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Prologue



Kalispell, Montana

6 Weeks Ago

“YOU’RE A THOUSAND miles away. You okay?”

Rayna turned when she felt his hand on her arm and looked into Ty’s sparkling green eyes. His obvious good humor made her smile in spite of the sadness that weighed her down, but she sensed immediately that he’d said something she’d missed.

She studied his familiar face. It was strong, yet folded naturally into a smile more often than not. His slightly crooked nose, high cheekbones, and perpetually stubbled cheeks, together with his tall, muscled build gave him the appearance of a tough guy—a bad boy. Technically he was, but not to her.

His grin faded and concern took its place. “Hey, what is it?” He swept her hair behind her ear and cradled her chin in his fingers.

Rayna breathed deeply and stepped back enough to pull free of his touch before she met his gaze again. “I need to talk to you.”

“I’m listening.”

She glanced around. “Not here.”

She’d just finished a workout in the bunker that served as their gym on the compound where Joe Reynolds’s band of mercenaries lived and trained. She and Ty were both members of the team, and as such, each took their training quite seriously as was fitting for measures that might possibly save one’s life. If only they’d stuck to their training and not let things get personal.

Ty took a quick look over his shoulder, as well, and then caught her arm and pulled her around the side of the gym where a group of trees provided shade and created an atmosphere of privacy.

“How’s this?” His crooked grin alerted her to his mischief just before his hands circled her waist and he pushed her against the building.

Soft, warm lips met hers gently, sipping and coaxing until she opened for him in spite of her resolve. Good Lord. Didn’t she have any control? She braced her arms against his chest and shoved until he raised his head.

Concern again furrowed his brow. “Okay. Talk to me.”

This wasn’t the scenario she’d had in mind, but if she didn’t get this out it was going to kill her. The direct approach was all she had. “I’m leaving day after tomorrow.”

He kissed her forehead. “Yeah? When will you be back?”

She tensed and hesitated for a second. “I’m not coming back.”

Ty stopped and took a step away, his puzzled gaze seeking hers. “What?”

Rayna ducked under his arm and put some distance between them so she could think more clearly. “I’m returning to school, and I won’t be coming back.”

This was harder than she’d imagined. In her private moments, she’d been able to convince herself he wouldn’t be hurt by her leaving—that he wasn’t all that attached. What they’d shared was mostly friendship ... until recently anyway. Shoot, they hadn’t even slept together, although that was her idea, not his. At least now she wouldn’t have to find the words to tell him she was the world’s only living dinosaur—a twenty-three-year-old virgin.

Ty swung around and hooked his thumbs in his pockets. “It’s been almost a year since your brother was killed. You have to let him go, Rayna.”

Trust him to cut right to the heart of the matter. He was always so kind and patient. How would she ever survive without him? That was the reason she had to leave. She had to get away from him. Somehow fall out of love with him. That way, if something happened ... if he was tortured and killed in the same hideous fashion her brother Charlie had been, losing him wouldn’t be the end of her world. But it might already be too late to stop loving him.

“I did let Charlie go. Now, I have to get on with my life. He gave up a lot so I could afford an education. I need to honor his wishes.” Tears prickled behind her eyelids. She couldn’t let them fall—not while Ty watched.

Not daring to look away as his eyes darkened with the emotions that slid unmasked over his face, she swallowed hard and tried to keep her hands from trembling.

A muscle in his jaw flexed. “Am I missing something? What about us?”

“You’ve been a great friend, Ty. I’ll never forget you, but there’s no us beyond that.”

“Where did this come from?” The disbelief in his voice stung her. “How many missions have we been on together? You love it ... and you love me too. I see it in your eyes.”

She shook her head. “This life was what I needed after Charlie died. The discipline. The danger. But that’s not what I want for the rest of my life. I have to get out before I’m stuck with his life—with your life. If you care about me at all, you won’t ask me to stay.”

