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      To my amazing readers.

      Thank you for loving Trey and Randi.

      May the unicorn gods be ever in your favor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Defeat? I do not recognize the meaning of the word.”

        - Margret Thatcher

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Randi

        

      

    

    
      A sharp, high-pitched screeching in my ears threatens to rupture my eardrums and liquefy my brain. Combine that with the pounding in my skull that’s nearly as brutal as the ringing, and my thoughts scatter as I try to decipher what the hell is going on and why I can’t move.

      Something happened to me.

      What happened to me?

      Fucking focus, Randi. Get your shit together.

      But I can’t. Nothing makes sense through the all-consuming pain keeping me from processing what the hell is going on. A memory flashes through my mind like lightning, there and gone quickly but enough for me to remember one thing.

      A car wreck. I was in a car wreck, and now… now I can’t move.

      Panic races through my veins, skyrocketing my pulse to race faster than humanly possible as heat swells beneath my skin. Anxiety festers, generating fears of paralysis and dangling severed limbs to be the only logical reason for my immobility. Willing all my focus to one simple move, I slowly lift my chin from where it rests along my collarbone.

      The simple movement rips a gasp from me as agonizing pain blazes down my neck to my lower spine, like hundreds of tiny knives stabbing those sensitive nerves repeatedly. Every movement is worse than the last, but a nagging sense of foreboding urges me to keep going.

      Finally my head meets the back of the seat. I gasp a full breath as hot tears drip down my cheeks. Teeth clamped hard, I swallow a cry of agony and seal my lips to keep from calling out. Chest heaving from the exertion of that simple movement, I take a moment to let the pain ease to a manageable level.

      The ringing in my ears and throbbing in my head continue, but it’s a fraction less with the new position. I could easily give up in this moment, stop refusing the intense need to drift asleep. Abandon this mad idea of consciousness. But I won’t.

      I don’t know how, but I know one thing is for certain.

      I’m in danger, and I need to stay awake to fight.

      Digging my teeth into my lower lip, I fight my lids to open. Slow at first, my lashes flutter as I blink past the haze clouding my vision. A sticky glaze makes each slow blink more difficult than usual to peel my lids apart once again.

      As my vision sharpens, I observe my surroundings without moving. The back of a black leather seat is unmistakable directly in front of me, and just beyond that is a shattered, splintered windshield with something sticking through it from the outside.

      Yells and gunshots sound in the distance while long shadows flutter outside the smashed tinted window on my right. Sucking in a breath for courage to take stock of the damage to my lower half, I slide my gaze lower. Yellowed light filters through the fissures of the town car’s various broken windows, offering enough illumination from the streetlamps above to highlight the awkward angle of my legs and torso. But it’s what I don’t see that causes a swift wash of relief. No dismembered legs or arms, no gaping holes in my torso, no rushing blood. Besides my throbbing head, which probably caused the spiderweb-looking crack in the window, I’m unharmed.

      The ringing in my ear seems to swell, cutting off what minimal outside noise I could hear before. Pressure builds in my skull, causing my stomach to roll with nausea. Surrendering to the demanding fight to close my eyes, I rest my lids, dousing myself in darkness once again.

      Focus, Randi. I’m a sitting duck wherever we are. I have to move, have to fight to find Trey.

      A renewed sense of urgency blooms at the thought of Trey. I have to get to him, or get somewhere safe so he can find me.

      But to do that, I have to move.

      Fuck, this is going to hurt.

      A pitiful whimper breezes past my dry lips as my fingers shift along the seat. The smooth baby-soft leather brushes beneath the tips, the texture a complete contrast to everything else in this moment.

      With every move, pain infiltrates each cell and nerve, but I push through the agony. The leather sticks to my slick palm as I seal it to the seat and slowly rotate my upper body to align with my lower half. I sink my teeth into my upper lip to stifle the cry of pain that wants to escape.

      I slowly peel my skin away from the leather, each square inch sticking from blood or sweat—I’m too chicken to glance down and find out which. The muscles of my right arm burn in protest as I reach out to grope along the door, fingers desperate in their search for the handle. The tremble in my arm turns into a quake before my muscles give out, slapping my hand back to the seat.

      A low groan fills the air.

      A groan that was not my own.

      Forcing my eyes back open, I scan the inside of the town car once more, slower this time to pick up any movements. Nothing. I didn’t imagine that sound, did I? Or maybe it was my own and the hit on my head has caused temporary hallucinations.

      My nostrils flare as I inhale deeply; the heated air burns down my windpipe and scrapes through my raw lungs. I release it slowly through pursed lips as I rotate to face the window. Bones creak, tendons along my neck and upper back tightening and stinging with the movement. Tears well, making the cracked window swim before I can blink them away.

