are you doing?” Victoria demanded. “You can’t just—­”

			“Stop the elevator?” One dark brow rose. “Sure I can.” His head cocked to the right. Wade was wearing jeans and a T-­shirt. He was often casual, usually pulling off one of those rough and tough I-­don’t-­give-­a-­damn-­vibes as he stalked around the office. She wished she could not give a damn, too.

			He had his laptop bag slung over one shoulder, and she was sure that his case files were inside that bag, too. His arms were crossed over his chest as he studied her.

			Victoria found herself backing up. In such a small space, retreat was pretty hard, but she still made a rather valiant effort.

			His jaw hardened. “You don’t need to be scared of me. You should know that by now.”

			Right. Dammit, she did know that. Victoria stopped retreating.

			“What’s going on?” Wade’s voice softened. “And don’t say nothing, because it’s obvious that something is happening with you. You hardly talk to anyone lately. You didn’t want to go out into the field. Hell, you used to beg Gabe to send you out, but now—­”

			“That was before.” She hated the brittle sound of her own voice. “Before a twisted SOB kidnapped me, drugged me, stuffed me into a body bag, and then decided it would be ever so much fun to use his knife on me.” That case—­it had changed everything for her.

			His golden eyes darkened as he moved closer to her. Her shoulder bumped into the elevator’s back wall, a mirrored wall. She hated mirrors. Hated looking into them because she was always afraid of what she’d see staring back at her.

			My father’s daughter . . . ?

			Wade’s hands rose, and for a moment real fear pulsed through her because she thought he was going to touch her, but . . .

			He didn’t. His hands flattened on either side of her head and she eased out a quick breath.

			When Wade touched her, her heart raced too fast. Her skin heated.

			His touch makes me want him so badly. She’d thought the attraction was just on her side, but lately Wade had been staring at her with a gaze that seemed to burn.

			Just like he was staring at her right now.

			“I wish it had been me,” he gritted out. “I’m so sorry you went through that hell.”

			Oh, Wade. You don’t know what hell is. I’ve been there more times than I can count. But that man who’d taken her . . . he’d forced her to see her past once more. He’d opened Pandora’s box, and she couldn’t seem to close it, no matter what she did.

			“Have you talked to someone?” Wade asked. While he hadn’t touched her, his body was still intimately close.

			“Gabe set me up to see a counselor.” Like she hadn’t talked to one of those before—­and hated the whole experience. She wasn’t the soul-­baring type. “He says I’m totally fine.” Actually, the guy hadn’t said anything of the sort, and Victoria had only visited him twice. Sharing just wasn’t her thing.

			“He wants you in the field so that you can get past your fear.” Wade’s gaze searched hers. “But if you aren’t ready . . .”

			“I am.” She nodded briskly. “I’m more than ready.”

			His lips firmed. “You don’t have to lie to me.”

			Yes, yes, I do. I have to lie to everyone. But she couldn’t very well tell him that.

			I just need to get some control back. No, maybe what she needed was to lose that control, for just a little while. That had helped her in the past. It would help again.

			Her shoulders relaxed as the plan blossomed in her mind. And, after a few moments, her left hand lifted. She was the one to touch Wade as she lightly skimmed her fingers over his cheek. “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”

			His nostrils flared. “You don’t even see the threat, do you?”

			There was no threat. Not with him. He was her friend, nothing more. Nothing less. So she was attracted to him. So—­

			“You’re playing with fire.” A muscle jerked in his jaw. “And you don’t even know it.”

			Maybe I like the fire. “Start the elevator,” Victoria told him softly. “Seven A.M. is going to be here too soon, and I have a lot to do tonight.” More than she’d realized. Her hand slid away from him.

			Slowly, Wade backed away. He reached out and pushed the button to start the elevator once more.

			Her breath eased out on a sigh of relief.

			“You know,” Wade murmured, “partners are supposed to trust each other.”

			“Is that what we are? Partners?”

			“On this case.”

			She’d never had a partner before.

			“But . . .” Wade continued, voice thoughtful. “I think you’re holding back on me. Keeping secrets.”

			I am. The doors opened. She slanted a quick glance his way. “Maybe when you tell me your secrets,” Victoria said, “then I’ll share mine.” And she nearly ran from the elevator. “See you tomorrow.” She didn’t look back but could feel his gaze on her.

			You’ll never know my secrets. Because she never let anyone get close enough to know them. That was one of her rules.