Rayna couldn’t let him know her fear was for him. If he knew, he’d pull out all the stops to change her mind. The only way to convince him was to make him believe she didn’t want him anymore, or the dangerous life they both lived. Charlie would have understood and forgiven her for using him and the schooling he’d wanted for her as an excuse.

Unfortunately, she hadn’t counted on the sheen of moisture in Ty’s eyes that wrenched at her heart.

“You asked me to wait ... to give you time to grieve for Charlie. I waited. You asked me to slow down, so I put our friendship ahead of how I feel about you. I’ve done everything you’ve ever asked me to do.” He paused, looked away, and drew a deep breath. “Why would today be any different?” With that, he strode toward the front of the building, turned the corner, and disappeared.




Chapter One



Los Angeles, California

Present Day

THE SENSATION WAS back. The one that crawled over her skin like a tiny troupe of marching ants and set up house in the pit of her stomach. Rayna Dugan had no patience for portents or intuition, and she wasn’t about to give this ... this feeling any credibility. The tension that had jumbled her nerves into one gigantic ball of apprehension all afternoon would not get the best of her.

She stepped into her small apartment, closed the door behind her, and tossed her packages and books on the closest chair. What a day. Whose idea was it to sign up for five classes her first term back at UCLA? And Speech? Really ... just shoot me now!

To top everything off, she’d let her friend, Vivian, talk her into a night out on the town. Rayna had regretted it the moment the words were out of her mouth. First, she’d had to shop for something appropriate to wear, so now that she’d arrived home, she didn’t even have time to grab a bite to eat. She had only thirty minutes to change in order to meet Vivian at a pub across campus.

Rayna dropped her keys on the counter that served as her dining area, grabbed the bag with her purchases, and strode to the bedroom. There was no getting out of it now, so she might as well put on her happy face. She set her jaw determinedly as she removed the day’s apparel and slipped into her new black dress and stockings, grateful she’d donned her black bra and panties this morning. The snug-fitting dress hugged her in all the right places, flared slightly at the waist, and ended abruptly at mid-thigh. Long, lacy sleeves wrapped her arms in elegance from shoulder to palm. A satisfied smile hitched the corners of her mouth as she stepped into four-inch heels and rotated slowly in front of the mirror.

She should be looking forward to a night of fun. What was wrong with her? It wasn’t every day she splurged for a new dress. Her favorite shoes caressed her feet and made them appear at least two sizes smaller than they actually were. She cleaned up pretty good for a cash-strapped, nerdy college student who’d spent every waking moment of the last six weeks with her face in a book. Tonight should be a welcome break—so why was the idea of going out where she might actually meet some new people raising her anxiety level into the danger zone?

The fabric swirled just above her knees as she turned in place, and the soft swish brought back memories of a time when she always dressed to flaunt her long legs and slender figure. Even at the relatively young age of twenty-three, it seemed like a lifetime ago—before Charlie was killed.

The foundation of her life had crumbled that day. A familiar longing tugged at her heart. God, she missed him. Add her nostalgia for a home that wasn’t even hers and the dull ache she experienced whenever she thought about Ty, and it was no wonder she was struggling to fit in at UCLA, where almost everyone she knew lived to party.

She drew herself up straight and squared her shoulders. It would do her good to feel sexy for a change.

Her recently cut shoulder-length blond locks curled Shirley Temple–like next to her cheeks and left a lot of skin exposed around the neckline of her dress. Too much? Had she crossed the line from sexy to slutty?

Maybe she should change.

Don’t even go there. It had been hard leaving everything she knew behind and starting over, but she’d accomplished that much. Whether she was happy with the choices she’d made or not, for the first time in her life, she had no one to answer to.

She’d softened the harsh peroxide blond she’d adopted after Charlie died, choosing a softer, golden blond instead—the color of summer wheat. She ran her hands through her hair for the windblown effect, drew a tube of passion plum gloss over her lips, and stared down her reflection.