      All of a sudden, the entire car shifts. I slide to the left with the movement, almost as if someone’s rocking the wreckage.

      Movement in the front snaps my attention from the window. The previously unconscious agent in the passenger seat rolls his head along the headrest with a guttural curse. Over and over the mangled car rocks, shifting me one direction and then the other. My eyes widen, a squeak of surprise lodged in my throat when his door wrenches open with a squeal of metal against metal. I blink past the sudden flood of light that only lasts a moment before a tall shadow shifts into the rays, offering a momentary reprieve from the blinding light on my overly sensitive eyes.

      The relief is short-lived.

      A long gun barrel points into the front seat. Brightness flares, and a splatter of warm liquid covering my face and neck is the only indication a shot was fired. In slow motion, the once barely alive agent slumps forward, his body position matching the one behind the steering wheel digging into his chest.

      A scream works its way up my throat, and my lips part, readying to release a plea for help, only nothing happens. I work my jaw, move my lips, but still my cries and screams stay locked in my tight throat. Even my whimper is silent as I mentally rail on myself for allowing the shock to freeze my basic functions and inhibit me from calling out.

      The shadow dousing the front seat and dead agent moves, allowing light to pour back into the car. Half a second later, the strange rocking movement from earlier shakes the car again, this time more pronounced.

      Metal crunches and squeals as the door opens an inch and then another before it swings all the way out with a resistant groan. I blink past the assaulting overhead light. The snug seat belt digging into my shoulder and chest keeps me in place even as I struggle to shift away from the swallowing shadow that engulfs the back seat.

      A man stands between the seat and hanging mangled door. With his face shadowed, I take in what I can see.

      No tie or jacket. A simple oversized black T-shirt covers his chest and slightly protruding belly.

      Realization hits me like a physical slap to the face. I attempt to shift away from the open door and the man blocking the only exit who is clearly not one of my agents.

      I blink, unable to move with the seat belt still tight against my chest as he leans into the back seat. The leather dips beneath his weight beside my shoulder as he uses the seat as leverage to bend around me. A sharp yank tightens the seat belt, hampering my breathing only for it to release almost immediately, the restricting hold now gone from my hips and upper body. When his hands slip under my legs and around my back, I have no option but to allow him to move me like a limp doll. It takes little effort for the man to slide me along the seat toward the open door and then haul me out into the open early morning air.

      I try. I really fucking try to move, to fight his hold, but nothing will work. Maybe it’s from shock, or who knows, maybe my spinal cord is now severed, but whatever the cause, I can’t fucking move at all, leaving me fully exposed and vulnerable. The world spins, what once was up now down and back again. His hard shoulder slams into my gut, shoving bile and air up my throat. I bob up and down as he jogs along the black asphalt and leaps to the sidewalk.

      Regaining some mobility, I press both hands to his waist, my arm muscles trembling with the exertion, to lift my head.

      Even with the constant movement, there’s no mistaking the utter destruction that was once my security convoy. My heart stutters. For several seconds, even the need to breathe vanishes as I visually piece the mangled mess together. The lead SUV is a crumpled pile of metal, the front end gone, almost like it was blown off by a blast of some kind. It’s back end isn’t much better, securely lodged into the windshield of what must have been my town car. The two other SUVs have minimal damage, but all the doors are swung open, a few limp-suited bodies slumped half in, half out.

      An ambush. We were ambushed. This was a smash and grab—for me.

      With the pressure digging into my stomach and the gore surrounding me, mixed with the overload of fear pulsing through me, I can’t stop my stomach from clenching, my abs flexing and sending anything I’ve eaten in the last few hours up and out. My arms give out, dislodging the needed support to keep my head up, as liquid splatters to the sidewalk. Strings of saliva, bile, and probably blood drip from my trembling lower lip as I’m carried farther from the wreckage.

      Surprised shouts break through the ringing in my ears. Pops of rapid gunfire sound close—too close.

      The man abducting me slows as another set of shoes enters my line of sight along the dark asphalt. Muffled words are exchanged between the two. The chest of the man who holds me vibrates against the front of my thighs where they’re clamped tight with an arm around them, securing me to his body.

      Then we’re running again, faster this time, as if someone is now chasing us. Hope blooms in my numb chest at the thought.

      Someone is coming… for me.

      Trash and debris litter the grimy-looking ground as he dashes through one alley before darting toward another in a random pattern. Every step causes excruciating pain to blast down my curved spine. Every attempt to support myself, to help ease the jarring movements, is unsuccessful due to my weak arms and his quick pace.

      The thought-scattering confusion that immediately followed the attack has lifted enough for one truth to solidify: I have to fight back, or I’m as good as dead.