			FOLLOWING YOUR PARTNER wasn’t standard procedure, not at LOST, not at any damn place. But at ten o’clock that night Wade found himself sticking to the shadows as he followed Victoria Palmer—­Dr. Victoria Palmer—­into one of the wildest clubs in Atlanta. Wild Jokers.

			It wasn’t Victoria’s kind of place. He knew that. Hell, he’d bet his life on it. He’d been worried about her—­a nagging worry that wouldn’t leave him alone—­and found himself heading to her building.

			He’d arrived just as she left and . . .

			I followed her.

			Because something had been different. Not just one thing. Her pants had been traded in for a short skirt. A form-­fitting top hugged her breasts. Her long, dark red hair wasn’t pulled back in a ponytail or in one of her usual long braids. Instead, her thick hair flowed loosely over her shoulders.

			And her glasses—­the glasses that he always found sexy—­were gone.

			She almost looked like another woman. She was sure acting like one, too.

			She strode into the club as if she owned the place. The bouncer let her sweep right past the snaking line. Wade had to give the guy fifty bucks just so he could cut through and follow her.

			And once inside . . . the music was pumping. Roaring. Bodies were pressed together in a giant blur on the dance floor. The drinks were flowing, voices were rising, and Wade was pretty sure people were having sex in the corners.

			Having sex. Getting high. Doing anything they wanted.

			This isn’t her place. Victoria didn’t belong in Wild Jokers.

			She had started working for LOST right around the time he’d come aboard. She was smart—­crazy, wicked smart—­and the woman always seemed to be bubbling with energy. He’d noticed that she didn’t like to be still very much—­she was a mover, a thinker, a doer.

			She was friendly at the office but she didn’t flirt. Not with him, not with any of the LOST staff. Just business, that was Victoria. Killer hot, just business Victoria.

			She’d been putting up Keep Away signals from day one, so he’d stayed back.

			Even if her body was wonderfully curved. Even if her gorgeous hair was sexy and thick. Even if he sometimes looked into her green eyes and almost forgot what he’d been about to say.

			Just business.

			Victoria Palmer was a beautiful woman, but one who tried to downplay her looks. A futile effort since there was no hiding her smooth skin, her high cheekbones, and her full, sensual lips.

			Maybe he thought about her too much.

			There’s no maybe about it.

			Especially lately. Their last few cases had taken deadly turns, and he’d started to see her in a whole new light.

			Just not this light.

			This place . . . this scene . . .

			Victoria sauntered up to the bar. She ordered a drink. When the martini glass with the bright green liquid was placed in front of her, she made quick work of downing the drink.

			She must definitely be in the mood to let off some steam. And if that was her goal . . . I can help.

			But some bozo had already moved in on her. A big blond guy with hands that immediately reached out and settled around Victoria’s waist.

			Wade lunged forward. Victoria didn’t like to be touched. He knew that. He’d seen the way she shut down when someone touched her, so he made sure to keep his hands off and—­

			She didn’t shove the guy away. She turned back to him. Smiled. And put her hand on his chest.

			Wade froze.

			Some asshole bumped into him, and he snarled at the guy. The music rose around him—­harder, sharper—­and Victoria was laughing as she stared up at the blond stranger.

			What in the hell?

			Wade shook his head. Victoria was out for a hookup. That much was obvious. And he was standing there, glaring at her. He needed to get his shit together. This was none of his business. They might be partners, but if she found out that he was there . . .

			Clenching his back teeth, Wade whirled away. Victoria was a grown woman. More than capable of looking after herself. He strode toward the exit.

			But something is wrong. I’ve seen pain in her eyes lately. Pain that she tries to hide from everyone else.

			He stilled. His gaze cut to the left. Yeah, that was a woman nearly having sex up against the wall. This club was all about the fast hookups. Strangers in the dark. He knew because . . .

			I’ve been here before.

			Wade looked back over his shoulder, but Victoria was gone. So was the blond guy. Real alarm shot through Wade as his gaze flew over the packed dance floor.

			He didn’t see Victoria, not anywhere.

			Wade started searching the shadows. It had just been a moment. Where the hell was she? He rushed up to the bar and slammed his hands down on the bar top.

			A bored-­looking bartender glanced his way. The guy was sporting what looked like a freshly styled Mohawk.

			“The sexy redhead in the short skirt,” Wade bit out. “Where did she go?”