Graduating from college and going on to medical school had been her brother’s dream for her. It used to be hers, too, until he died. Rayna had dropped out of school and sought out Joe Reynolds in Kalispell, Montana. Joe had been like a brother to her from the time Charlie introduced them when they both returned from Afghanistan. For the last year, Joe had been the one to protect her when she got in over her head, and he would never have considered withholding a thorough dressing-down when she messed up. She loved him for that ... and so much more.

Joe led a small team of highly trained men and women and contracted with U.S. government agencies for missions they were uniquely suited for. In his spare time, he trained people in the practical art of self-defense and survival. For nearly a year, she’d soaked up everything he would teach her. Under his guidance, she’d become an expert sniper and learned to kick ass with the best of them. Talents every red-blooded American girl should have.

Now she thought of Kalispell as home ... the people there her family, and she missed them all like crazy, but especially Joe’s wife. Cara was Rayna’s best friend and confidante, and she could really stand to see her about now.

That was the reason she was having trouble adjusting to her new life. Her head was still there in the secluded training facility, with Joe and the rest of his team—and the one man who still held her heart. Ty Whitlock.

She wrinkled her nose and crossed her eyes at her reflection in the mirror, then a self-conscious laugh bubbled free. She’d always considered herself a fairly smart girl, but she’d sure made some dumb choices lately. When fall term was over, though, she’d fix the worst one. She’d make things right with Ty—if he’d listen.

Rayna wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t. Their last conversation still rang harshly in her ears, his green eyes rightfully filled with accusation. If only she could have taken back her words after they spewed from her mouth, but it didn’t work that way. His pain and bewilderment haunted her, but worse yet was his stoic acceptance.

After one final inspection, she turned away from the mirror. Tonight, she’d promised herself that she wouldn’t dwell on past mistakes. She was off to a rocky start.

Frowning, she shook her head and tossed her curls into further disarray. A squirt of rose and magnolia fragrance hung in the air for a second before she stepped into the soft mist and let the moisture kiss her throat and shoulders.

Rayna couldn’t shake the feeling this evening’s plan was a mistake. She and Vivian had hit it off immediately on their first day of biology class, but it was obvious her new friend liked to party, leaving her studies to suffer. She’d been after Rayna to join her—to get out and meet people—for weeks. Unfortunately, Vivian had finally caught her in a weak moment.

She glanced up as the doorbell rang. Who could that be? Had Vivian decided to pick her up so Rayna wouldn’t have a chance to change her mind? That would be just like her. Rayna slipped into her sweater, grabbed her purse, and crossed the two-room apartment to the door.

Hand on the knob, she stopped and peered through the peephole. At first, she didn’t see anyone, but as she continued to stare, a man, dressed in black, stepped from the hallway to the right and moved closer to the door. He was somewhat familiar, but Rayna couldn’t place him. His unassuming smile exaggerated his dark good looks.

“Who is it?”

“My name is Andre. I live in the building. I am sorry to bother you, but my car will not start and I was hoping to get a jump.” He turned and smiled at the peephole. “You and I are apparently the only people in the building who have not already left for the evening.”

Of course. She’d seen him in the parking lot once or twice recently. He had a nice smile and a delightful accent. Russian?

“I promise you will not get your hands dirty. I will do all the work.” He grinned hopefully.

“Well, sure. I’m not in a big hurry to get where I’m going anyway.” Rayna swung the door open and stepped toward the counter for her keys. “Let’s go.”

His gaze swept over her, and the smile slowly disappeared.

Something in his demeanor made her stop. He hadn’t moved, and the way he stared at her sent a chill snaking down her back.

“Take her.” His words were cold and clipped.

Two black-clad men appeared from either side of the door and surged through the opening. A jolt of fear shot adrenaline through Rayna’s veins and she stumbled back. Suddenly, she wanted as much distance between herself and these creeps as she could get.