      Gathering what little strength I have—and a hell of a lot of courage—I wait for my moment. It only takes a few seconds for my opportunity. We take a tight right around a brick building, putting me close enough to grab the corner if I reached out.

      This is going to hurt.

      Without a second thought to the pain or what the hell I’ll do next, I reach for the building. I cry out as the rough edges of the brick scrape down the length of my forearm. Curling my fingers, I grapple to hold on to the building’s edge. The man carrying me loses his grip with my sudden jerk of a stop against his forward momentum.

      I free-fall for a second, releasing my grip on the building and leaving bits of my skin, blood, and nails imbedded into the shallow rough grooves. The asphalt slams into my knees, bits of rock slicing through my bare skin and embedding themselves, adding to my laundry list of injuries.

      A low curse sounds behind me, but it’s the shouting from the direction we came that I focus on. Muscles quivering, knees and palms bleeding, I push to all fours to crawl toward those searching for me.

      Hopefulness burns in my chest as my shaking arms support my weight and I make a single forward movement. Then a handful of my hair is gripped tight behind me. Knowing what’s coming, I dig my nails into the sticky asphalt, desperate to hold my ground. A screech rips from my lungs as I’m yanked backward, my scalp burning where several strands have ripped free. Once again my own body is manipulated against my will as I’m thrown over someone’s shoulder.

      Whoever this is doesn’t waste any time racing away from my would-be saviors.

      With my head dangling, my forehead sliding along a sweat-damp T-shirt, my tears of frustration and desperation leak from my eyes, slipping through my dark eyebrows and gliding along my forehead to disappear into my hairline.

      The shouts grow distant before vanishing altogether as we slip through a rusted metal door into an abandoned concrete structure. The man’s boots echo around us, spraying a few droplets of water along my dangling arms and hands as he tromps uncaring through the various puddles of rainwater. At least I hope it’s rainwater and not rat pee.

      I eye the puddle we’ve just passed through. It would have to be a big rat to make that size puddle.

      Another door opens and closes behind us. The structure is more of a cement maze than a parking garage. Fresh air breezes over my damp cheeks for only a moment before we slip into another building.

      At the third or fourth building, the man’s steps slow, as do the other set that’s been keeping pace since we ran from the wreckage.

      “Fucking finally,” the man holding me grumbles as his long strides take us across the dusty floor.

      “Toss her in,” another voice says from somewhere behind me.

      Before I can register his words, the one who’s been hauling me around DC like a sack of potatoes grips my waist and lifts me off his shoulder. Dangling me in midair, his grip loosens before releasing completely. A silent cry burns in my raw throat as I plummet to the ground. My ass hits first, sending a shooting burst of pain along my tailbone up my lower spine as it takes the brunt of the fall, but the side of my head still collides with the ground with a… hollow thud?

      Not the ground.

      I furiously flick my gaze around, absorbing what I can of my surroundings.

      No, not the ground. Worse.

      A fucking trunk. I’m in the trunk of a car to be taken only the unicorn gods know where. I part my lips, inhaling deeply and readying to scream for help while praying this time my voice actually cooperates, only for a hot, sweaty palm to slap over my nose and mouth, stifling my attempt to call out.

      I thrash my head left and right to dislodge the meaty hand only for it to tighten. A ski mask-covered face looms over my own. The malice in the beady eyes zeroed in on me kicks my unconscious fight-or-flight drive awake. With desperation and terror as my fuel, I kick against the carpeted trunk, my bare feet sliding along the coarse material, trying to gain traction. Skin rips beneath my nails as I claw at the arm holding me down.

      Another shadow appears, the person looming just outside my field of vision. One of the two mutters something about holding me still. A prick, almost like a gnat bite, pierces the delicate skin of my upper neck.

      I don’t even have time to register what happened before my muscles tingle, their revived strength vanishing. I slump against the trunk’s interior, the cheap mat fibers tickling my palms and cheek. My erratic breaths slow to a calm cadence as a warm rush washes over me, relaxing me deeper and deeper as the drugs move through my veins.

      “No.” The word is more of a slur with my numb lips.

      A dark laugh rumbles through the trunk. Revulsion churns my already sour stomach as hot breath brushes against my ear.

      “He doesn’t like to play with his toys, but don’t worry, Madam President. I do.”

      I scream and scream, but the trunk remains silent; I’m only able to call out for help in my mind.

      “Stop fucking with the mark. We leave now to stick with the timeline.” Even with the distance and hollowness of the trunk, I hear the annoyance in the clipped tone.

      The tip of a slick tongue slides down the exposed column of my neck. “Soon.”

      A hand presses over my eyes and slips down, closing my lids with the movement.

      For what feels like the hundredth time tonight, my body is moved against my will. First my legs are bent and maneuvered, something tight bites into my skin securing them together, and then the same with my hands before the trunk shuts with a deafening bang above me. The coarse floorboard rattles at the roar of an engine starting. With every bump I’m bounced and jostled, and at the turns I roll to and fro, unable to steady myself.

      Panic sends my pulse racing. The roar of the engine and honking of other horns are all I can hear, leaving me alone with my darkening thoughts. Tied, drugged, and suffocating in the intense heat and no air, claustrophobia grips me, stifling my already short, raspy breaths.

      Before I succumb to the panic attack, a pleading prayer blasts through my thoughts and images of the death that awaits me.

      Find me, Trey. Find me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Trey

        

      

    

    
      The unmistakable stench of death fills my nose as I run along the sidewalk, my boots pounding the pavement, untied laces flying in my wake. There’s a heaviness weighing in the early morning air, thickening as I grow closer to the chaotic scene. I could find my way by the scents filling the air alone—scorched rubber, burning fuel, and the sharp coppery tang of spilled blood—but there’s no need. No, I only need to follow the bright search lights of the low-circling military helicopters, flashing red and blue of local police units, and, of course, the growing crowd.

      I pause at the edge of the onlookers, men and women alike who’ve poured out onto the streets in their nightclothes and robes from the neighboring apartment and condo buildings. I inhale more to steady my nerves than being out of breath from the quick sprint from the dark alley behind my own building to here.

      Forgoing pleasantries and gentle prodding, I shove a shoulder through the outer layer of people and make my way to the center of the crowd, where I’m needed and my answers await.

      Almost to ground zero, the crash site, I slam into an immobile human wall. A wall wearing fatigues, a massive assault rifle held between two hands secured across his chest, and a clear “don’t fuck with me” expression on his serious face.

      “Step back, sir,” says the kid who’s about to be on the wrong end of the fury-laced panic that’s thrumming through my veins, making me slightly unhinged.

      “Secret Service,” I state impatiently.

      The flickering camera flashes and overhead streetlamps highlight his unimpressed gaze as he slowly gives me a once-over. Lips pursed, he shakes his head and goes back to scanning the area for threats and keeping the excited crowd at bay.

      Huh. Never had that kind of reaction before.

      I glance down at my own appearance to see why he so quickly dismissed me as a real agent.

      Well, hell. Okay, now I get it. Dry-Fit T-shirt inside out and backward—I was wondering what was tickling my neck on my run over here—wrinkled-as-hell jeans with the zipper half up and button unfastened to the point that I don’t know how they even stayed up this long, and untied military-style boots. No wonder this kid thinks I’m a fake and probably in need of medication.

      I search through every available pocket for my credentials to prove to this asshole that I am in fact a legit agent, but I come up empty. Pursing my lips in annoyance, I inhale deep, my nostrils flaring at the foul smells that assault my nose.

      “I left my shit at home, but I’m telling you the truth. I’m Trey Benson with the fucking Secret Service. Now let me the fuck through.” Nose to nose, I’m screaming in his face. He doesn’t know why I’m so on edge, why the accident behind him is extremely personal to me, but I don’t care in this moment. All I want is for him to fucking move so I can find out what the hell is going on and find my fiancée.

      “No one gets through,” he hisses through gritted teeth as he widens his stance, readying for a fight.

      Already on a hair trigger, my rising annoyance mixes with the desperation to get past this fucker, shoving me over the edge of reason. Lips pulled back in a snarl, I reach for one of the guns strapped to my body, 100 percent okay with shooting my way through if I have to.

      Just as my fingers brush the grooved grip of my nine millimeter, familiar broad shoulders and a bald head rising over the soldier’s catch my attention. On the far side, several feet from where I stand, Tank stalks along the inside circle of the soldier wall, peering over their heads like he’s searching for someone in the crowd.

      Both hands cupped around my mouth for maximum volume, I let out a sharp attention-grabbing whistle, one I used during widespread canvassing assignments in the army, then bellow his name over the thumping of the helicopter blades and excited crowd. I debate shoving my way toward him when he pauses and turns my direction.

      His intense gaze locks on me. Immediately he sets across the closed-off street, his focus never wavering as he weaves through the FBI agents inspecting the evidence.

      My trepidation rises with each step Tank takes as he draws closer. I’m eager to get around this fucker who’s holding me back from entering the scene, yet at the same time I know the moment I walk into the protected circle, all this becomes true. Right now I straddle a fine line. On this side, I have the knowledge of what happened but not the proof or the details. If I don’t see it, it didn’t happen, right? If I don’t step over the invisible line, thus changing me from outsider looking in to acting agent, none of this is real. It’s crazy to think this way, sure, but compartmentalizing this shit might be the only way I keep my emotions in check until we find her.

      Tank’s mitt of a hand encases the soldier’s shoulder and yanks him backward. He struggles to stay upright, opening a small gap just wide enough for me to slip through.

      “He’s with me.” Tank dangles his credentials in front of the kid’s face, and I take the opportunity and move to stand beside my friend.

      Not wasting time, Tank turns on his heels and strides from the sidewalk, stepping down onto the street where the destruction waits.

      A couple feet from the town car—her town car—I pause, taking in the mangle of metal. My heart squeezes like someone has it in a vise grip as I stare at the open back passenger door and the empty back seat.

      Tank’s heavy footsteps pause, his comforting presence welcome as I inhale a shaky breath, doing what I can to keep the fear of what’s happening to her in this very moment from shutting me down. I can’t break, not when she needs me.

      “We’ll find her. We’ll get her back.”

      I nod, not daring to speak past the lump lodged in my throat. My fingers tremble as I rake them through my hair, relishing the sharp bites of pain as a few tangled strands yank and pull at my scalp.

      “Get it together, Benson. Randi is out there waiting for you to piece this together and find her. She’s counting on you finding her before it’s too late.”

      Again I dip my chin in agreement, but this time with conviction. Rising determination shifts my focus into overdrive, shoving aside all the other swirling emotions keeping me from thinking straight.

      Wrangling the varying emotions that radiate from the happy memories we made only hours ago in my condo when she said yes to the paralyzing agony of the unknown, I shove them down with a deep fortifying breath.

      Tank’s right, like always.

      She needs me more than ever. I can’t fail her. I won’t fail her. Not when our happy ever after was within our grasp. Whoever did this will pay, but first I have to find her.

      “What do we know so far?” I ask, my voice void of any feeling.

      “Did you know your shirt’s wrong?” Tank asks. Normally we’d joke, have a good laugh at my haphazard state, but not tonight.

      Stripping off the shirt, I flip it right side out, sink my arms back through the sleeves, and tug it over my head. Then I button my fly, tie the damn boots, and fix the jean cuffs to look somewhat more professional than the disheveled mess I was moments ago.

      A puff of air explodes from my lungs at Tank’s palm connecting between my shoulders for a comforting pat on the back. With a firm grip on my shoulder, he guides us around the town car to the hood, where the lead SUV is practically sitting on the dashboard. His grip tightens as we take it all in from this new angle.

      “I don’t know much, got here a minute before you. Plus I want our take on it all before I listen to their bullshit investigation.”

      “Why?” I ask as I crouch low, pressing the tips of four fingers to the road for stability, and inspect the SUV’s undercarriage. Loose pebbles of asphalt crunch under my boots as I swivel in varying directions for different viewpoints.

      “We know the standard routine when she visits you, but no one else does. We’re aware of how many cars, agents, the route, backup… that gives us different insight. Not better but different. Now tell me what you see.”

      Damn, the man is smarter than most people give him credit for. With his large size, people think he’s all bulk and no brains. But he’s not in charge because of his size and past NFL record. It’s because of this, the way he processes things and sees different angles. On top of that, he’s observant and insightful, two of the main reasons he’s the alpha team lead and we all follow him with our full trust.

      A few chunks of dark hair slide across my sticky forehead as I lean closer to the still warm blacktop. I’m no mechanic—I don’t even drive my own car to get serviced, it just magically happens—but the twisted metal beneath the lead SUV looks wrong.

      “Did something explode from the ground?” I ask. Knee to the blacktop, I lean closer and inhale. “Smells like explosives, but hell if I know what kind.” Tank’s hulking figure settles beside me to see where I point under the front portion of the undercarriage. “Just there, it’s blackened and twisted.” I stand and step away from the two entangled vehicles to see the picture as a whole with this new slice of information.

      “The blast point could be covered up by the debris,” Tank muses through a grunt as he shoves off his thick thighs to stand.

      Rock fragments and other questionable material sprinkle from my dirty palm as I rake a hand through my hair.

      “This was well thought out, meticulously planned, unlike the prior attempts.” Rounding the SUV, I pause on the other side. Blood drips from the gaps in the metal where the front passenger seat should’ve been. Grief grips my stomach like a tightening fist. I force my gaze away. There’s no need to know who was riding shotgun, or driving, or in the other SUVs. Only one thing matters now, and that’s finding the clues to locate Randi. Then murder the devil behind the abduction.

      A vaguely familiar agent approaches, his wide eyes taking in the mess before him. “The FBI director will be here shortly, and ours is back at headquarters reviewing the information as it comes in.” At my side, he takes a deep breath and rests both hands on his hips. “Every single agent was shot in the head point-blank. A few appear postmortem. Whoever did this covered their tracks to make sure no one could identify them.”

      “What about the new video surveillance we had installed?” Tank asks, his head on a swivel as he searches the lampposts for our cameras. He requested several to be secured along this route once we realized her visits to my condo would be a weekly routine.

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?” I snap, clenching my jaw so tight the muscles ache. “What do you mean? There can’t be nothing.”

      “Whatever stopped the lead SUV also disrupted the video feed. All signals are down in a two-block radius.” Tapping a pen against his palm, the agent takes in the surroundings. “What in the hell was the president doing in this area so early?”

      Tank and I exchange a quick look. Neither of us is answering that loaded question.

      Clearing my throat, I bring the topic back to the surveillance issue. “I’m no expert, but a sizeable explosion to halt a small motorcade coupled with an EMP of some kind isn’t normal.” I shake my head, trying to get the pieces of information we know to fit together somehow. “That is fucking sophisticated. Who are these assholes?”

      I say assholes knowing full well this couldn’t have been done by one man. No, this was a team, a highly qualified and funded team with one objective: Randi, President of the United States. And now they have her. For what—

      No, I can’t let my mind go down that dark path. I have to stay here in this moment if I want to help find her.

      I swallow hard, my feet moving of their own accord before stopping in front of the open passenger door of the town car. Her flip-flops lie discarded on the floorboard, shimmering drops of crimson dotting the leather. Fear rakes like talons into my chest, stifling my breathing at all the blood. Leaning deeper into the interior, I examine the spray pattern. A spray of tiny droplets and chunks of something coat the back windshield and seat. It’s all covered in sprinkles of red except a small void where she would’ve been sitting.

      I shift, turning to the front seat, where it seems most of the blood exploded from. A shouted curse slips as I’m met with a gaping, oozing skull cavity pointing at me from the front passenger seat.

      Seeing the dead agent with the back of his head missing shouldn’t fill me with relief, but it does. Because the blood splatter isn’t hers.

      It’s not her blood.

      I make it a mantra to keep my focus from slipping as I examine the back seat again, hoping to find anything useful. A blinking light from the floorboard on the other side of the car snags my attention.

      “Gloves,” I grumble over my shoulder and blindly stretch an open hand behind me.

      The soft thin latex glove slapped into my awaiting palm is a complete contrast to the brutality of the incident I’m investigating. It slides easily over my fingers, catching on my sweaty palm. Reaching to the other side, I stretch as far as I can without disturbing the other evidence. With the tips of two fingers, I slide the phone closer until it’s within reach and duck back out of the town car with it carefully cradled in my hand.

      With a press of the Home button, the screen flares to life, displaying the red battery in the right-hand corner, several unread texts, and ten missed calls from Taeler. The sliver of optimism that she’d somehow managed to keep the phone and the tracking device within on her through the wreck and abduction dissolves, feeding the worry about how in the hell we’re going to find her in time.

      “It’s hers,” I say, dropping it into Tank’s large latex-covered hand.

      Arms crossed over my chest, I stare into the dark car. There has to be something we can use; no one’s that good to not leave anything behind.

      Diving back into the wreckage, I scour every square inch of the area void of blood splatter, looking for something, anything that will help us find her. If she was fighting, there could be hair, skin, clothing left behind. Unless she was unconscious from the impact of the SUV or drugged.

      I shake that thought before it can fester and distract me from the task at hand.

      Fuck, I have to find her.

      The tips of my fingers tremble as I run them along the smooth thick polyester seat belt down to the metal clasp and back up again in case I missed something lodged in the chest strap.

      I pause their journey halfway up as a thought hits. Going back to the metal clasp, I pull it out for further inspection. I glide two gloved fingers along the shoulder strap and lap belt again to double-check I haven’t missed a cut or slice. But I haven’t. The entire belt is still intact.

      Gripping the outside frame, I haul myself out of the town car and turn, pointing back inside. “We need someone to dust for prints on the seat belt release. There aren’t any lacerations on the strap, which means they released her or she did.”

      Something deep in my gut tells me she didn’t willingly release her safety belt. If she did, there would be evidence of her attempting to scramble away to the other side of the seat or blood on the door handle where she tried to escape.

      Tank bellows the order for an FBI agent, sending several jogging our way.

      “Tank, Playboy. Over here.”

      Tank and I turn our attention to the far side of the secured perimeter. Champ squats at the very edge, his back nearly leaning against a soldier’s legs, pointing at a glistening puddle on the ground.

      I arch a questioning brow Tank’s way as we stride toward our fellow alpha team agent.

      “I reached out to them all after I spoke with you,” he says in response to my silent question, pursing his lips at the end like he’s holding himself back from saying more.

      “Looks like vomit. Already had someone bag a swab and sample for testing. If it’s from Randi, we’ll know if there were any drugs in her system.” Champ’s determined gaze meets mine. “Don’t worry. We’ll find her.” The resolve in his hard tone and clipped words offers the boost I need to push past the idea of her possibly being drugged and unable to fight back against whatever is happening to her.

      Hands tightened into white-knuckled fists at my side, I slowly turn, taking in the entire scene from this new vantage point.

      “We know there had to be more than one attacker,” I state more to myself than to the other two waiting as I talk through the details we know. “But there isn’t any sign of how they got away before the backup units arrived. What do we know about the timeline? From the moment the possible explosion went off in the street to when the standby convoy arrived?”

      “When other agents arrived and realized she was gone, there was zero sign of her or the attackers. There were only dead agents and the wreckage. I spoke with one of the backup agents when I arrived on scene. He stated several canvassed the surrounding area while other secured the scene. Every alley was checked, but they didn’t find any evidence indicating which way they’d gone or how they got away.”

      I nod absentmindedly at Champ, letting him know I heard him even though my unfocused gaze is on the surrounding crowd. There were only two options for escaping before the backup arrived just moments after the crash: by foot or by vehicle.

      I have to think like them. How would I get the most protected woman on the planet away from the wreckage before the cavalry arrived? Based on the details so far, these fuckers knew the route, the number of men, hell, even the new surveillance we installed recently. They had to know additional backup would arrive within minutes of the wreck.

      I glance back to the town car, this time looking at it from their perspective.

      It would need to be quick and undetectable.

      The blacktop pounds under my boots as I stride to the open back passenger door of her town car. Mimicking what would’ve been done to remove her, I go through the motions like I’m unstrapping Randi and tugging her out into the early morning air. She doesn’t weight much, so even if she was drugged, her limp body wouldn’t be too much for an average-size man to carry easily.

      I count out ten medium-length strides from the car to what we believe is her vomit, which could either be from drugs administered to keep her compliant or from a concussion. Based on the town car’s impact with the lead SUV, I suspect the nausea was from a concussion.

      “Twenty seconds to remove the president and carry her here,” I state to Tank and Champ. “Now where would I go if I didn’t want to risk a getaway vehicle being spotted and pursued by the coming backup convoy or a man being seen carrying a limp body down the street?”

      A beat of silence falls between us as the repetitive thump of helicopter blades pulses above us. Spotlights illuminate the area, eliminating every shadow while Secret Service and FBI agents alike shout to each other about evidence collection or needing more body bags.

      “We need to move, search, do fucking something.” I rake my fingers through the longer strands of my hair, tugging at the ends to help keep me focused. “We split up. Each take a different alley. That’s the only way to escape this shit show with the president without being seen.”

      Assuming they’re on board, I scan along the length of the street. I count three alley openings close enough for an optimal escape route. “Tank, you take the one there.” I point to the farthest from where we stand, then to the next closest. “Champ, you take that one, and I’ll take the last one.”

      I shoulder through the wall of soldiers and shove through the spectators. A pulse of anger sizzles through me at their ogling. This is a fascination for them, a bit of drama for their boring everyday lives. But for me, it’s my life. They’re staring, whispering at the visual representation of what remains of my heart and soul with Randi missing.

      Wrecked.

      Burning.

      Destroyed.

      I have to get her back.

      My life depends on it.

      Hold on, Randi. I’ll find you. Hold on for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Randi

        

      

    

    
      A chest-rattling bang from somewhere close by jolts me awake. My brain batters against my skull with its own thundering pulse, making me loathe this day before I’ve even opened my eyes. The intensity of the headache feels like a migraine, but I haven’t had one of those in years.

      Fuck, I wish I could stay in bed, or even have the luxury of hitting Snooze. But the country’s problems won’t wait. There’s no lazy morning for the woman running the United States.

      I toss my head to shift the hair that’s fallen across my nose, the small movement sending a stabbing pain along my neck all the way down to my toes.

      Another noise, something I’ve never heard while snuggly tucked in bed within the safety of the White House, drags my attention from the new odd pain.

      What the hell is going on out in the hall?

      I shift to sit up and find out what the racket is about, but I can’t. I try again but fail to move even an inch. Confusion clouds my already slow thoughts as I jerk at my hands to move the infuriating tickling hairs strewn across my face. More strange pain radiates from my wrists.

      My heart races, slamming against my chest. Blinking through the stickiness coating my lashes and dry, scratchy eyes, I will my lids to stay open. My blurry vision clears, revealing an unfamiliar exposed industrial-looking ceiling above me.

      Instead of smooth white plaster, rusted metal beams crisscross with bundles of exposed thick black wires and silver-coated ventilation ducts of some kind. Struggling through the sheer agony of the simple movement, I twist to look toward the only natural light shining in the run-down warehouse. It takes a moment of zero movement and deep inhales and exhales through my nose for the discomfort to diminish to a non-excruciating level and my vision to focus. Across the expansive abandoned room, along the far wall, a row of filthy cracked and broken windows allows slivers of warm sunlight to filter through. The soft rays that make it through the grime and gaps highlight the dust floating in the stagnant air.

      The oblivious bliss that my confusion offers only lasts a few seconds before the swarm of images and memories assaults my already struggling brain. I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. I’m so fucked.

      Dread settles in my gut like lead weighing me down from the inside at the last thing I remember before the trunk shut over my unresponsive, drugged body. Of what that one dick for brains whispered about playing with his toys. A shiver of revulsion shakes my shoulders.

      I need to get out of here. Now. No matter what I have to do or endure.

      Whatever they have me tied up with digs into the bare flesh of my wrists and ankles, but I fight through the slicing of my skin and protesting muscles. Panting, I give up after a minute of attempting to escape with brute force, which is obviously getting me nowhere. Resting back on the hard surface, I grit my teeth as the adrenaline fades and the damage I caused shifts into a fire-hot burn along my wrists and ankles.

      “Think, Randi.” My cracked voice is barely a whisper. What do I know? What do I have that could help me get the hell out of here without ripping my hands and feet off?

      First things first, I need to take inventory of what’s broken, bruised, and okay on my own body.

      I lick my dry lips, preparing for the worst—the pain and knowledge that even if I do get out of these restraints, my legs could be broken, or something else that could hinder my escape. I start with my toes, wiggling one and then adding another in. Besides the raw sensation along the tips of my toes and feet, I’m good there. Slowly I work my way up my shins, past my knees. And because avoidance is the healthiest option at this point, I skip over the apex of my thighs, too scared that will break me mentally if I discover I was abused while drugged.

      Swallowing the tears that are lodged in my otherwise dry throat, I take a deep fortifying inhale.

      Terrible idea.

      Horrible, awful, delusional idea.

      Immediately my lungs revolt as if I’d swallowed burning coals. A violent cough shoves all that air back up my dry throat with a hacking cough. To force whatever is lodged in my lungs up and out, my abs tighten and flex while my back presses hard into the solid surface beneath me in an attempt to gain some leverage, doing whatever needed to not choke to death on my own phlegm.

      That is not an option for tomorrow’s headline.

      President found dead. Choked on own spit.

      She should’ve swallowed.

      A delirious snort tickles my nose between violent coughs at my slightly disturbing and gross humor. A cool smooth surface slides along my cheek as I force up whatever is lodged in my chest. A tangy, metallic taste fills my mouth as I ready to spit whatever was in my lungs as far as I can.

      Which, of course, doesn’t even go half a centimeter. Spit and what I now suspect is mucus and coagulated blood oozes along my warm cheek before slowly dripping away.

      Awesome. Tied up and covered in my own spit—and from the skull-splitting pain in my brain, probably a concussion too boot.

      Oh, and bonus, no fucking clue where I am or who the hell took me. Or why.

      Let’s be honest: there could be a lot of answers for the “why” question. I’ve made some formidable enemies since appearing on the DC scene. One who’s already tried to poison me once and another group who’ve sent multiple assassins to kill me.

      But with those assholes who attempted to drive the world into war for monetary gains dead, or worse, at some nondescript CIA black site location, there’s only one asshole whose loathing exceeds all others.

      Shawn fucking Whit.

      Shawn is who I’d place my bet on setting this all up. There’s no way he could’ve pulled this off on his own though. Which doesn’t surprise me in the slightest considering he isn’t the type of sociopath who gets his hands dirty. Watch someone destroy me and get off while doing it, sure, that’s Shawn. But not actually executing the kidnapping of the president and murder of over a dozen agents.

      I choke on a sob.

      Those men, my agents, are dead. All of them.

      Warm tears escape from the corners of both eyes, descending over my temples and trailing along my jawline. Despair grips what little hope I’ve held on to this far, suffocating it until all that’s left in its place is a desolate chasm where it used to live.

      Seconds turn to minutes. Minutes turn into what feels like hours of lying there despondently, staring unseeing at the ceiling. Eventually the leaking tears dry even though the grief continues to strangle my heart.

      The bright glaring sun through the windows and the increasing sweltering heat are both signals I’ve been here for a good while. Yet no one has checked on my well-being or explained their demands. I’m not sure which is
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