			The bartender jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Headed out the back door.”

			Wade shoved away from the bar and hurried toward the door.

			“I don’t think they want to be bothered!” the bartender yelled after him.

			Screw that. Victoria couldn’t just run off into the night with some stranger. Considering the business they were in, she knew just how dangerous that behavior could be.

			He shoved open the back door and it bounced against the brick wall. More shadows waited for him. Shadows and stench—­it reeked out there, smelling of old booze and cigarettes. It was not Victoria’s scene. She was fine wine. She was flowers. She was seduction.

			And he still wasn’t seeing her. Wade rushed forward. He turned to the right, saw the narrow alley and the couple locked in a hard embrace.

			The man had the woman up against the wall. Her hands were on his shoulders and—­

			“Victoria.” Her name tore from Wade before he could get enough control back to stop himself.

			The man whirled to face him. Same big blond guy. And, apparently, he was a guy who liked to fight—­because he whirled and lunged at Wade with his fists clenched.

			“Stop!” Victoria cried. He’d know her voice anywhere.

			She’d been making out with that jerk.

			Wade glared at the guy. It was too dark for him to see the man’s expression clearly. They were close to the same height and build, but Wade didn’t doubt he’d be able to take the creep down.

			“You need to get the hell out of here,” the man told him. His voice was a low growl.

			“Actually,” Wade fired right back, “I will be leaving. With Victoria.”

			The fellow cursed. “The hell you—­”

			“Easy, Flynn. I know. He’s my . . . partner at work.” Victoria pushed between them. Her hand slid across Wade’s chest, and heat singed him. “Why are you here?” she asked him.

			I followed you. I’ve got some issues. More than some. “Maybe I’m here for the same reason you are,” he said instead. “A fast fuck in the dark.”

			She flinched. Then said, very clearly and flatly, “We were kissing, not fucking . . . in case you couldn’t tell the difference.”

			Oh, hell. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. Jealousy makes me such an ass. Hurting Victoria was the last thing he ever wanted to do. His voice softened as he said, “It’s time for us to go home, Victoria.” And yeah, he emphasized the us because he wasn’t leaving without her.

			“Vik . . .” The other man rolled back his shoulders. Vik . . . Wade realized that the blond man wasn’t a stranger to Victoria. There was too much intimacy in his voice. “Who is this joker? And do you want me to kick his ass?”

			I’d like to see you try. What had she called the guy? Flynn? Freaking Flynn. He hated the man.

			“I told you, he’s my partner at work. And . . . Wade’s a friend, too,” Victoria said. “Sorry, Flynn, but I have to go.” Her right hand was on Wade’s chest but her left was on Flynn’s, and Wade really wanted her to stop touching the guy. “Go back inside. I’m all right with him, really.”

			The blond guy’s hand rose. Slid over her cheek. “You know where I am. When you need me, find me. I’ll always come when you call.”

			She doesn’t need you.

			And then he just . . . walked away. Just left Victoria in the alley.

			Victoria didn’t speak for a few moments. She did pull her hand away from Wade. They stood there, Victoria in front of him, her body so close, her scent—­light lavender—­rising over the smell of that stale alcohol. Wade tried to figure out what to say to her. He tried to find the words that would smooth over this mess that was developing between them.

			“What are you doing?” she finally asked him.

			He had no clue. Making an ass of himself? Yeah. Because when he’d seen Victoria with that jerk, jealousy had burned through him and he’d lost the ability to have a sane thought.

			“Wade, please, answer me. Why are you here?” Victoria pressed.

			He really wished he could see her eyes in the dark. Victoria’s green eyes could shine with so many emotions. “Why are you here?” Wade asked her. “I know you aren’t into bars like this. I’ve heard you say before that these places aren’t your kind of scene.”

			Victoria just shook her head and started walking away from him. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she muttered.

			No, she was going to see him right then. He was tired of feeling as if Victoria didn’t see him. I don’t like her looking through me. He caught her wrist. “You know how dangerous it can be to hook up with strangers.” At LOST they’d seen—­firsthand—­what death and horror could follow when you trusted the wrong person. The rest of the world might walk around with blinders on, but they didn’t. They couldn’t.

			“Maybe I was in the mood for some danger.”

			Her voice was so low he had to strain to hear it, and then he shook his head, hard, even as his fingers tightened around her wrist. “That’s not you.” But Victoria had been changing. Ever since that damn attack. Ever since . . . I nearly lost her.