“What do you want?” She had nothing worth stealing, and the next-obvious answer made her blood run cold. They wanted her.

Andre stepped across the threshold and closed the door. “Do as you’re told and you will not be hurt.”

Seriously? There was a line right out of a B-grade movie if she’d ever heard one. The dark intensity in his eyes dispelled any remaining doubts of his intent. Reality slammed home. Three thugs had just forced their way into her apartment. Whatever they wanted, it probably wasn’t good.

Finally, the hundreds of hours of training Joe had insisted upon pushed to the forefront of her mind and gave her a sense of confidence. Calm washed over her, momentarily halting her body’s automatic flight response. Her survival could very well depend on what she did in the next few seconds. Three-to-one weren’t insurmountable odds, but two-to-one would be better. She had the skills to do something about that. If they wanted a fight, she’d give them one.

Abruptly, she picked her spot in the center of the small room and stopped retreating. She tossed her purse aside and assumed a defensive stance, legs spread shoulder-width apart, arms bent at the elbows and ready. On autopilot now, she concentrated on the enemy’s movements and forced herself to breathe.

Once she stopped her backward motion, the men eyed her warily. One of them grabbed her arm. She resisted the urge to fling off his hand, waiting for him to step close before she raised her knee with every ounce of strength she possessed and slammed it into his crotch. The air whooshed from him but before he could recover, she jammed her four-inch heel into his instep. He doubled over with a violent curse, and she brought her knee up into his nose. A satisfying crunch preceded a shriek from the man as he hit the floor.

The second stranger was a little slow, but he finally figured out his partner was getting his ass kicked by a girl and rushed forward to lend a hand. Rayna dropped down and caught his ankles with her legs, knocking him down hard. He dragged himself up, still somewhat dazed. She jumped to her feet, kicked one leg high as she swung around in a circle. Her foot struck his jaw with such force his head whipped to the side. He slumped to the floor and didn’t move.

Her gaze swept the room and stopped at Andre as he reached inside his jacket. She didn’t wait to see if he had a gun. Another burst of adrenaline started a dizzying rhythm in her chest. She fled to the bedroom, slammed, and locked the door. Her semiautomatic was here somewhere, smuggled in against the rules. What had she done with it? Was it in one of the boxes she still hadn’t unpacked? Her nightstand? The closet?

The contents of her nightstand drawer spilled onto the floor as she jerked it open a little too hard. No gun. She hadn’t anticipated needing it here. She’d only brought it to appease Joe. Safe to say he wouldn’t be impressed. She climbed over the bed and flung open the closet just as the bedroom door splintered and flew back against the wall.

Stay focused. Where was it? She pawed frantically through the boxes in the closet until Andre’s fingers closed over her shoulder. Jerking away from him, she pulled back and threw the palm of her hand toward his nose. He caught her wrist at the last second and jerked her arm behind her back. She gasped with the stinging pain.

“Fighting is useless. I would rather not hurt you, but I will if you leave me no choice.”

“You bastard!” Anger burned in her chest and blurred her vision with its intensity. What did he want from her? A pinprick of fear made her tremble, but she tamped it down. She couldn’t afford that weakness. Show no fear. That was one lesson she’d learned well. This sleazy goon would live to regret putting his hands on her.

“You American women swear too much.” He pushed her toward the bed and shoved her, face-first, into the chenille-covered down comforter.

She struggled to crawl away from him, but he straddled her legs and twisted her arm higher toward her shoulder blade. The pain tore through her arm and shoulder, and she gritted her teeth to keep from crying out.

“You haven’t seen anything yet, you son of a bitch.”

He put his knee on her arm in the middle of her back while he did something with his hands. She couldn’t see far enough behind her to make out what he was doing. Horror filled her a moment later when he jerked her other arm up, plunged in a needle, and released a burning, stinging liquid beneath her skin.

“No, please ...”

“Quiet. This is for your own good. You will see.” He withdrew the needle and tossed it on the bed beside her.

All too quickly, her limited view of the world dissolved into blackness.

RAYNA WOKE WITH a start. Arms and legs bound securely to a chair, she sat helplessly. As the memories flooded back, anger at the way she’d been duped overshadowed even her fear. Those men had attacked her in her apartment. That didn’t sound like a random incident. It was personal. The scumball had drugged her and apparently abducted her. What could they possibly want?

Where was she? They were no longer in her apartment. That much was clear. The room’s rough wooden floor, the dim lighting, and the smell of damp earth gave the place an underground atmosphere. A basement.

Men spoke in low voices somewhere behind her. She strained to hear them but couldn’t make out the words. It was a minute before she realized they were speaking in Russian.

A groan escaped as she straightened her neck, stiff from God knows how long in that position. The voices abruptly cut off, and footsteps approached.

The one called Andre stepped in front of her. His dark brown eyes, black in the fading light, drilled through her. She refused to look away, even when he stepped closer and wiped blood from the corner of her mouth with his thumb.

“You angered my men. They were rougher than necessary.”

“You expect me to apologize for defending myself?”

“I expect you to do exactly as I tell you.” He pulled a chair around in front of her and straddled it.

“It’s safe to assume you don’t need a jump for your car, so would you mind telling me why I’m here?” He was uncomfortably close, and it was all she could do not to pull back. Her heart beat too fast, and she drew a deep breath to calm herself. The last thing she wanted was to let him see how scared she was.

He nodded. “I am aware you had other plans for your evening. I am truly sorry you had to be involved, but it was necessary. Do not worry about your friend, Vivian. She has been notified of your ... family emergency and knows you will be away indefinitely. If things go as planned, you will be released unharmed. Either way, you will cause me no further trouble.”

Rayna tossed her head, ignoring the threat in his words. “What do you want from me?”

“You have a friend—Tyler Whitlock.”

She blinked in surprise, then caught herself. “Don’t know him.”

Andre smiled coldly. “Nice try, but I have tracked you ever since you left Kalispell, and I have made it my business to learn all about you and the dangerous people you associate with, including our mutual friend Ty.”

She studied his face. He stared back with deadly earnestness. It was clear he wasn’t bluffing. “What’s your interest in him?”

“I misplaced something. Ty knows how to find it. You will be my guarantee that he will do as I ask.”

“If you think I’ll ask him to help you after this, you’re out of your mind.”

Andre’s gaze swept her face, then he pulled two syringes from his inside coat pocket. “It can always get worse. You have a choice to make.” He held up one of the syringes. “This is the dose I gave you in your apartment. It will make you sleep like a baby for several hours.” He laid them both on a small table beside her and fingered the second syringe. “This one is five times the dose. It causes trembling, seizures, elevated heart rate, pain, and finally, a massive heart attack.”

Rayna struggled to breathe normally. Show no fear. She repeated the words, pretty sure panic was written all over her face.

“Your interests will be best served by helping me, but if you decide not to, I will find another way to gain Ty’s cooperation. Take a few minutes to consider.” Andre smiled, but no warmth reached his eyes. He pushed himself to his feet and walked back the way he’d come, his footsteps receding behind her. The closing of a door echoed in the vacant silence.




Chapter Two



THE GYM WAS empty when Ty walked in. He could never enter these walls without seeing Rayna, smiling, laughing, teasing him as they sparred or stood around afterward shooting the breeze with the other guys. She was no longer here, but he still saw her everywhere he turned. He had to get the hell out of here. His bags were packed. Later today, he’d be gone.

He shoved the ghostly images aside and proceeded to the weight rack, selecting a pair of dumbbells, and following the edge of the mat to the closest bench.

As much as he hated leaving, it was the right decision. Apparently there was no other way to get the woman out of his head.

Ty straddled the bench and let the weights hang down on both sides. