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 Chapter 1

 


Carolyn Fairchild lay
on a cot in a cell, a thin blanket draped over her waist. She
shivered and sat up to pull the blanket over her feet. Even with
socks on, she felt chilly. She reached under her pillow but found
no more crackers. She’d eaten them all during the night.

Whenever
crackers appeared with her meals lately, she squirrelled them away.
They helped combat the all-day nausea. Carolyn was positive now it
was morning sickness.

At first, she’d
thought it was a stomach flu. But when she’d thrown up after
eating, or even just smelling, any kind of meat, she’d realized she
was pregnant. She’d told her captors she was vegetarian. When
they’d continued to give her meat, she’d hurled it at them.

She’d kept at
it, even after the female guard, Tasha, had blackened Carolyn’s eye
when a meat patty had smacked Tasha in the face. Then, last night’s
dinner had appeared minus the meat. But the substituted food wasn’t
the complete nourishment a pregnant woman needed. Carolyn worried
the baby wasn’t getting enough, leaving her with even less.

By her
calculations, she’d been imprisoned for a month, making it early
June. The morning sickness had started a few days ago, although
without a window, marking the passage of time was a challenge.

Carolyn swung
her legs onto the floor and leaned back against the cold brick of
the wall. After a few deep breaths, she stood slowly. No sudden
moves. She shuffled to the sink near her bed. Was it morning yet?
If it were close to breakfast time, the guard would bring food
soon. She’d better pee now or be caught with her pants down.

The Agency
didn’t allow her much privacy. If the guards wanted to watch her
use the toilet, they could stand at the cell bars and get an
eyeful. Most of the time, they ignored her. Occasionally someone
was mean enough to try to catch her in the act.

So far, she’d
seen only guards who monitored her, took her to the showers, or
brought meals, and they rarely spoke to prisoners. The other day
she’d grasped Deuce, a bearded, burly guard, by the arm. His
reaction had been swift and brutal.

He’d flung
Carolyn’s hand away as if it burned, opened her cell door, and
slugged her in the face, all without a word. That had blackened her
other eye. If any of them had a conscience, they hid it well.

Carolyn
swallowed, and her stomach gurgled. She needed water to calm her
queasiness. In her former affluent life, she wouldn’t have dreamed
of sipping water from the tap. It still revolted her, but it was
the lesser evil between that and whole-body nausea. She cupped her
hands and slurped the water.

The attempt to
control the nausea made her break into a sweat. Carolyn ran hot
water to rinse her face. A wave of dizziness hit her as she leaned
over the sink. Her stomach lurched. Tears welled up at the thought
of being trapped throughout her pregnancy. She didn’t dare think
beyond that.

Carolyn gripped
the sink and inhaled deeply. She suppressed the tears and pivoted
to glance through the bars to check for guards. All was quiet.

She slipped her
pants and underwear down and sat on the toilet, stretching her
T-shirt to cover herself as much as possible. Even without guards
present, she hid her body. The cameras always watched.

After washing
her hands, Carolyn baby-stepped to the bars and stood by the main
door. A smaller trapdoor at floor level allowed the guards to
deliver meals without entering the cell. Once, eating from a tray
that had sat on the floor would’ve disgusted her. Now it was just
another thing she did to survive.

Arnie Griffen,
her friend and fellow alien abductee, was in the cell next door.
The guards had warned them not to talk, and so far, he and Carolyn
had risked only surreptitious whispers at night. They’d learned
that if they both stretched their hands through the bars, they
could touch fingers.

Until her
morning sickness put an end to it, they’d reached out to one
another each night. Now she couldn’t lie on the floor, arm
stretched out, without making herself ill. It’d been two nights
since they’d touched.

Carolyn pressed
her face to the bars and looked in both directions. Nothing moved.
She could see part of each cell kitty-corner from hers. One was
empty. In the other, a woman spent most of her time huddled,
weeping on her cot.

When Carolyn
had tried to talk to her, Weeper had threatened to tell the guards.
Fear had washed out of the woman and into Carolyn, and she’d had to
clear and shield herself. Since then, she spoke only to Arnie.

She hoped he
was awake now. “Arnie?” A loud whisper. No response. Voice raised
to normal speaking level, she tried again, and thought she heard
him shift on his cot.

“Carr?” His cot
creaked.

Thank
God. “I need you, Arnie.” Carolyn lay on the floor and reached
her arm through the bars. A swell of nausea hit her—she’d pay for
this stunt in a few minutes.

His fingers
touched hers. “I’ve got you.”

Relief flooded
through her. “Can you hear me okay?”

“It’s
difficult, but yes.”

She took a deep
breath. “I’m pregnant.” Telling him was risky, but she didn’t want
to be alone with it anymore.

Silence. But
the grip on her fingers tightened.

“I’m scared.
What’ll happen if they find out? I won’t be able to hide it for
long.”

“How far
along?”

“A month. Since
early May.”

“Right before
John died,” Arnie said.

Here it was—the
moment of truth. Carolyn was positive she’d gotten pregnant after
her husband John had died. Which meant her unborn baby’s father was
Michael Valiant who’d kidnapped her to turn her over to the
Agency.

Instead of
surrendering her, he’d helped her escape. Along the way, they’d
turned to each other for physical solace. Carolyn had believed she
was infertile after her daughter Samantha was born and hadn’t
considered birth control. Michael knew her secrets and hadn’t
worried about birth control either. Now she was pregnant.

But she
couldn’t let Arnie know who her baby’s father was. Michael, along
with his partner Gerry “Torque” Muniz, had kidnapped Arnie and
handed him over to the Agency. Carolyn kept silent.

“We have to
escape,” he said.

“I can’t
leave.”

“What do you
mean? Chances are slim we can manage it, but we should at least
try.”

“If I leave,
they’ll give Sam to the aliens.”

“One of your
hunches again?” Arnie was sceptical of her premonitions.

“No. They told
me.” Carolyn sighed. Better he believed the news came from Agency
personnel than from the spirit world.

“Bastards. I’m
here for you, no matter what.”

“Thank
you.”

The steel doors
clanked and rattled.

Her fingers
slipped away from Arnie’s. Bile rising, Carolyn rushed to the
toilet. Her effort to stifle it only brought it up. She retched
into the bowl as the guard appeared, pushing a food trolley.
Breakfast was served.


 Chapter 2

 


The dungeon door
rattles. Two guards drag a woman into the cell and chain her to the
wall across from Carolyn and Arnie. The woman is missing a hand,
the stump wrapped in filthy, blood-soaked rags.

All prisoners
are naked, all chained to the wall. The guards grab Carolyn and
unchain her, catching her when she falls forward with a whimper.
They half-drag, half-carry her to another section of the dungeon.
The sight of the iron maiden, the rack, and other instruments of
torture fills her with terror. She struggles, but their grip is
firm.

As the guards
lay her on the rack, Carolyn sobs and pleads, denying she’s a
witch, insisting they’ve made a terrible mistake. They remain
impassive and when she’s bound, leave.

A man Carolyn
recognizes as Michael’s former partner Torque enters the room.
Another man, shorter, balding, with round, staring eyes—he reminds
her of an owl—steps up and strokes her body. She trembles and
pleads with him to release her, but the man’s touch becomes more
invasive. Carolyn closes her eyes and screams, a high, wailing
shriek of despair.

The door
bursts open. Michael. He tells the men someone has broken into the
dungeon and is releasing the prisoners. The man molesting Carolyn
hurries from the room. Michael pulls out a knife and attacks
Torque.

Taken by
surprise, Torque is no match for Michael, who kills Torque. Michael
removes the restraints and lifts her into his arms. He races from
the room towards the outside world and freedom. Carolyn tries to
put her arms around his neck, but doesn’t have strength to lift her
arms. Her head flops against Michael’s shoulder.

She hears
shouts and footfalls. Guards. “Leave me.” Voice hoarse from
screaming, it comes out a croak. She wants Michael to escape. She
loves him more than life.

Carolyn finds
herself back in chains, wrists and ankles manacled. Trapped in the
owl-eyed man’s bedchamber, she’s his possession. Did Michael
escape? Did they kill him? Loss overwhelms her, and she bursts into
wracking sobs. The man whose name she still doesn’t know drags her
into bed.

Tears streaming
down her face, Carolyn wrenched awake. She leapt up and launched
herself at the toilet, letting her breakfast fly when she reached
the bowl. Stomach muscles ached from the unrelenting spasms.
Drained, she slid onto the floor.

She lay there
until she mustered the strength to drag herself to the sink. The
void that was a placeholder for Michael had increased after that
dream, and she’d give anything to hold him again. Carolyn rinsed
her face and returned to bed. She flipped her tear-drenched pillow
over to the dry side and waited for the guards to bring lunch.

 


***

 


Lunch was over:
vegetable soup, which meant crackers. Score. Although still hungry,
Carolyn tucked the packet under her pillow. While she used the
toilet, she listened for footsteps and moved quickly. Most of her
privates stayed private, even from camera eyes, by stretching her
T-shirt to cover her crotch. But the awareness of being on display
remained constant.

Still, it
wasn’t as degrading as a trip to the showers. That didn’t happen
often enough to feel clean, but too often to get over the
humiliation of undressing in front of an audience. Usually a woman
accompanied her, but not always. While most of her male escorts at
least pretended to look away, others leered. So far, none had tried
to touch her.

When guards
came to take her for questioning, she lay curled up on the bed,
blanket clutched to her chest, trying to sleep. For a moment, she
thought they’d come to take her for a shower. Why would that
require two men?

The taller man
pulled the blanket off her. “Stand.” His tone was neutral, as if he
didn’t care whether she obeyed him. But he’d slug her if she
refused, so she stood.

When the other
guard cuffed her hands, Carolyn considered protesting. Did they
seriously think she’d fight? But she stayed quiet and shuffled
between them down the corridor.

 


***

 


Carolyn gazed at the
floor so Jim Cornell wouldn’t see her reaction to whatever he said.
Brown hair hung like a curtain over her face, though it wasn’t much
of a curtain. Michael had made her cut and dye her hair when they
were trying to elude the Agency, and her blonde roots showed.
Perhaps Cornell would let her fix it as it grew out. The thought
bubbled hysteria up to the surface, and Carolyn choked back a sob
of laughter.

She sat in a
chair facing Cornell, who side-saddled the front of his desk,
looming over her. Intimidation tactic, she thought, and it worked.
Cuffs still bound her hands. The guards had left the key, so
Cornell could remove them if he wanted, but she refused to ask
him.

“Look at me,
Carolyn.”

What would he
do if she disobeyed? Afraid of getting hit, she raised her head,
and they locked gazes. A whimper escaped her when she recognized
the owl-eyed man from her dream.

“Tsk. Both eyes
blackened.” He sounded contrite. “You were mistreated.” Cornell
said it as if it shocked him, as if it might be news to her. He
reached out and touched her cheek with his index finger.

Carolyn
recoiled and sucked in her breath with a terrified hiss.

“Don’t be
afraid.” Gentle. “I won’t hurt you. It’s necessary for you to stay
here, but we can try to get along.”

Carolyn lowered
her face again, the sting of tears in her eyes. She wouldn’t cry in
front of this monster. Not. Going. To. Trust. Him. She had
to hang on to that.

“I don’t know
what Valiant told you, but maybe you should hear my side of it
before you decide I’m the enemy. Have an early dinner with me, and
we can talk. I’ll remove those cuffs. The restraints weren’t
necessary, but it’s protocol.” Cornell leaned towards her.

She flinched
when he cupped a warm hand around her cheek. Her body inclined away
from the touch. Tenderly, Cornell smoothed the hair from her face.
“I said I wouldn’t hurt you. Hold up your wrists.”

Carolyn raised
her arms. He removed the cuffs and set them on the desk. She
studied him. He was shorter than Michael—five foot seven to
Michael’s six feet, which made Cornell an inch shorter than
Carolyn. His belly rounded over his belt. Bald on top, he had a
monk’s fringe of grey-flecked black hair. Round, thick-rimmed
glasses cemented his resemblance to an owl.

She broke her
silence. “You’re Michael’s boss? The one who ordered him to kill my
husband and to kidnap Arnie and me?”

Cornell
frowned, disappointed. “Is that what he told you?”

“Are you going
to deny it? You know I’m psychic. If you lie, I’ll know.” She lied
herself in this—she couldn’t always see the falsehood. But in this
case, she knew she’d guessed correctly.

“My dear lady …
” He rose and walked across the room to a table set for dinner for
two. Beside it, a sideboard displayed a buffet feast, most of it
vegetarian. A large vegetable platter loaded with carrots,
broccoli, celery, cauliflower, and other fresh, crunchy vegetables
formed the centrepiece. In the middle of the platter sat a bowl
containing a creamy white dressing. There was an antipasto platter
with olives, pickles, melon balls, bruschetta, sun-dried tomatoes,
and crisp crackers.

A cheese
platter held a variety of cubed and sliced cheeses, most of which
she couldn’t identify. There was meat: various cold cuts, a mound
of tuna salad, and one of salmon salad. An assortment of breads and
buns overflowed a wicker basket. A bottle of wine chilled in a
bucket on the table, along with a bottle of spring water.

They hadn’t
forgotten dessert. Petit fours, mini cheesecakes, éclairs,
brownies, cookies, chocolate truffles, and other tasty treats sat
next to the savoury platters. A coffee urn and teapot stood beside
pitchers of milk and cream, and a bowl of raw sugar. It made her
hungry and nauseated at the same time.

Her fear
increased. She could hate them if they tortured her or were cruel,
but how long could she fight them if they were nice to her? She
swallowed and realized she salivated. When her stomach growled,
Carolyn burst into tears.


 Chapter 3

 


Arnie paced the width
of the cell. Carolyn still wasn’t back, and it made him crazy.
Steel rattled, and Arnie glanced up in time to see a dinner tray
slide through the small door. He checked out the guard who’d
brought it. Tasha. She flashed him a grin.

When Arnie had
first arrived here, he’d tried to stay aloof, no matter how hot
Tasha was. But she’d been the only guard to pay any attention to
him, and before long, he fantasized about seducing her and
convincing her to help him and Carolyn escape. The fantasy grew
more spectacular the longer Arnie remained trapped in this human
zoo.

Tasha was
gorgeous: long brown hair worn braided and twisted around her
crown, and doe eyes the colour of mahogany. A petite
five-foot-three powerhouse, fit and muscular, but not in an
unfeminine bodybuilder way, she looked as if she’d be great in bed.
The woman oozed sexy even in fatigues, and most of the time, she
wore a tank top, no bra. Oh, Lord.

Arnie forced
his thoughts back to Carolyn, and when he saw Tasha wasn’t leaving,
called to her, his voice worried and distracted.

She raised her
brows. “Easy, sweetie. We’re not supposed to talk, remember? Want
them to think I’ve been a bad girl?”

Arnie swallowed
and sweat broke out on his neck. She’d aroused him with that one
simple question. He tried to reorient. “I’m worried about Carolyn.
Is she okay?”

Tasha frowned
and clenched her jaw.

He gulped.
“Where is she?”

“Oh, Arnie.”
When Tasha said his name, it was like a caress.

He shivered.
“Can you tell me?”

“Why?”

“Please? Are
they bringing her back soon?”

“When they’re
finished with her.”

Arnie’s mouth
went dry, and his stomach knotted.

She held out
her hand. “Come here, sweetie.”

He went to the
door and gripped the bars. Tasha stroked his face, fingers gentle,
caressing.

Arnie’s eyes
closed, and he sighed, relishing the contact. An ache spread
through his loins, and his breathing became shallow and rapid. It’d
been a long time since he’d had sex. Celibacy wasn’t the norm for
him.

When he opened
his eyes, Tasha smiled, and it was spectacular. “Relax. Carolyn’s
getting acquainted with my boss. You’ll get to meet him soon
enough.”

The blood
drained from Arnie’s face.

Her hand
wandered to his crotch and rubbed the growing bulge. “Want to go to
the showers?” The words carried a seductive undertone.

Arnie nodded,
speechless. Tasha grabbed his hand and slid it under her top, and
he explored her breasts, relishing the soft skin. When his fingers
found a nipple, he pinched it and rolled it between his thumb and
index finger.

She gasped,
grabbed his hand, and pressed it between her legs. “Want that?”

He nodded,
fearing he might come in his pants.

Tasha
snickered, unlocked the cell door, and held out the handcuffs.
Arnie stuck his hands out and she cuffed him.

The shower room
had two shower stalls, both without doors, but Arnie had never seen
anyone else in there. Tasha ordered him to the other side of the
room and locked the door.

She crossed the
floor like a predator creeping towards her prey and stood before
him. Tasha dropped the cuffs on a nearby table. “Take off your
clothes.”

Arnie removed
each article of clothing and set it on the table, the cold air
making his skin prickle. Her eyes grew wide when he hooked his
thumbs into the waistband of his briefs and slid them off. The
briefs joined the pile of clothes on the table.

They stood
together in silence while her gaze wandered over his naked body.
Arnie flushed. Tasha chuckled and ordered him into the shower. When
the water was flowing, she pulled off her tank top. She removed her
holster and set it on the table.

The sight of
the gun triggered thoughts of escape, and he couldn’t stop staring
at it. Then their gazes locked, and Arnie tensed. She’d caught him
ogling the weapon.

Tasha laughed
and wagged a finger in his direction. “Uh-uh. Don’t even think
about it. I don’t want to shoot you, lover boy. Do what I say, and
we’ll have fun.”

He looked away.
Tasha terrified him, a new experience for Arnie, who’d never feared
any woman. However, that didn’t dampen his ardour. Another glance
at her naked body aroused lust and desire. He decided to behave.
She strode across the room and stepped into the shower stall.

“What if
someone comes to the door?” he asked. Would discovery be worse for
him or her?

“No one’s
coming. Just you. And me.” A snicker. She did that often, as though
everything was contemptuous. It was part of what made him fear her.
She was gorgeous, sexy, and scarier than anyone he’d met.

He forgot
everything, including Carolyn, when Tasha eased to her knees and
took him in her mouth. He groaned. It’d been so long since he’d
experienced this kind of pleasure. He panted and moaned, Tasha’s
busy mouth making his testicles pulse and shooting sensation
through him. She pulled away when he grew thick and ready to
burst.

“Not yet. Me
first.” Tasha stood and kissed him, rolling her tongue around his
mouth. Arnie touched her breasts, and a pulse zapped from his mouth
and hands to his loins.

“Yes, that’s
good,” she whispered. “Now on your knees.”

Arnie slid to
the floor. Tasha leaned against the wall and gripped his head with
her hands while he put his mouth where she directed. Hers to
command, he got lost in the hedonistic moment, drowning under the
water pouring from the shower and the demanding woman to whose
thighs he clung.

Tasha screamed
a climax and pulled him up, and he gasped for air, surprised to be
alive. Stifled, claustrophobic, he pulled back, but she jumped into
his arms, wrapping her legs around him and impaling herself on him.
A moment later, Arnie let go with a loud moan that sounded more
like pain than pleasure. His legs shook, knees on the verge of
buckling.

She leapt to
the ground and retreated. “Better?”

No, worse.
Oh, God, I want to go home. Arnie nodded and tried to collect
himself, but confusion set in. What was this? Where was his
confident, carefree self? Why did he hate what just happened? Why
did he feel violated, obliterated? The real Arnie had disappeared,
and the doppelganger that replaced him was a snivelling coward,
used and abused by a woman the size of a pixie.

In the past,
he’d been the one to choreograph sex, to take control, even with
the women who’d initiated it. He’d enjoyed women, giving them
pleasure while using them for his own needs. Now he felt dirty and
used. This place had turned him into a non-entity, a shell. What
repulsed him most was how grateful he felt that Tasha had
condescended to fuck him. Arnie burst into tears.


 Chapter 4

 


Carolyn sobbed quietly,
hands resting limp on her thighs. Too drained to muster the energy
to wipe the tears, she let them fall. She wondered what Michael
would do. Not cry. Thinking of Michael helped.

Cornell hurried
to Carolyn’s side and knelt beside her chair, but didn’t try to
touch her. He handed her a tissue from the box on the desk, and
moved back, giving her space. She accepted the tissue but held it
crumpled in her fist while the tears continued to fall.

“Stop,
Carolyn.” Cornell’s voice was stern, but gentle.

Carolyn took a
deep breath and calmed. She dabbed her eyes with the tissue and
wiped her nose.

Cornell gripped
her shoulder. “I want to help you. Things can be different,
better.”

“Why am I
imprisoned here? What did I do to deserve this?”

“It’s not what
you did. It’s what others want to do to you. You’re here for
protection. Let’s have dinner together. You’re hungry. You’ve been
rejecting food, and haven’t been getting enough calories to sustain
yourself, never mind the baby you’re carrying.”

She froze.
Oh God, he knows.

“Don’t worry.
Together we’ll handle this. Allow the Agency to help.”

“Trust the
people who murdered John, kidnapped me and Arnie, and
institutionalized Ralph Drummond? That’s the solution? The Agency
pushed Ralph until he committed suicide.”

The shocked
look on Cornell’s face told Carolyn he hadn’t expected her to know
Ralph was dead.

“That’s right.
I know the Agency drove Ralph to suicide.”

“Drummond had
mental problems. That’s why he checked into the hospital. The
Agency didn’t put him there.” Cornell sounded hurt, offended.

“Let’s consider
for a moment that your every utterance is suspect. Ralph didn’t
voluntarily commit himself to a mental hospital. The Agency forced
him. Agents stalked everyone in Ralph’s UFO group, me included. The
Agency bugged my home and phones. Why should I trust them?”

“Are those
Michael Valiant’s words? Valiant misled you so you’d follow
him.”

“No. I wanted
Michael to forget about kidnapping me, which he did as soon as I
proved to him that Torque murdered Jessica.”

Michael’s wife
Jessica had died the same day John did, and Torque had killed them
both. Carolyn stared Cornell down and waited for him to respond to
this latest charge.

“Let’s not hurl
accusations. Sit and eat, and we’ll have a civil discussion. Take
care of yourself, for the sake of John’s unborn child.”

Carolyn fought
the urge to look away, afraid to arouse his suspicions, struggling
to hide that the baby was Michael’s. She walked to the table,
pulled out the chair nearest the door, and sat.

Cornell sat
across from her, setting the napkin from his plate on his lap.
Carolyn did the same with her napkin, keeping her movements slow
and deliberate. Her stomach growled again, and she picked up the
bottle of spring water. She filled her glass, trying to mask the
sound.

He glanced at
her and smiled. “It’ll be okay. I promise.”

Carolyn set the
bottle back in the bucket. “Your promise is worthless.”

“Eat. We’ll
talk when your blood sugar and hormones aren’t muddling your
thinking.”

She ate. At
first, she nibbled delicately on an apple, testing her stomach, and
followed that with a few crackers and carrot sticks. When the food
stayed down, she dared a piece of bread. After eating the processed
white bread served in her cell, the fresh, whole-grain bread felt
nourishing and alive. She gave a blissful sigh.

Cornell raised
his head. “Good? Eat all you want. There’s plenty.”

Reluctant to
admit how wonderful it was, she nodded, unable to deny it was
delicious. She sipped the water, grateful it didn’t come from a
bathroom sink.

Cornell poured
wine into his goblet and held up the bottle. Red wine, Cabernet
Franc, from an estate in Niagara-on-the-Lake. “I assume you won’t
be having alcohol for a while?”

She shook her
head. Cornell replaced the bottle in the bucket, picked up his
glass, and sipped. When he set the wine glass back on the table, he
said, “Want an update on your daughter?”

Carolyn leapt
from her chair and lunged at him. “What have you done with
Sam?”

Startled, he
jumped up, faster than she would’ve expected a man of his girth to
move. He pinned her against the wall, his face near hers. Carolyn
smelled meat on his breath and her stomach roiled. She turned her
face away and closed her eyes, a sob escaping her throat.

“Listen,” he
said. “Sam is fine. She’s safer than anyone else on the planet
right now except us. Understand?”

Carolyn nodded
once, and Cornell eased the pressure on her arms. “Can I let you
go? Or would I be risking another attack with that butter
knife?”

She looked at
her hand and almost laughed out loud. Her fist held a butter knife.
She hadn’t been aware she’d grabbed it. “Prove Sam is safe and
she’ll stay safe.”

Cornell took
the knife from Carolyn and set it on the table. He towed her to his
desk and set her in the chair at the computer. A few mouse clicks
brought up a view of the kitchen inside a home Carolyn didn’t
recognize.

“That’s my
house.” Cornell changed the view. The living room. No one in sight.
Backyard. There they were: Samantha and two boys. Sam wore a
two-piece bathing suit and looked stunning. The two boys swam in
the pool, and Sam reclined on a lounge chair in the shade, reading
a book. She seemed content.

“Why is Sam at
your house?” Carolyn put acid in her voice and Cornell tensed.
Good.

“For
protection.” His voice was even. No trace of tension.

“I’m supposed
to believe that?” She scowled. “Why did you steal my engagement
ring?”

Carolyn had
left her wedding band with Michael, but had kept her engagement
ring. When the aliens brought her to the Agency, the guards had
confiscated the engagement ring. Attempts to get it back had
failed.

“We didn’t
steal the ring. Sam has it.”

“Sam? Why?” She
gasped, struck with a realization. “Sam was with you.” She leapt up
from the chair, and Cornell grabbed her again. This time, she
remembered a self-defence technique Michael had taught her, and
spun away from him. She grabbed the chair, used it as a shield.

“Let go of the
chair.” Cornell waved his hand, directing her. “No one will harm
Sam. Let’s discuss this rationally.”

“Are you
insane? You’ve kidnapped Sam. I’m your prisoner. You murdered John.
And you ask me to be rational?”

“I didn’t
kidnap Sam. I hired her as a nanny. To keep her safe.”

“Safe from
what? You and the Agency are the biggest threats to our
safety.”

“There’s more.
Please release the chair. What are you planning to do? You can’t
leave here.” Cornell pressed a button on the phone. When the
receptionist answered, he said, “Helen, send in a guard,
please.”

The guard
opened the door and peered into the room. “Yes, sir?”

“Just letting
the lady here know you’re right outside. That’s all for now.”

The guard
closed the door.

“Let go of the
chair.”

“Or what?
You’ll beat me?”

“I told you I
won’t hurt you.”

“You’ll get a
lackey to beat me?”

“No one’ll hit
you. Drop the chair and listen.”

Carolyn
hesitated. Michael had convinced her he’d protect her, but this was
different. Silently she asked her angels and guides for help and
pushed the chair away.

“The climate is
changing. The environment’s deteriorating. Bees are disappearing,
and without the bees, no one will survive. Quakes, floods, and
tsunamis will cause more devastation.”

Carolyn
swallowed and nodded.

Cornell
continued. “We built underground facilities where communities of
people can live when the environment won’t support life
anymore.”

“I don’t
understand. If you can create an underground habitation, why can’t
you fix what’s happening above ground?”

“That’s why
we’ve partnered with the aliens. They’ll take over the ruins and
heal the earth. It’s beyond our capacity to fix things.”

The
conversation was getting surreal. Then she remembered. “You planned
to turn Sam over to the aliens in my place. You say she’ll be safe,
but you’re lying.”

“That was then.
You’re here now. What makes you believe I considered that?”

Carolyn smiled,
coldly. “Ralph told me. I talk to the dead, and they know the
truth.”

Cornell didn’t
reply.

“No comment?”
she said, unable to resist a smirk.

“I’m protecting
Sam. Even with the aliens, she would’ve been safe. She’s living at
my house, so they’d have returned her there. She’d have no
recollection of the abductions, as you didn’t.”

“But they
would’ve been abducting her, experimenting on her, making her
infertile the way they did me.”

“Clearly you’re
not infertile.”

“I couldn’t
have another baby for nineteen years. The doctors said I couldn’t
conceive.”

“Then how do
you explain your current condition?”

“I can’t. No
doubt the aliens and the Agency are involved.”

“I can protect
Sam and bring her along when the time comes to go underground. But
I’ll only guarantee her safety if you cooperate.”

“Cooperate how?
What do you expect me to do? I doubt it will be something I’ll want
to do. What if I don’t? Are you going to tell me you’ll kill her?
Hurt her? Turn her over to the aliens?”

His face
darkened. “Get something straight. You’re here, and you’re staying.
I have Sam, and if forced, I’ll give her to the aliens. Cooperate,
or I’ll leave her on the surface. Do you want her to die of
starvation, disease, or flood? Those things will happen up
here.”

“What happens
to me and Arnie and the other prisoners when you go
underground?”

“Depends on how
useful you are. Become indispensable, and you can survive, join the
rest of us underground. Be a nuisance, and you’re as dead as
everyone else.”

“What do you
want?”

“Right now?
Tell me where to find Michael Valiant.”


 Chapter 5

 


Arnie believed he’d
experienced more degradation than was tolerable when Michael
Valiant had forced him into the trunk of Torque’s car and brought
him to this monkey house. But that didn’t compare to the
humiliation of sobbing in Tasha’s arms now. Too embarrassed to meet
Tasha’s gaze, Arnie kept his head lowered. But if she thought him
weak, she gave no sign.

She stroked
Arnie’s bare back and pressed his head to her shoulder. “Relax.
Talk to me. Perhaps I can help you get clear of this, huh?”

He stopped
crying. “What do you mean?” Was Tasha implying she’d help him
escape? It didn’t make sense. A short time ago, she’d threatened to
kill him.

“Help me and
I’ll help you. Play nice, and your stay here can be comfortable.
But you need to give me something.”

Arnie tried to
pull away, but she pressed him tight to her body. Tasha’s naked
flesh rubbed against his, and he felt himself stiffen.

“Yes,” she
said. “That’s better.”

Lust surged
through Arnie, followed at once by rage. He gritted his teeth,
remembering Carolyn. The Agency had her somewhere, and he had no
idea where. It worked. The hard-on ebbed away along with his
lust.

“Baby,” Tasha
purred, both hands stroking, caressing. “Don’t do that. Come on
now.”

He
struggled.

“No, darling.
You go when I release you. Be nice. Let’s talk.”

Speaking out
against Tasha felt like the most difficult thing Arnie ever had to
do. But if he didn’t take back his power, he’d fold and do whatever
the Agency wanted. “Then let me go.” A simple statement, but to
Arnie, it meant everything, and when Tasha released him, it seemed
a victory.

The room echoed
with Tasha’s laughter, and he deflated. Arnie waited for her to
speak, but she remained silent, watchful. He shivered and
gooseflesh prickled his arms and legs.

She picked up
her clothes and got dressed.

Hands shaking
with nerves and chills, Arnie reached for his T-shirt. Instantly,
Tasha pulled her gun from its holster and pointed it at him. “No,
sweetie. Not without my permission.”

Arnie pulled
his hand back. “I’m cold.”

“Let’s talk
first.”

“About
what?”

“Who tipped
Ralph Drummond off about the Agency?”

“An
interrogation? That’s why we had sex? Are you kidding?”

“Better than
torture, sweetie. What’s that saying? The way to a man’s heart is
through his stomach? But that’s not the way to your heart, is it?”
Tasha’s hand snaked between his legs and gave his scrotum a
squeeze.

Arnie
gasped.

She chuckled,
eyes sparkling. “Each correct response earns you one piece of
clothing. The opposite of strip poker.”

“Did you
question Drummond?” A sinking sensation pelted him in the gut.

“No, honey.
Drummond’s dead.”

Arnie’s stomach
clenched, and his knees wobbled. Dizzy, he pressed his hands onto
the table and leaned forward, head drooping. Eyes closed, he let
the tears flush out until the vertigo and nausea passed. “How?”

“I’m asking the
questions. But I’ll give you that one. Ralphie boy hanged
himself.”

“That can’t be
true. Ralph wouldn’t hurt his family like that.”

“What he did
and why don’t concern me. But now we can’t question Drummond, tag,
you’re it.”

Tears welled up
again. This time, he stifled them. “Fuck you.”

 


***

 


Carolyn cheered
silently. They can’t find Michael. She hoped her face didn’t
show her joy. “Why would I know where Michael is? I left him to
surrender to the aliens.”

“Valiant went
to the alien base in Algonquin Park. What were his plans after
that?”

“I don’t know.
That was the point of going to the base.”

Anger flickered
for an instant on Cornell’s face, but when he spoke, his tone was
neutral. “What did Valiant tell you about the base?”

Carolyn
considered what to say. The truth would suffice because nothing she
said could direct him to Michael. She truly had no idea where he
was. “Michael said the aliens in Algonquin might help me avoid
abduction by the hostiles.”

That Michael
had found the base and escaped the Agency delighted Carolyn.
Relieved he was safe, she tried to sense any spirits around
Cornell. She’d been at the Agency for a month, and no spirits had
made contact. Was she blocked? Had the aliens done something during
the last abduction? She didn’t feel any different. Perhaps it was
stress and the pregnancy.

Cornell stared
at her.

She returned
the stare and shrugged. “Sorry. Can’t help you.”

“Not an option.
Cause and effect, Carolyn. I can reunite you with Sam, or I can
have you executed. The choice is yours.”

“I think the
choice is yours.”

“How hard do
you want to make this? Consider, but not too long. We’ll talk
again. Give any of my people trouble, and I’ll make sure you’re
uncomfortable. Work with us, and you’ll earn rewards. How would you
like decent clothes to wear? A private shower?”

Appalled,
curses about to spill out, she stifled them, and instead asked her
angels and guides for help. “Keep your bribes.”

His face became
a mask, and he buzzed the receptionist. “Send in the guards.”

When the guards
entered, Cornell sat behind the desk, staring at the computer.
Without looking up, he said, “Get this woman out of here. The cuffs
won’t be necessary. She won’t give you any trouble. If she does,
don’t hit her.” He looked at Carolyn one last time. “But report it
to me.”

 


***

 


Carolyn braced herself
as she and the guards neared her cell. She’d walked sedately
between them all the way from Cornell’s office, pretending to be
docile and cowed. Her stomach fluttered in anticipation.

One guard
pulled ahead and opened the door, while the other stood next to
Carolyn, looking bored. This was it. Act now or miss the
opportunity. Carolyn lunged for Arnie’s cage and grabbed the bars,
holding them in a firm grip.

She screamed
his name, willing him to run to her. She wanted to hug him, ached
to at least touch him. Carolyn stared at the empty room and
realized Arnie wasn’t there. A guard pried her fingers off the
bars. Head bowed, she returned to her cell.

 


***

 


Tasha stood over Arnie.
She’d forced him to sit in the only chair in the room. Made of
metal, the chair intensified the chill spreading through his
body.

“Drummond’s
source,” Tasha said. “Talk.”

“Fuck you.”

Tasha laughed.
“You just did, sweetie. Now talk, and I’ll give you something to
wear.”

“There’s not
much to tell. I don’t know his source.”

“Oh, Arnie.
You’re so full of shit. It’s a woman, and you fucked her. Your dick
will be the death of you.”

The blood
drained from Arnie’s face. “She never told me her name, and I
didn’t ask.”

“Describe
her.”

“What will you
do to her?”

“Nothing.”

“What will the
Agency do to her?”

“Not your
concern.”

“I disagree.
The Agency thugs will hurt her, and it’ll be my fault.”

“Consider
what’ll happen to you if you don’t talk.” She leaned forward.

Arnie
swallowed, his mouth dry. How could this be happening? He couldn’t
betray the contact. He hoped Dragonfly was trying to find others to
blow the whistle to, or whatever the Agency did to him would be
even more tragic.

He steeled
himself. “Fuck you.”

Tasha was
quick. She handcuffed Arnie’s hands to the chair and produced a
knife from a hidden sheath at her waist.

“What’s your
biggest asset, Arnie?” His name still sounded like a caress when
she said it. Tasha held the knife to his right eye. “Your beautiful
blue eyes?”

Arnie closed
his eyes.

She laughed.
“Perhaps not.” Tasha moved the knife down his cheek.

The knife
scraped along his skin, and he felt blood trickle down his face. He
suppressed a sob.

“Maybe your
handsome face?”

He gritted his
teeth, waiting for the sting to become excruciating pain.

“Guess where
I’m headed.”

Arnie groaned,
anticipating the knife’s descent. “Please, no.” Finally reduced to
begging.

“It would be a
shame to turn you into a eunuch, wouldn’t it, stud? Talk.”

Ashamed, he
gave her something. “She went by the name Dragonfly.”

Tasha slapped
him across the face. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

Arnie let out a
gasp that was part sob. “What do you want? If you know already, why
don’t you find her?”

She punched him
in the face, and he groaned as his head snapped back. She had a
better right hook than most men. His stomach churned, and bile rose
in his throat. “I’ll be sick.”

“I don’t
care.”

He gagged on
the vomit and swallowed it, eyes watering from the effort to hold
it in.

Tasha slid the
knife down his belly.

Arnie’s breath
became shallow. “Please.” His voice pitched higher.


“Dragonfly.”

“She’s
five-six. Muscular. Brown hair. Wore it short. Green eyes.” The
words spilled out, and once he’d started, he couldn’t stop. He
tried to clamp his lips together, but they kept going. “Said she
worked at a base outside Toronto. Didn’t say where.”

“Good. You can
put on something.” She picked up Arnie’s socks and slid them onto
his feet.

Her touch
revolted him now, and he flinched when her hand brushed his
skin.

“Now, now.”
She’d noticed the flinch. “Just a bit more, sweetie. Remember, I
can give you pleasure, too. Cooperate.”

Arnie closed
his eyes, ashamed at the betrayal. He should be man enough to bear
anything Tasha did to him without giving Dragonfly away, but he
couldn’t. The terror of the pain was too intense.

Tasha flicked
the knifepoint across his thigh, and Arnie felt the trickle of
blood again.

“If I cut you,
the aliens can heal you, and I can do it again. As many times as I
want. It’s marvellous. They can create living tissue, and it’ll
have your DNA. They’ll reconnect nerves, so you’ll experience it
intensely every time. Want me to ask them to give you a bigger
dick?”

“Stop. Please.
I’ll talk.”

“Distinguishing
marks?”

“A tattoo …
Small dragonfly on her right shoulder … Details too vague … Green
and black … Other colours. What more do you want?”

“Where did she
live?”

“She didn’t
tell me anything personal. She never told me her name, for
Chrissake. Please. Stop.”

“Where was she
getting her info?”

“She never told
us that.”

“Did she say
why?”

“No.”

It was silent
for so long that Arnie opened his eyes. Tasha perched on the table
watching, face serene. She smiled and held up the knife, his blood
speckling the blade. She locked eyes with him and licked the blade,
then her lips. “You taste delicious, sweetie.”

Crazy
fucking bitch. He fainted.


 Chapter 6

 


Michael Valiant heard
the roar of the South Nahanni River and ran towards it. Pursuit was
close behind, and he was afraid they’d soon be near enough to score
a hit if they fired. His lungs screamed for relief. He had to do
something to speed his getaway.

Three agents
tailed Michael, and she was one. Althaea Dayton—the biggest mistake
and closest near miss of his life. Althaea and Michael had almost
had an affair once. But that wouldn’t stop her from pulling the
trigger if she managed to get close enough to put a bullet in his
brain. She’d have more reason than anyone else. The relationship
hadn’t ended well.

So Michael ran,
telling himself that talking to Althaea would be fatal, because if
he stopped running, it would be over for him. It was early June.
Michael had been on the run for the last month—ever since he’d left
Algonquin Park.

Undetected,
he’d made his way north, a tribute to his skills and the ineptitude
of the Agency’s bureaucrats. After six hours in the air, not
including a stopover in Calgary, Michael arrived in Yellowknife
from Ottawa. Then he’d gone to Fort Simpson and chartered a
floatplane to Nahanni National Park’s Virginia Falls.

The end of May
was a chilly and buggy time of year to be out in the wild above the
sixtieth parallel. For once, he was grateful for climate
warming.

Michael had
made a possibly fatal mistake two nights ago.

He’d spotted an
agent standing outside a log cabin. Althaea. He’d have recognized
her anywhere. She oozed raw sexuality, a sensuous beauty he’d found
almost irresistible during the brief time they were partners.

Althaea looked
like a princess warrior—her long blonde hair tied back in a single
braid, wearing army fatigues, and an assault rifle slung over her
shoulder. A tank top showed off her muscled arms. She still gave
off that feral energy Michael had wanted to tame years ago. That
he’d turned her away from his bed—rejected her—might get him killed
now. She wasn’t the forgiving type.

Michael had
already taken a few steps towards her before he realized she’d kill
him without question. So he’d melted back into the trees. The
mistake was that he didn’t leave. Althaea wasn’t alone, and one of
the men with her spotted Michael.

Easy to blame
her, but his own carelessness had exposed him. She still had the
power to unnerve him, and he hated himself for it. How many people
would pay for that mistake?

Briefly,
Michael had lost the agents, but they’d found him again when he’d
stopped for a rest. Two days of running had brought him to
exhaustion and close to delirium. He’d lost his pack and hadn’t
eaten much. A canteen of water kept him from dehydrating, but it
was almost empty. The
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