			And he hadn’t even realized how important she was to him, not until then. Victoria and her sharp mind. Her slow smile. Her sexy glasses.

			He hadn’t realized it . . . not until he’d seen her covered in blood.

			I won’t lose her. Not to some psycho killer. Not to some random stranger.

			“Maybe you don’t know me nearly as well as you thought,” she said.

			For some reason, her words pissed him off. “Actually, I think I know you better than you realize.” He’d worked intimately close with her—­and intimate was the key word. He’d spent too many hours with her. Fantasized about her. Realized that the one thing he wanted—­

			Was right there.

			“I’m taking you home,” Wade said.

			“Oh, Wade . . .” Victoria sighed his name. “I don’t need protecting. I’m an adult. I can take care of myself.”

			“And I’m your friend.” That had been her word choice. “So let me just give you a ride home, okay?” Because he needed to get her out of that alley. Away from that club.

			Before the blond bozo came back. Freaking Flynn.

			“I haven’t stopped you from sleeping with anyone,” Victoria said.

			Yeah, baby, you have. Maybe she didn’t get just how drastically his life had changed since her abduction. Maybe it was time that he stopped playing it cool. Stopped giving her time and started acting.

			“Let’s go,” Wade said. He tugged on her wrist.

			Victoria sighed again but she didn’t argue. They headed out of the alley and then dodged cars as they hurried across the street. His motorcycle was waiting, and he jumped on the bike and revved up the engine.

			“At least you don’t have to take a cab back home,” he told her as she climbed on behind him.

			Her hands curled around his waist.

			“You’ll need to hold on tighter,” Wade told her as his hands rolled around the handlebars. “A whole lot tighter . . . and come closer.” Because she was trying to distance herself. That wasn’t going to work. He intended to eliminate all the barriers between them.

			Victoria wouldn’t be able to hold any of herself back.

			He felt her inch forward, and a hard smile curved his lips.

			If Victoria was in the mood for danger, she wasn’t going to be taking a walk on the wild side with a stranger. If she wanted passion, if she wanted hot sex, she didn’t need to go looking for it at some club.

			He shot away from the corner and they raced down the street.

			If she wanted danger and passion . . . then I’ll damn well give it to her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			HER LEGS WERE trembling when Victoria climbed off Wade’s motorcycle. He’d parked underneath the streetlight at the corner of her building, and when she glanced at him—­

			He looks furious.

			As if he had the right to be angry. He’d totally screwed up her night. All her careful plans had gone straight down the drain because of him. And now tension was coursing through her blood. Her body was too tight and aching, and her control had never been so close to splintering.

			“Thanks for the ride home,” she told him. Not. “I’ll see you in the morning.” She turned away from him and hurried up the steps of her building.

			“Not that easy . . .”

			She glanced back over her shoulder. He was following her. Looking all tall, dark, and deadly as he strode away from his beast of a motorcycle. If he hadn’t been her partner, if he hadn’t been a friend, he would have made for a perfect lover. The kind that she usually took when the need got to be too much for her.

			But he’s Wade. Not some guy that she could forget the next day. She’d see him, again and again. And Victoria had one rule when it came to her lovers—­no ties. No emotions.

			Not ever. Wade wouldn’t understand that rule.

			She’d seen how dangerous love could be. Love had ripped apart her family. Love had sent her father into a killing fury.

			She looked back up at her building. Safety was a few feet away. She nodded to her doorman and hurried inside. The marble gleamed beneath her feet and—­

			Wade was behind her. The doorman had just let him come right in. Probably because he’d seen Wade before and knew they were friends. Only she didn’t feel friendly at that moment.

			The alcohol had lowered her inhibitions far too much. She probably should have just stopped with one drink, but a second one—­for courage—­had seemed like a great idea at the time.

			She jabbed the button on the elevator. Wade came up behind her. She could practically feel the heat from his body reaching out to wrap around her. “I’m home, safe and sound,” Victoria said as the elevator doors opened. She stepped inside and turned to face him. “You can go now.”

			But he shook his head. He walked into the elevator, and she had to step back. “We aren’t done,” Wade told her, his voice a bit rough.

			She knew he was used to getting what he wanted. She’d known that from the first week of working with him. But . . . what does he want from me?

			His gaze slid toward the control panel.

			“Don’t even think it,” Victoria warned him as she leaned forward and swiped her security card over that panel. The last thing she wanted was to play another round of stop-­the-­elevator with him. Very resolutely, she hit the button for her floor.

			His lips curved, just the faintest bit. “I don’t have to stop it this time. I’m sure we’ll have plenty of privacy at your place for our little chat.” He rolled back his shoulders. “We need to clear the air. It’ll be good, for both of us.”

			She seriously doubted that. They didn’t speak again until the elevator stopped on the top floor, and then he was the one to back away. He motioned for her to head out, and she pretty much jumped out of that elevator. She hurried past him and nearly ran down the hallway. Victoria was the only resident who lived on the top floor. A penthouse. Expensive as all hell, but totally worth it—­both for the view and the privacy. In order to get to this floor, a special key card was required in the elevator.

			The lush carpeting swallowed their footsteps as they headed for her door. She fumbled a bit with the lock but seconds later they were inside. Victoria shut the door behind them and sealed them into her home.

			She tossed her keys onto the small table in the foyer. She didn’t bother flipping on the lights. The large, floor-­to-­ceiling windows in her den let in plenty of illumination, courtesy of the Atlanta skyline. She headed toward those windows and stared out at the city. Usually the view soothed her.

			Not tonight.

			She waited for him to speak first.

			“You want me to apologize, don’t you?” Wade said as he came to stand near her.

			Victoria risked a quick glance at him. His gaze wasn’t on her. It was on the city. The lights.

			She followed his stare. This view is why I sank all of my savings into this place. Because I can stand here, look out at the rest of the world and feel safe. No one is around me. I’m free up here.

			Free, but not alone—­not right then. She cleared her throat. “An apology would be a good start.” She turned to face him. “Just because we’re partners on this case, that doesn’t give you any rights in my life. You don’t get to control what I do or who I do it with.” No one did. “So if I want to go out, hook up with some hot guy and forget the rest of the world—­”

			He turned toward her. “Why not me?”

			Her mouth fell open a bit.

			“Why not hook up with me? If it’s sex you want, come to me.” He moved even closer. She stiffened her knees and refused to back up. “You know the attraction is there between us.”

			Victoria wasn’t going to pretend that she didn’t feel that hot lick of heat when they were close. “I think you’re attracted to most women.” She’d seen the way he flirted—­too many times. “You said you knew me? Well, guess what? I know you, too.”

			He shook his head. “You were right before. I don’t think we know each other nearly as well as we both believed.” He lifted his hand.

			She tensed.

			“I don’t want you to do that,” he said, voice thickening. “You let him touch you. Why not me?”

			Because the man at the club hadn’t mattered. Her rules. Always, hers. Flynn played the game she wanted. No commitment, just fun. He was easy to deal with. Easy to understand.

			She didn’t think there was anything easy about Wade at all.

			Wade’s fingers curled around her chin and he tilted her head up.

			“I’m not looking for some kind of commitment,” Victoria blurted. Commitment was the last thing she wanted. Ever. “I don’t want ties, Wade.”

			“And you think you’d have them with me?”

			“We work together, we—­”

			He kissed her.

			She’d wondered before how he would kiss. If he’d be careful at first, if he’d try to woo her with sensual skill.

			She hadn’t considered that he’d just . . . take.

			There was no tentativeness in his kiss. No hesitation at all. Her lips were open, so were his, and he claimed her mouth with a hot, hungry savagery. His tongue slid over the curve of her mouth. He thrust it past her lips, and her heart slammed into her ribs.

			Maybe she should have pushed him away. She didn’t. Instead, her hands rose and locked around his shoulders. She pulled him closer. She opened her mouth wider. He wasn’t the only one going to take.

			Earlier that night, fear and sadness had twisted inside of her. She’d left LOST as fast as she could. She’d gone home. She’d read over those terrible files on Kennedy Lane.

			She’s dead. I know she is. Another one gone.

			And it had been too much. She’d needed to escape. To put the dead behind her and feel alive again.

			But Wade had stopped that plan. Wade—­handsome, sexy Wade. Wade—­the man kissing her as if he wanted to devour her right then and there. And she . . .

			Maybe I want to be devoured.

			His mouth slowly pulled from hers, but he didn’t let her go. She didn’t let him go, either. Victoria realized that she’d never just kissed a man before—­and ignited.

			Not until Wade.

			“Been wanting to do that for a while,” he admitted.

			Then you should have done it.

			“You don’t have to go to some bar,” Wade said gruffly. “And find a stranger to give you what you need.”

			He had no clue what she needed.

			“I’m right here, Viki. I can give you everything that you want.”

			Oh, but those words were tempting.

			But Wade . . . Wade wasn’t a onetime thrill. She wouldn’t be able to walk away from him and go on with her life. She’d see him every day, and how was she supposed to handle that? Her fingers flexed on his shoulders. “I told you . . .”

			“You didn’t want ties. Fine with me. I’ll take what you want to give.”

			Those words . . . she didn’t understand him, not at all. “Just what are you offering?”

			“Consider me your partner, with benefits.”

			Her eyes widened. No, he had not just said—­

			Wade pulled away from her. “Think about it.”

			Her hands fell to her sides.

			“See you in the morning.” Then he headed for the door.

			Wait—­now he was leaving? When she could still taste him? When her body was aching? When she just wanted to drag him into her bedroom and forget everything else? Now?

			She didn’t want to think about his offer. If she thought about things, she’d change her mind. She’d see how wrong this was. How wrong all of it was.

			Partner, with benefits.

			Her breath came a bit faster. Yes, yes, this was wrong. In so many ways. It was—­ “Stay,” she said.

			He turned back toward her. She saw the glint of hard lust burning in his gaze. That hot fire should have made her hesitate. It didn’t.

			It just made her hurry toward him. When he was just a few feet away, she stopped. Her heart was racing hard enough to shake her chest, but she tried to school her expression as she gazed up at him. “No promises. No ties.” They could just take the pleasure and walk away, right? They were both adults. Smart, capable. They could do this. He seemed to understand and actually be cool with her rules.

			“I’ll give you what you need,” Wade promised her.

			Right then, he was what she needed. Even when she was kissing Flynn she’d been on edge. And when Wade called her name in the club, her first thought had been . . .

			Yes. Him! She hadn’t been angry that he was in the alley. She’d been glad to see him. Even if he had screwed up her plans.

			And, maybe . . . maybe he was the answer that she’d been looking for. There was no risk with him—­she knew Wade was one of the good guys. He wouldn’t hurt her. So they’d take each other. They’d let their desire go, and . . .

			No ties.

			She offered her hand to him. Wade’s gaze dropped to her fingers. His lips tightened but he took her hand. She felt the press of his calluses against her. “Then I guess we have a deal,” Victoria said. She licked her lips, nervous now and—­

			He kissed her again, and the desire she felt flared even more within her. “Damn right,” Wade rasped against her mouth, “we do.”

			And Victoria knew there would be no going back.

			HER HIGH HEELS wobbled a bit on the broken sidewalk. Melissa Hastings put her hand on the brick wall, steadying herself. She’d definitely had too much to drink.

			Time to call it a night.

			She sucked in a slow, deep breath and tried to fight the nausea rolling through her stomach. She didn’t usually get sick when she drank, but tonight . . . tonight was different.

			Tonight she’d had way too much because she’d been celebrating.

			I’m free.

			Finally. He wouldn’t be holding her back any longer. She’d be able to do exactly what she wanted, when she wanted.

			Freedom was heady. Freedom was hot. Freedom was . . .

			Making my head swim.

			Her hair slid over her face as she lowered her head. She’d go catch a cab and head back to her apartment. She’d sleep this off and be as good as new tomorrow.

			Better than new.

			I’m free.

			After another bracing breath, she lifted her head. Her hair slid over her shoulders and—­

			He was there.

			Standing in the shadows, just a few feet away.

			“Are you feeling all right?” His voice carried easily to her.

			And, no, she wasn’t feeling all right. She was actually even dizzier and her tongue had started to feel thick in her mouth. That wasn’t normal. She’d been drunk before and hadn’t felt this way. What is wrong with me?

			“You probably should have been more careful,” he said as he stepped forward, “with what you drank.”

			“Y-­You . . .” Her breath choked out as fear snaked through her. He shouldn’t be there.

			“Did you think we were done?” he asked her softly as he continued to close in on her. “Just because you said we were through?” His deep voice seemed to wrap around her. A sexy, seductive voice.

			A voice that belonged to a very dangerous man.

			She glanced over her shoulder. The club wasn’t so far away. There were plenty of people right there. She was perfectly safe, even if she was beginning to feel sick as all hell. She turned her stare back to him.

			He’d stopped a few feet away, but with the light behind him, shadows covered his face. He had a tall, powerful form. A great body. She’d thought that the first time she’d seen him. And, sure, she’d been aware of his danger—­he had that sexy, bad boy edge. She’d wanted him.

			He’d wanted her.

			Now I want to get away from him.

			“Stay away from me,” Melissa said as she backed up a step. “I told you—­”

			“Are you afraid of me?”

			Yes.

			Something glinted in the darkness. Her heart thudded even faster. Oh, dear God, did he have a knife? No, no, surely he didn’t. That was crazy.

			Wasn’t it?

			But then he stepped forward, and that glint vanished. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

			The dizziness was getting worse. She put her hand to her forehead.

			“Oh, Melissa . . .” He sighed out her name. “Don’t you know better than to leave your glass unattended?”

			She . . . she had . . . but just for a moment. One dance. And her friends had been at the bar, right next to her glass. Her roommate Jim had been there. Jim always looked out for her. The drink had been safe.

			Hadn’t it?

			Her knees started to buckle, but he was there to catch her.

			“You put . . . something in my drink . . . ?” Now her nausea and dizziness made sense. He’d drugged her drink. Maybe roofied her. So scream, Melissa! A voice in her head cried out. Scream! People are right there.

			She opened her mouth.

			And felt the sharp prick of a knife beneath her chin.

			I did see a knife, glinting in the dark.

			“I’m not here to hurt you, sweetheart. I just want to make you happy.”

			A tear slid down her cheek.

			“So don’t scream. Just relax. In a few more moments you’ll be far away, with me.”

			Melissa didn’t want to be with him. She’d broken it off. They were done.

			“Sorry!” She heard his voice boom out. She blinked and tried to see what was happening. “My girlfriend had a little too much to drink.” His arm was wrapped around her. “I’ll make sure she gets home okay.”

			He was talking to someone else. Her eyes narrowed as she turned her head. One of the bouncers from the club was walking toward them. She had a chance—­

			The knife pricked her skin. Could the bouncer see it?

			“Say a word to him,” he said softly, “and I will hurt you, so very badly.”

			She didn’t speak.

			“Don’t worry!” he called out to the bouncer. “I’ll take good care of my girl.”

			She wasn’t his girl.

			The bouncer’s footsteps shuffled away.

			Her eyes began to drift closed. She couldn’t hold them open any longer.

			“That was so good,” he said. “Now don’t worry. I’ll take care of you. Just like I said. Such good care . . .”

			WADE CLENCHED HIS hands into fists and fought to hold onto his control. They were in Victoria’s bedroom. He was near the bed. She was in the doorway.

			Holy hell, this was happening. Victoria was about to be his. Finally.

			She stared at him and then lifted her fingers and turned off the lights.

			“You don’t have to do that,” he said. His voice sounded rough and a bit ragged, but when a wet dream came to life, how else was he supposed to talk? “I want to see you.” All of you.

			He heard the rustle of clothing, and, with the city skyline drifting through her bedroom blinds, he could just make out her sensual form as she pulled her shirt over her head. “You don’t want to see my scars,” Victoria said. “It’s better this way.”

			Screw that. He knew she’d been attacked by that bastard with a knife while they were in Louisiana. And her scars—­they weren’t a turnoff. Nothing about her was. Not to him.

			There was more faint rustling and then . . . then Victoria was walking toward him. He could hear the soft sound of her footfalls. When she touched him, when she pressed her body to his, he realized that she was totally naked.

			“You’re wearing too many clothes,” she told him. “If this is going to work, you need to get naked.”

			“Oh, it’s going to work,” he muttered. Provided my control stays in place. She had no idea just how badly he wanted her. He got that now. She’d understand soon enough.

			But he didn’t strip. Not yet. Instead, he put his hands on her shoulders. Such smooth, soft skin, and then, slowly, his fingers skimmed down her body. Over her arms. Across to her breasts. He loved her breasts, so round and full. He could feel the nipples—­tight, aroused—­pushing against his fingers, and he had to tease them. Stroke them.

			“Wade . . .”

			And on down his fingers went as the two of them stood in the near-­dark. Over her stomach. Over the faint line of a scar that he could feel. His fingers lingered there, caressing softly, wishing that he could take away her pain.

			“Don’t—­”

			His fingers moved away at her sharp cry. He’d come back to her scars later. He’d show her that every single inch of her body was perfect to him.

			Down, down
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