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      A shadowy government organization is about to unleash a secret weapon against an innocent population.

      The subject of a brutal experiment that’s slowly eroding everything that makes him human, Rafe Andros fights to remember Dr. Gabby Montague. Only she can unlock the secrets inside his mind that will stop a devastating attack from killing thousands of innocent people, including the woman he loves.
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        Dusk

        Adirondack Mountains

      

      

      “Well, lookee here, boss. Your lady sure does get around.”

      Surgical Strike Unit team leader Rafe Andros took the binoculars from Muldovsky and focused on the rock face below the laboratory they’d been observing for the past two days. Part of the rock had slid open, revealing the narrow door caught on photos taken by the SSU’s satellite. Just outside that door, under one of the exterior lights, two women stood at awkward angles to each other.

      Rafe felt a tingle of excitement across the back of his neck. The SSU had been watching the compound via satellite for a week prior to his team’s deployment. Thanks to the satellite photos, Rafe knew several troop transport trucks had driven through another door further down the rock formation, indicating a probable garage or loading dock. The women’s stark white lab coats suggested there were also labs on that lower level.

      He didn’t recognize the dark-haired woman on the right, smoking jerkily on a cigarette. She wasn’t part of the group of scientists and other staff members that was bused to and from the housing village every day. Since the mystery woman had to be sleeping somewhere, it was likely the underground portion of the facility also held living quarters.

      Which meant more places for Rafe and his team to search for Nate Ngoro, their missing teammate.

      Rafe shifted his binoculars to the woman on the left. Dr. Gabrielle Montague. One of the scientists the SSU’s satellite had recorded entering and leaving the upper lab.

      His men liked to tease, but damn, she made him hot. He’d always loved smart women, and intelligence was stamped on every line of her face. A clip held her honey blonde hair behind her ears, revealing a long, stubborn shot of jaw that ended in a slightly square chin. Rafe found perfectly symmetrical beauty boring and Dr. Montague’s slightly too-wide nose pushed her past beautiful straight into fascinating.

      The photos in her background file showed a woman with the sensual, curvy body of a flamenco dancer, but looking through the binoculars at the baggy fit of her institutional gray pencil skirt and bulky lab coat, he’d have to say she’d lost weight. Still, even with her being too thin he had a hard time keeping his eyes off her.

      Too bad her presence made her a suspect in Nate’s disappearance.

      “Yo, Addison,” Muldovsky called through the com link. “Guess who’s outside? It’s boss man’s lady. And he’s staring at her legs again.”

      “Hey, can you blame him? She’s looking mighty fine for a dead woman.”

      There was no disputing that comment. Four months ago Dr. Montague had been listed among the fatalities in a bus crash on her way home from vacation. In fact, all of the staff here, except for today’s mystery woman, were similarly not-dead-as-reported.

      Of those staff they’d managed to identify from the photos, all had worked in the medical field. Dr. Montague’s expertise was treating veterans who’d been exposed to chemical or biological agents. The other doctors specialized in such diverse topics as drug rehabilitation, hypnosis to cure obsessive-compulsive disorder, and the use of growth hormones. There were three psychiatrists, ten medical doctors, sixteen lab assistants, and six administrative staff. All working at a facility that didn’t show up on any public or private records.

      A snort came through the com link. “Hell, you boys got it wrong,” O’Ryan pitched in. “Andros thinks the doctor has Ngoro stashed up her skirt. Never mind that Ngoro’s like, six-four and a gazillion pounds, and Montague’s lucky if she’s five-seven and a hundred thirty.”

      Rafe ignored the gibes of his men. They’d caught him doing a double take over Dr. Montague the first time he’d seen her on the other end of his binoculars, and suddenly she’d become “his” lady. Like none of them had admired the feminine shape of her legs or the curve of her ass. Out of the handful of female staff, her combination of mature intelligence and sexy grace caught his attention over the perky young lab assistants or the dour senior female scientist.

      The corner of Rafe’s mouth lifted as he was hit by a memory.

      “Why do you get to go after the girl?” Rafe had groused to Kai Paterson when he’d been given this assignment two months ago, “while I’m off trekking in the woods with a bunch of smelly, foul-mouthed men?” But he hadn’t been able to stop the smile from teasing the corners of his mouth.

      Kai, Rafe’s brother-in-law and fellow SSU agent, had laughed and lightly punched him on the shoulder. “Because you’re the ex-Ranger, my friend. You’re the one trained in covert rescue and assault. I’m just a scientist turned spy.”

      If Kai could only hear the teasing Rafe was getting from his men, he’d bust a gut laughing.

      Rafe saw the women’s mouths move even though they stood at right angles to each other, heads turned down and away from the rock face. “Christ,” he breathed. “Even a two-year-old could tell they’re not gossiping.” The smoker jerked her cigarette to and from her mouth like a sideshow robot and Dr. Montague had her arms wrapped around her torso so tightly she was in danger of breaking her own ribs.

      “They might as well wave a sign saying ‘We’re up to something,’” he muttered in disgust, handing the binoculars back to Muldovsky.

      Muldovsky focused the glasses, then nodded. “Yeah. Amateurs.”

      Even without the binoculars, Rafe continued to stare in the direction of the women. Unpredictable events always added spice to a mission. Maybe the women were just griping about their boss, or maybe they were planning trouble. Either way, he’d make sure nothing stopped his team from finding Nate.

      “Bus is here,” Willits announced from his spot closer to the upper level entrance.

      As if she’d heard him, Dr. Montague glanced at her watch then bolted back into the building. The other woman stayed to finish her smoke, then she, too, retreated into the rock face.

      Rafe touched Muldovsky on the shoulder and nodded toward the upper entrance to indicate he was switching locations. Moments later, Rafe slid into position beside Willits in time to watch the last of the scientists exit the building.

      Where was⁠—?

      Dr. Montague dashed out the door and joined the end of the line.

      Ah. There she was.

      As the staff members shuffled toward the waiting bus Dr. Montague swayed, then stumbled against the man in front of her. He turned and grabbed her arm, helping her regain her balance. The man’s sharp expression of concern had Rafe zooming his binoculars onto her face.

      He frowned. She had the tightly drawn expression of someone barely hanging onto her strength. Was she sick? Reacting to some chemical in the lab? Or was her stumble faked?

      Rafe shook his head. Not his problem. She was involved in whatever was going on here, which made her weakness his advantage.

      Two months ago, the privately run SSU had been hired by the Department of Defense and the FBI to look into the reappearance of military and federal law enforcement personnel who’d supposedly been killed in action. In each case, the circumstances surrounding the deaths had made body retrieval impossible. At least two of the “dead” later turned up in remote towns not far from this compound, pumped up on a new blend of steroids and homicidally insane.

      Rafe’s teammate, Nate Ngoro, had been reported as being killed during a joint special operations training exercise three months ago. Only, Nate’s subdermal tracking device—which ran off his body’s electrical impulses—had continued to transmit to the SSU for a week after his “death” until the signal finally vanished at these coordinates.

      “I count Dr. Montague as the last one out,” Rafe said over the com link as she leaned heavily on the handrail in order to pull herself onto the first stair of the bus.

      “Ditto,” O’Ryan answered.

      The door closed behind Dr. Montague and the bus pulled out of the small parking lot. As it disappeared into the trees, Rafe announced, “Bluebird is on the move.”

      “Roger that, Team One.” Six of Rafe’s men had stayed behind to search the staff village, and would take up positions along the perimeter to watch the scientists during the night.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll keep your lady nice and safe,” Rick Depaoli, the head of Team Two drawled. “Got to admit, though, her underwear drawer was a disappointment. Boring white cotton. I was hoping for at least a little lace to counteract that mind-numbing gray uniform.”

      “Asshole,” Rafe said with a laugh. He shifted his binoculars back to the building that housed the labs and waited. Exactly ten minutes from the moment the bus pulled out, the interior of the building went dark, leaving only the exterior security lights to provide illumination.

      “Is the security night shift here yet?” Rafe asked.

      “Heading your way,” Addison replied from his spot further down the road.

      Rafe signaled for his men to return to camp. They’d grab a quick bite to eat, then sneak into the building once the guards had a few hours to grow complacent.

      By now, the bus would have reached the gate in the chain link fence that enclosed the three wooded acres with walking paths immediately surrounding the lab. Two acres beyond that first fence, though, was a second fence, well hidden by bushes. The type of fence usually only seen at high-security prisons. Electrified. Slanted in at the top and capped with enough razor wire to make Edward Scissorhands jealous. The gate to that fence always slid into an opening in a fall of rock just before the bus came into view.

      Why did the facility need a fence built to keep people inside? And why didn’t they want the scientists to know about the second fence?

      Tonight, Rafe intended to find out.

      

      Fingers shaking, Gabby Montague flinched as she pulled out the clips that kept her chin-length hair from swinging into her eyes. Dammit, she couldn’t go on like this. After just seven days of working in the clandestine part of the lab, there were hollows under her cheeks. Dark pools of fatigue lurked under the thin skin around her eyes.

      Thank heavens, it would all end tonight. Her nerves were so taut, even with sedatives she couldn’t sleep more than an hour or two at a time, jerking out of a sound sleep with her heart racing and her body poised for flight. Tension had stolen her appetite so completely, she barely managed to eat enough to keep her strength up.

      God, what Kaufmann did to his subjects sickened her.

      And she’d been helping him.

      Gabby shivered. Four months ago, after the veterans’ home she’d been working at had burned down while she was on vacation, a slightly distant, unfailingly polite and supportive man calling himself Dr. Pierce had offered her a job continuing her work. He’d had references from a researcher she’d trusted, so Gabby had agreed to join Dr. Pierce at this remote location.

      She’d thought she’d been working on a legitimate project aimed at lessening rages in veterans exposed to biochemical agents. Until last week, when she’d returned from her lunchtime walk and found the front door locked due to another glitch in the spotty security system. While searching for another way inside, she’d stumbled across a door set in what she’d thought was a wall of rock and discovered the secret lab.

      The red power lights of the security cameras had been dark when Gabby entered, indicating they weren’t working. Hoping to find a way back upstairs, she’d started exploring, and come across a scene that starred in her nightmares. Her patient, Michael du Braise, knelt over a man in a sandy arena. Du Braise lowered his mouth to the man’s throat and tore into it with his teeth while scientists looked on, writing furiously in their notebooks.

      Horrified, and determined to figure out what the hell was going on, Gabby had snuck into some of the labs and stolen notes and test tubes.

      She pressed the heels of her hands against her eye sockets. All illusions about her mission had shattered that day. As soon as she’d managed to get back to her lab and look at the samples under the microscope, she’d known she was onto something deadly.

      There had been traces of Agent Styx in one of the samples. The same Vietnam era biochemical agent that had driven her father into uncontrollable rages. The U.S. government insisted they had stopped producing Agent Styx in 1971 and that they’d destroyed all existing samples.

      Except Gabby possessed two vials of Agent Styx that her father had left her upon his death. Proof of the government’s horrible experiments. She’d studied Agent Styx. Seen traces of it in the blood of several of her patients who’d served in Vietnam. But she’d never found the chemical in anyone under the age of thirty. Until those samples she’d stolen.

      When she’d seen the familiar marker glowing under her microscope, she’d thought wildly of running. Of taking the evidence to the authorities.

      How naïve she’d been.

      Gabby turned on the faucet and shoved her wrists under the cold water, adding soap and scrubbing until her skin was red. But no amount of soap could cleanse her of what she’d done.

      She hadn’t realized that the security cameras had come back online in time to catch her leaving the secret lab. The next day, Dr. Pierce had confronted her in his office with proof of her trespassing. He’d threatened to throw her to his subjects as a target for their rage.

      He’d bound Gabby’s hands behind her and marched her through the corridors into the secret lab. To what Gabby had believed would be her death. Dr. Kaufmann had explained that he’d been using her research to help mitigate chemically triggered, berserker rages that made his subjects impossible to command. And since the goal of his program was to create mind controlled superhuman soldiers, obedience was mandatory.

      Kaufmann had offered Gabby one chance to save herself. She could work with him to overcome the men’s rages. Or she could die at the hands of his subjects.

      Gabby splashed water on her face, wishing she could go back in time and tell Kaufmann no. He’d agreed so quickly, she wondered if she’d been manipulated into helping him. Still, she hadn’t seen any other way to stay alive. At least by easing the men’s rages, she’d thought she’d lessen their suffering.

      Now, after a week of watching man after man put through mental and physical experiments that left them screaming in agony, she was ready to break. She wanted to tell Kaufmann she’d changed her mind.

      Let him kill her.

      Because she now believed that curing the rages would do more harm than good. Anger gave the subjects a degree of power. A chance to strike back at their tormentors. And a mental break from the constant orders of the scientists.

      Gabby’s help only made their situation worse.

      She scrubbed the towel over her face, but still didn’t feel clean.

      Few of the men remained sane. Yet, if she could remove all the subjects from the program within a couple of days and get them into treatment, she thought most of them could regain some degree of mental clarity.

      Which is why she and her co-conspirator had originally come up with a plan to free them tomorrow. Instead, Gabby had told Laurel this afternoon that they had to move the timetable up to tonight. Gabby feared that with her own shaky mental and physical condition, she’d give them away if they waited much longer. Already she’d made some mistakes in the lab—dropping a beaker, mixing the wrong chemicals—that had Kaufmann’s head of staff eyeing her with suspicion.

      Knowing she was being watched and judged only made the sea of acid in her stomach burn that much hotter.

      If she had to work at the lab for even another two days, Gabby thought it was very likely she would be the one who ended up insane.

      Or dead.
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      The last of his team had just slipped through the breach in the electrified fence when Rafe’s radio vibrated.

      “We got activity at the rock face, boss,” Muldovsky said from his perch watching the back of the lab. “Part of it’s raising up, like a garage door.”

      Rafe signaled his men to hold positions. “O’Ryan, you see any headlights coming our way?” The former Marine was stationed up a tall pine, with a clear view of the single road.

      “Negative, boss.”

      Rafe studied the lab. It appeared as deserted as the last two nights. The security guards were out patrolling the perimeter. If they held to schedule, this sector would remain clear for another ten minutes.

      “We’re staying on plan,” Rafe announced. The wind had picked up, stirring the scent of pine and earth into a potent musk. Rafe knew the sounds of moving branches would help mask any sounds his men made, but a quieter night would have let him hear any approaching danger.

      Rafe found himself smiling. Without a blueprint of the building and a security diagram, tonight’s maneuver was strictly improv from here on out. He loved missions like these, when success depended more on his team’s ingenuity than planning and technology.

      “Well, well, lookee what we’ve got here,” Muldovsky murmured. “One of those transports from the satellite photos is leaving the building.”

      “I’m on it.” In its earlier flyovers their satellite hadn’t even picked up a heat signal from the drivers of the trucks, which meant someone was going to a lot of trouble to hide what was going into, or coming out of, the hidden section of the lab. Rafe needed to know what was on those trucks.

      He motioned for two of his men to head back to the road. Because the team had walked in, they didn’t have their own vehicle to follow the truck. But the road wound through the compound, so his men would have plenty of time to get in position and hit the truck with a tracking device. Then the satellite would be able to locate it and send back photos.

      “Hold up, boss. It’s not going down the road. It’s heading into the trees… Okay, good, the truck’s moving slow enough that Willits is gonna sneak onboard.”

      “Roger.” Rafe shifted his attention from his radio to the men around him as they approached the compound. At the signal from his point man, Rafe dashed across the lawn and onto the building’s tiny front step. He pulled the dummy passkey out of his pocket and was just raising it to the electronic reader, when Muldovsky’s voice crackled through the radio at his ear.

      “Fuck!”

      Rafe froze, then gave one quiet click of his mic to let his teammate know he’d been heard.

      “Boss, Willits reports dead bodies in the back of the truck.”

      Rafe squeezed his eyes shut. He knew they were all wondering the same thing. Was Nate’s body among them?

      Rafe shook his head. He couldn’t think about that now. He gave another click of the mic to acknowledge Muldovsky.

      Then he proceeded with breaking into the lab. If Nate was indeed one of the dead, Rafe was damn well going to find out how and why he’d died.

      

      God bless Janey Reese, Rafe thought ten minutes later as the light on the lab’s electronic lock turned green. The SSU’s self-styled Gadget Goddess was the female equivalent to James Bond’s “Q.” Sixty if she was a day, she ran rings around her younger counterparts when it came to practical innovations. This dummy passkey was a perfect example. It had gotten them into the building and now allowed Rafe and his men to access each individual lab.

      Unfortunately, the labels on the neat rows of chemicals and test tubes in this small room meant little to Rafe. His brother-in-law was a biochemical expert, but Kai was currently recovering from a severe malaria attack caused by a mutated parasite that didn’t respond well to current drugs. Sparing a quick prayer for Kai’s health, Rafe asked, “Anything look out of the ordinary to you, Addison?”

      “Besides the fact that there’s no power in the lab, not even a live battery backup for the computer, and there isn’t so much as a Post-it in sight?” Addison whispered dryly. “Not a thing.”

      Yeah, the sterility of the room also bugged Rafe. He had no way of knowing if the lab was about to be closed down for good, or if removing all notes and disconnecting all power to the labs was standard post-hours procedure.

      “Chemicals all seem pretty standard,” Addison added. He was the only one on the team who’d taken chemistry in college, so he was the de facto expert. He waved a handheld sensor over the bottles and test tubes, across the counter, around the sink and underneath to the empty trash can. “No traces of any known biochemical or radioactive weapon-grade material,” he announced.

      Rafe nodded. The sensors were designed to detect the slightest residue that even a thorough cleaning might miss. He signaled Addison to follow him and stepped out into the hallway. “Anyone else have better luck?” he breathed into his lip mic.

      “No smoking guns, or smoldering cauldrons, boss,” Teng replied. “But I do have a locked door that our guru’s passkey isn’t opening. They’ve got a second layer of security here.”

      “I’ll be⁠—”

      “Boss,” Muldovsky’s voice cut in. “You boys done something to draw attention to yourselves? I’ve got a team of six guards leaving the lower level and heading your way.”

      Fuck. Rafe met Addison’s eyes, seeing the same suspicion reflected there.

      “We must have triggered a silent alarm,” Rafe murmured. “Time to head out. Muldovsky, any word from Willits?” Rafe jogged down the corridor toward the front door.

      “Negative boss. He’s still with the truck.”

      “Keep me posted. Going radio silent.”

      With the coordination of long practice, Rafe and his men slipped out the door, across the lawn, and back into the trees with mere seconds to spare before the compound’s security team moved stealthily into view.

      As they headed back to the rendezvous point, Rafe started plotting how to get access to that hidden room.

      

      Willits stalked into camp a good hour after Rafe and his team. The other men stepped out of his way, aware from the muscles working at his jaw that their teammate was furious and looking for a fight.

      Rafe stood slowly from his crouched position by the food pack. Willits stopped a foot from Rafe. “Nate wasn’t on the truck, sir.”

      Rafe nodded and felt the fist around his chest loosen. He’d been prepared to deal with the news of Nate’s death, but all of them would sleep better tonight knowing their missing teammate could still be alive and inside the lab.

      “Tell me what you saw,” Rafe commanded quietly.

      Willits’s blue eyes lost their angry glitter and turned bleak. “Seven dead men. Cause of death—” His lips twisted and he looked away. One shuddering inhale later, he swung his eyes back to Rafe’s, his anger back. “One had his throat torn out. The teeth marks looked human.”

      “Shit.”

      “Three more had dried blood at their eyes, nose, ears and mouth. It looked like Ebola, but my sensor didn’t pick up any known virus. The others appeared to have died from having the living hell beat out of them.” Willits shook his head. “They were just fucking dumped in the truck, then driven out to a huge underground crematorium and tossed inside like fucking garbage.”

      Rafe watched Willits’s fists open and close, and knew that wasn’t the end of the story.

      “And?” Rafe prompted.

      Willits notched his chin up. “I recognized one of the guys with the bloody eyes. Bert Landers. Lying, troublemaking sack of shit from the last basic training class I ran for the army before I joined the SSU. Three months ago, I heard he’d been killed in a training accident. But his body tonight in the truck…dead no more than a few days at most. And two more of the bodies were men on our list of missing personnel.”

      “Fuck.” The soft expletive came from O’Ryan. He and the rest of the men weren’t even pretending not to listen.

      “Here.” Willits thrust his smartphone at Rafe. “I took photos.”

      Aware that the eyes of every one of his men were on him as he scrolled through the photos, Rafe kept his breathing even and his jaw relaxed even though he wanted to hurl the phone across the campsite. They’ll face justice, Rafe promised himself. One way or another we’ll make certain they pay.

      “Teng,” he snapped to his communications expert when he could trust himself to speak without snarling. “Get Ryker on the line. Willits, you have anything to add?”

      There wasn’t much more. Willits had stayed in the back of the truck until it stopped, then slipped into the woods and watched as the driver and another man carried the bodies to the crematorium, tossed them in, then pushed the button to set the fire.

      “Yo boss. Ryker on line one.” Rafe dismissed Willits with a clap on the shoulder, then grabbed the satellite phone Teng held out to him.

      Rafe walked out of camp as he greeted the director and founder of the SSU, then launched into an account of tonight’s developments.

      After Rafe had finished, Ryker cursed softly. “Those symptoms sound like the ones reported with some of Nevsky’s subjects.” Rafe could just make out the faint sound of his boss spinning the antique globe he kept in his office, a sure sign Ryker was deep in thought. “We found Nevsky’s body, but not Kaufmann’s. It’s possible Kaufmann survived and started his own program.”

      Rafe barely held back his own curses. Their surveillance hadn’t shown anyone matching Kaufmann’s description exiting or entering the facility, but if the man lived inside the compound he wouldn’t need to leave. A select team of personnel drove into town once a month to pick up supplies. Aside from the staff that was bused to and from the housing complex, the SSU had been unable to get an accurate count of how many people stayed inside the compound around the clock. The buildings had been built in such a way that infrared couldn’t penetrate.

      “Any luck tracing the money?” Rafe asked.

      “No. Whoever set up the bank account to cover the compound’s expenses in town buried the details well. It will take time to unravel all the connections and I suspect in the end we’ll run into a dead end. I’ll tell our researchers to add Kaufmann’s name to the search, but since he’s presumed dead, any money he’s getting for running the program will likely be under a false name.”

      “Yeah. That could also explain why there wasn’t a single piece of branded paper in the labs or even a pencil with a customized logo on it. In case of infiltration, no one would know where to start looking for records tying the program back to its funder.”

      Rafe hoped to hell the leader of the program wasn’t Kaufmann. Dr. Leonard Kaufmann had been the right hand man of Dr. Mikhail Nevsky, a scientist who had worked for the United States government to develop a program for creating superhuman spies and soldiers. Using a combination of drugs, hypnosis and gene manipulation, Nevsky had made advances in physical strength, speed and immunity. There was just one problem. None of Nevsky’s human subjects had survived past three or four months. They either went insane and committed suicide, or they died from massive organ failure.

      Rafe paced along the bank of a small stream, wishing he had his boxing gloves. The thought of Nate going through such a program made him want to hit something. The fact that Rafe felt attracted to one of the scientists involved in such horrific experiments made him sick.

      Between the reports of men from this facility going on murderous rampages and Willits’s description of the state of the dead men in the back of the truck, Rafe suspected Ryker’s conclusion about Kaufmann was correct, and this lab was based on Nevsky’s research.

      “Could Kaufmann have found Nevsky’s microchip?” Rafe asked.

      Kai had been undercover at the lab when Dr. Nevsky killed himself by triggering the self-destruct feature. All of Nevsky’s work had been destroyed, except for the notes he’d encoded on a microchip and hidden away in an undisclosed location.

      “No,” Ryker said. “Kai said Nevsky was too paranoid. He didn’t even trust Kaufmann with the chip. Kaufmann must have smuggled out his own copy of the notes.”

      “Shit.” Kai had been searching for Nevsky’s microchip for over two years now, racing to make sure it wasn’t found by a terrorist or criminal organization. Once Kai recovered from the malaria, he was heading out to follow a strong lead regarding the chip’s location.

      But if the news got out that another superhuman program was up and running, the key players would shift their attention from the chip to the live data. The SSU needed to shut down this facility before word got out about its existence. “Whether this is really Kaufmann or not, they’re using the missing service personnel in their experiments,” Rafe informed his boss. “I believe they’re holding Nate in the underground section of the lab.”

      Rafe paused. “I’m not leaving without him.”

      There was a long moment of silence. Rafe knew the situation had escalated far beyond just a simple locate and rescue, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t risking Nate becoming another cremated body.

      “I assume you have a plan on how to get inside,” Ryker said.

      Rafe glanced at his watch, then ran through his options. He still had several hours of darkness left. “Yeah. Here’s what we’re going to do…”
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      “Wake up.”

      The command in the unfamiliar male voice jerked Gabby out of a sound sleep. Her eyes flew open and her lips parted, but cotton cloth clogged her mouth, blocking her scream. The faint light from the clock radio outlined the shape of a man’s head and gave the whites of his eyes a greenish cast.

      Terror shot through her. Oh, God. Her heart thundered in her chest until she thought it must be loud enough to wake the entire state. She attempted to sit up, to strike out, but her hands were tied in front of her. She tried to yank them apart, but the tight rope didn’t give.

      Why had she even allowed herself to sleep? The plan was for her to sneak out at one thirty in the morning and hide in the woods. At that time the chemicals she’d mixed earlier would reach their peak potency and explode in her lab. Laurel and her guard buddy would free the subjects in the lower lab, load them into the back of one of the cargo trucks, then swing by to pick Gabby up.

      After turning out the light at her usual bedtime, Gabby had stretched out on her bed to wait until it was time to meet Laurel. But sleep had snuck up on her.

      Had Dr. Kaufmann discovered their plan? Was this man one of the guards come to take her back to the lab, where Kaufmann would fulfill his threat to turn Gabby over to his subjects?

      A fresh burst of terror broke through her paralysis. She bent her knees and pushed with her feet, trying to make like an inchworm and move closer to the opposite end of the bed.

      The man put his hand on her shoulder and held her in place.

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” he said, his voice little more than a hoarse whisper.

      We’re? Oh, God, there was more than one man in the room with her?

      She twisted away from the man. With one more shove of her feet, she toppled off the other side of the bed. She’d no sooner landed on the floor, though, than large hands reached down and picked her up, setting her back on the bed.

      “Like the boss said,” whispered a new voice. “We aren’t gonna hurt you, lady. Just calm down and listen.”

      Calm down? She didn’t⁠—

      The first man put his hand on her throat, using just enough pressure to let her know he could crush her windpipe if he chose. She couldn’t stop herself from swallowing nervously, wincing as the muscles of her throat tried to move beneath the constriction of his hand.

      The bed coverings moved as the man shifted closer. Her breath hitched.

      “Easy,” he whispered. “Just relax.” His thumb and index finger began a slow, soothing massage under her jaw and to her utter shock and disgust, she felt her muscles ease.

      “That’s it,” he murmured. “As long as you cooperate, I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Meaning he’d hurt her if she didn’t cooperate? Her heart rate spiked again.

      But he kept up the slow kneading of his fingers and her body responded to his warm, calloused touch. Not just relaxing, but stirring slightly with arousal.

      What the hell was wrong with her?

      “We’re going to remove your gag. If you scream…” He tightened his fingers until she gasped for breath. “Do you understand?”

      She nodded.

      “Good.” He relaxed his grip and it took every ounce of control for her not to gulp in air. But she’d be damned if she’d give him that satisfaction.

      The other man’s fingers swiftly found the knot on her gag and loosened it. She spat out the cotton and inhaled deeply.

      “We cool?” the man asked, tightening his grip on her throat in warning.

      Her mouth was too dry to talk, so Gabby merely nodded again.

      “I want you to tell me where in the lab this man is being held.” A penlight turned on. She winced, turning her head away until her eyes adjusted to the brightness. Then she glanced at the photo in front of her.

      It showed a tall, muscular man with ebony skin, wearing military fatigues and a troublemaker’s grin. She worked some moisture into her mouth. “I’ve never seen him before.”

      The fingers pressed down on her throat. “Wrong answer.”

      “I swear! I’ve never seen him before.”

      “Don’t lie to me.” There was a hint of violence in the voice now, along with greater pressure on her throat. “We tracked him here. We know he’s inside the compound. He’s not in the upper level, so he must be downstairs, where you work.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But even to her own ears, her protest sounded false.

      

      Dr. Montague was hiding something. Rafe pressed a little harder on the fragile throat beneath his hand. He hadn’t missed the way her pulse had kicked just now. Or the extra layer of wariness in her eyes.

      Damn, but he wished they had full light. He wanted to see the color of her eyes. He thought they were hazel, but he couldn’t be sure. What he could say for certain was that she was much more fragile in person than she’d appeared tonight when she’d stumbled leaving the compound. Her body shook continuously with tiny shudders he didn’t think she was even aware of, and her wrists when he’d bound them had been little more than taut skin over bone. Part of him wanted to gather her in his arms and comfort her. To take away her fear.

      Thinking back to the photos of the dead men in the truck, Rafe reminded himself that she didn’t deserve his compassion. Her weakness just meant she’d be easy to break. And if his conscience cringed at the thought, he ignored it. He’d do whatever necessary to find Nate.

      “Inside where?” Dr. Montague asked. “The compound houses our labs and a few other rooms, none of which are occupied.” She nodded at the picture of Nate. “I’ve certainly never seen him around the property. Is he one of the guards? Are you?”

      Her pulse leapt again under his hands. Interesting. So, she didn’t like the idea of him being part of the security team? He leaned in closer, so close he could smell her warm, womanly scent underneath the institutional soap and shampoo. “What are you hiding that you don’t want the guards to know?” he demanded. “That had you lying on top of the covers, fully dressed, with your shoes on?”

      Her pulse went wild, and he knew he had her.

      She didn’t give in, though. Either she was unaware that his hand on her throat gave him a guideline to the pulse of her emotions, or she had more courage than he’d given her credit for. She kept her mouth shut, her eyes watching him like a mouse waiting for the snake to strike.

      “What are you hiding?” he repeated, tightening his grip on her throat.

      She shook her head. “Nothing.” But her pulse gave her away.

      “Depaoli,” Rafe called softly. “Do a more thorough search of these rooms.” The cabin was more sparse than a military barracks. The living room held a couch, a coffee table and a small television on a stand. No bookcases. No extra chairs. Bare walls.

      The bedroom was just large enough to hold the twin bed and dresser. Not many hiding places, but his gut still insisted she had something here she didn’t want found. “You must have missed something the last time,” Rafe told Depaoli.

      Her breath hitched and her eyelids slammed shut. Her upper teeth captured her lower lip and started gnawing on it.

      “Oh, no you don’t, sweetheart. Keep those eyes open. I want you to look at this photo again.” He put enough pressure on her throat to have her gaze flying to meet his. He saw resentment vying equally with fear and had to admire her backbone.

      She flicked a glance at the photo. “I’ve still never seen him.”

      Oh yeah, there was no mistaking the aggravation behind that almost snarl. He had to clamp his teeth together to stop himself from grinning at her spunk.

      Unfortunately, he believed her. She hadn’t seen Nate. “Okay. If you don’t know where he is, then tell me how to get access to the lower level of the lab. The place where the trucks come and go.”

      He felt her stiffen.

      “Wha-what do you mean? Our labs take up only one level.”

      “Wrong answer and you know it. We saw you with your friend on her cigarette break. You definitely came out of a door underneath the upper labs.” Rafe motioned to Willits. “Show her the photos you took.”

      The slight hesitation before Willits pulled out his phone was a sure sign he disapproved of Rafe’s order. Tough. They were running out of night. He needed Dr. Montague’s cooperation so they had enough time to break into the other part of the lab before daylight.

      The first photo came up on the phone’s screen. The back of the truck had been dark, so the only illumination came from Willits’s phone, but the image of the dead man’s face clearly showed dried blood at the eyes, nose, and mouth.

      “Maybe you recognize this man instead?”

      

      Gabby gasped. Du Braise. Dead, with dried blood at his nose, mouth, and ears. She’d seen him alive this afternoon being escorted back to his cell. Du Braise had been maddened to the point of insanity, but otherwise healthy. What had happened in the few hours since she’d seen him?

      “Where did you get this?” Her voice trembled and she hoped they thought it was anger, not fear. She hated the idea of showing fear.

      “You know this man.” The voice was hard. Uncompromising.

      Damn it. Maybe she should have hidden her reaction. Too late now. “Who are you? What’s going on? You’re not part of the lab’s security team, are you?”

      The man let the silence stretch on. Gabby was acutely aware of the heavy pressure of his hand against her throat. She wondered if he was aware that his fingers were stroking her throat again, sending tiny little currents of arousal through her. Dammit. This was wrong. He could kill her in an instant, yet she found his touch erotic?

      If she didn’t know better, she’d think she’d been drugged.

      “No,” the man finally admitted. “We’re not security.” He cocked his head toward the other man. “Show her the rest of the photos.”

      By the last photo, Gabby couldn’t hold back a whimper. Seven dead men. Two others besides du Braise had been part of the subject pool Dr. Kaufmann had provided to her and the other scientists in the upper labs. Of the seven, she’d only seen du Braise in the lower level, but she had no doubt that’s where they’d all died.

      Bile climbed up the back of her throat. She’d… She’d… Had her work contributed to their deaths? She swallowed heavily then shook her head. This wasn’t the time for guilt or recriminations. She had to focus on getting away from these men.

      “Where did these photos come from?” she demanded.

      The man holding her studied her for several agonizing heartbeats. In the faint light he appeared cut from stone. Cruel. Totally without mercy.

      Yet the tips of his fingers caressed her throat so tenderly. The contrast made her dizzy.

      “He,” the man nodded to his colleague holding the phone, “took these in the back of a truck that left the underground portion of your lab tonight.”

      “Tonight?” Her voice cracked. She needed to know what time it was. God, please don’t let her have slept through the rescue. Gabby craned her neck, but the man’s head blocked the clock’s display.

      Or had something gone terribly wrong with their escape plan and this was the result? She looked at the man with the phone. “Explain.”

      Phone Man cocked an eyebrow at her command, but obeyed. When he was finished, she lay in stunned silence. She’d known Kaufmann’s program had nasty side effects. But this was far worse. And these men…

      “You think I had something to do with that?” Outraged, she tried to sit up. But the man’s hand didn’t release her throat. With a grunt of annoyance, she glared at her captor. “Let me up, damn you. I refuse to let you accuse me while I’m flat on my back.”

      The man’s mouth twitched and for an instant his fingers tightened, but to her surprise he released her. He even helped her sit up, then cut the ropes binding her.

      Narrowing her eyes at her captor as she rubbed feeling back into her wrists, she tried to ignore the chill at her throat now that his warm hand wasn’t touching her.

      “You’re afraid the man in that picture is going to end up like the men in the truck. And you think I know what’s going on,” she said. Her hands moved of their own will, shoving the man in the chest hard enough to make him grunt in annoyance.

      “I had nothing to do with whatever happened to those men.” Please let it be so. She’d been trying to help. To give the men some ease while she tried to find a way to free them. She’d never be able to live with herself if Kaufmann had once again used her data in unforeseen ways.

      “Oh really?” It was the voice of the man who’d been searching her cabin. She’d totally forgotten about him. But now he stepped into view, holding her smuggled test tubes and notes.

      “Then how do you explain these?”
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      Gabby stared in horror at the man holding the test tubes and the wrinkled notes. She thought she’d been so clever, inserting the test tubes into tampon wrappers, so at first glance they’d look like the other tampons in the box. And the notes were folded into several squares and stuck in between the folds of unused sanitary pads.

      How on earth had he known to look inside? Weren’t all men allergic to feminine hygiene products?

      “Found these in a packed duffel bag just inside the front door,” the man continued. “Looks like the doctor was ready to run.”

      Gabby sucked in a breath, nearly choking on the tension coming off the men as they waited for her to explain. But there was nothing to tell them. They said they weren’t part of security. Maybe so. They still might be reporting back to Dr. Kaufmann.

      She couldn’t trust them with the truth.

      The man who’d been holding her throat had his head turned toward the other man. Gabby took advantage of his distraction by pushing off the bed and leaping across the short expanse of floor to the wall with the window.

      She had her fingers on the clasp, struggling to open it, when an arm snaked around her waist and a large hand covered her mouth. She clawed at the man, taking some small satisfaction in feeling skin shred beneath her nails, but her struggles didn’t stop the man from lifting her off the ground and tossing her facedown on the bed.

      “That was a mistake,” his voice murmured against her ear. Even though he kept his words quiet, she felt the anger pulsing underneath.

      His hand pressed on the back of her head, smushing her face into the pillow, while his knee rested on her lower back, pinning her to the mattress.

      She kicked, but that didn’t stop them from tying her feet together. Then retying her hands behind her.

      “Boss, you’d better take a look at this,” the harsh whisper whipped across Gabby’s flesh. She’d hoped they wouldn’t look at the notes, because there was no simple way to explain why she had them. Or why her name repeatedly came up.

      “This here is some serious shit.”

      Gabby’s breath stilled in her lungs. This was it. If they were part of Kaufmann’s project, or even some outside force looking to destroy all evidence connecting Kaufmann’s work to Agent Styx, then she was dead.

      The man holding her down moved off her, then flipped her onto her back. He yanked the gag back into place over her mouth, tightened it, then moved away.

      Gabby heard him cross the room, then the rustle of papers followed by a sharp inhale.

      
      “Jesus H. Christ.” Rafe held the creased paper closer to Depaoli’s muted penlight so he could read the notes Dr. Montague had stashed away. No wonder she was nervous. The pages were part of the lab’s treatment plan. The poor bastard who was the subject had been given drugs, been put under hypnosis, and been infected with a virus to deliver altered genes. All with the intent of making a mind-controlled killer.

      Dr. Montague’s name was mentioned frequently in the notes. Apparently she was working on a formula to counteract the uncontrollable rages experienced by some of the subjects.

      Rafe shot a look of pure fury toward the woman on the bed. She looked so innocent. He’d started to believe her. But this…

      He turned away. With a sharp jerk of his head, he indicated that the others should join him in the tiny bathroom. Once they were all crammed inside with the door closed, he flipped on the overhead light. The room had no windows, so they were safe from detection.

      “Where’d you find these?” he asked Depaoli.

      “She’s quite ingenious, actually. The test tubes were disguised as tampons, the notes folded among the sanitary napkins.”

      Rafe skimmed the notes again. The tests described went beyond cruel into inhumane. And the list of known side effects would have made an ethical scientist stop work immediately.

      Not here, though. These notes were cold. Showing no regard for the physical comfort or mental health of the subjects.

      “What now, boss?” Willits asked.

      Rafe shook his head, barely able to think past the hard punch of fury coalescing into the need to break the woman in the other room. The woman who’d willingly participated in this program.

      But this was no time to lose control. His men were looking to him for guidance. Even though his first impulse was to throw the woman over his shoulder and take her back to camp for interrogation, he couldn’t afford to reveal his team’s presence. A missing scientist would do just that.

      So Rafe reined in his temper. A quick check of his watch showed that their time was running out. Dawn would hit in a couple of hours and they needed to finish their assault on the lab and be gone by then.

      He studied the men with him. Depaoli, Willits and O’Ryan. Of the three, Willits was currently the most dangerous. He practically vibrated with menace. His shock and disgust over the dead bodies in the truck were an asset.

      “Willits, go get Dr. Montague. Leave her bound and gagged, and hold your knife to her throat. Get her nice and scared. Then bring her in here.” Rafe walked over to the tiny bathtub with shower. He drew back the curtain, but saw that the tub was too narrow for what he had in mind. He considered the possibilities, then with a nod, pulled the curtain back into place. “When you bring her in, I want her on her knees, here.” He indicated a spot in front of the shower.

      “Sit on the edge of the tub like this,” Rafe demonstrated. “Bracket her with your legs. Make sure she feels trapped. I’ll let you know if I want you to cut her, but feel free to play with the pressure of the blade against her throat. O’Ryan, you sit on the toilet. Invade her space. Let your knees touch her. I want her to feel threatened. Play with your knife or your gun if you want. Depaoli, you’ll be next to me. This isn’t going to be a good cop, bad cop scenario. Her name is mentioned in these papers. She’s directly involved. I want her terrified. I want her to know her life is in our hands.”

      Under normal circumstances, none of the men would lift a finger to harm a female. But Rafe didn’t see even a flicker of unease on their faces now. Just grim determination. Right now she wasn’t a female. She was an obstacle. An enemy.

      “We’re going to do whatever’s necessary to find out where Nate is and get him out.”

      Satisfied that they were all on the same page, Rafe nodded at Willits, then flipped off the light before the man opened the door. Interrogating the doctor with only their flashlights as illumination would add to her stress. The shadows would make them seem monstrous, and with the shower curtain closed, she wouldn’t know if someone else was behind her, waiting to attack.

      
      Gabby tugged against her bonds the instant the bathroom door shut behind the men. Her fear had dissipated under a cloud of surreal calm and the firm determination to get away. But not only were the ropes bound so tight she felt no give at her wrists or ankles, a short length of rope connected her hands to her feet, severely limiting her range of motion.

      Meaning her chances of escape were low, dammit. She couldn’t even manage to sit up, despite muscles toned from years of practicing ballet. If she rolled over and let herself tumble to the floor, the thump might alert the men, but there wasn’t enough play in the ropes to allow her to slide just her feet off the bed and stand up.

      Her calm wavered and fear started to return. No! She had to stay focused. There had to be some way she could get free. Because the longer the men stayed in the bathroom, the greater the chances they’d be furious with her when they emerged. She knew those notes were damning. Unless she could make them understand she was a victim, innocent of the atrocities committed against the men in the truck, then her chances of being killed tonight were high.

      Unable to just lie there waiting for death, Gabby took a chance and rolled off the mattress. For an instant she wondered if she could fool them by scooting under the dust ruffle and hiding under the bed.

      But she would feel too much like a rabbit in its hole, praying that the hawk passed by. Instead, she rolled awkwardly into the living room.

      She made it as far as the couch before she was yanked to her feet, then thrown over a hard male shoulder. Shock at the man’s silent approach kept her still for precious moments. How had he snuck up on her like that?

      But then her fear kicked back in. The gag muffled her cries as she tried to wriggle free. She might as well have saved her breath. Her captor held her far too securely. Her struggling didn’t even loosen his grip.

      He wasn’t the same man who’d held her throat. This man’s scent was sharper, heavy with sweat and dirt. He didn’t speak as he moved. His silence, combined with the darkness, increased her terror. Made her certain she was about to be killed. Tears leaked out of her eyes, running into her hairline as her upside down head bobbed with each step he took.

      The bathroom door opened, then shut behind her. There was enough light from a flashlight for her to see the boots of the other men.

      Her captor dumped her on the floor, then jerked her hair and used it to position her on her knees. He moved behind her, sitting on the edge of the tub so his thick legs bracketed her torso. He twisted his fingers in her hair and tugged, moving her head so her chin was slightly lifted.

      Then he pressed a knife against her throat.

      Gabby froze, not even daring to take a breath. She could feel the low vibration of his hatred and knew he wanted an excuse to kill her.

      Another man lowered himself onto the closed toilet lid. He was close enough that she felt the heat of his anger as he leaned toward her, but what scared her most was the way he shifted his knife from hand to hand, as if eager to take his turn with her.

      Lungs screaming for air, Gabby sucked in a breath. The knife at her throat dug further into her skin. She couldn’t think past the fear. Couldn’t see any way out of here but death.

      Tears slid off her cheeks onto the man’s hand. God, she’d been so close to freeing the men in the lab and escaping.

      “We’re going to try this again.” The icy voice belonged to the man who’d held her throat. Who’d caressed her so gently. Surely she’d find some speck of mercy in his eyes?

      But when the flashlight moved, illuminating his face, all she saw was cold fury.

      Then the light hit her eyes and she couldn’t see anything at all. She flinched and turned away, but the man behind her used her hair to yank her head forward again. She closed her eyes against the painful glare. Visions of interrogation scenes in old black-and-white movies raced through her head. Now she understood how isolating it was to be unable to see the man who held all the power.

      “Cut the gag away,” the voice said.

      The knife moved from her throat up to a spot in front of her ear, burrowing under the cotton gag. The blade turned, so one edge lay against her skin and the other sawed at the cloth.

      Gabby held very still, but even so, she felt the sting of the blade nicking her skin. An ache in her fingers made her realize that she had her fists tightly clenched in response to the pain. But she was afraid that if she loosened the tension in her hands, the rest of her body would follow, letting go until she was nothing more than a terrified puddle on the floor.

      The cotton broke, and she spit out the gag. She desperately wanted some water for her parched mouth, but when the knife returned to its original position under her chin she didn’t dare to even work the stiffness out of her sore jaw muscles for fear of being cut more.

      “Here’s the deal,” the voice said. “I’m going to ask questions. You have one chance to give me a satisfactory answer. If I think you’re lying, you’ll be cut. Do you understand?”

      “Y-yes.” Her voice was a parched, frightened rasp.

      “This is our missing teammate, Nate Ngoro. Where are they holding him?” The light lowered away from her eyes and she blinked them open. The man held up the same photo as before.

      “I told you. I’ve never seen him before.”

      There was a long pause. The light returned to her eyes and she closed them. But even with her eyelids down, the light was bright enough to make her wince through the pink filter of her closed lids. Then the light shifted away, leaving her in blessed darkness.

      “Have you ever seen any of the men in these photos?” he demanded.

      Gabby reluctantly opened her eyes and peered at the sheet of paper displaying five color photographs. She leaned forward a little, trying to clear the dots of color dancing across her vision so she could make out the detail of their faces. “I—” She squinted and tilted her head, wincing as the knife pricked her throat. She pulled back before the blade cut her. “Maybe the last one. The one with the beret. I think I might have seen him waiting in one of the upper level examination rooms. But that would have been a couple of weeks ago.”

      The silence that followed her statement sparked with anticipation and she knew this was why these men were here. They were looking for the men in the photos. They weren’t Kaufmann’s men after all.

      “Take another look at these men. Tell me which ones you recognize. Their names. How you know them.” He held out the camera phone with the pictures of the dead men and Gabby flinched.

      She didn’t want to see
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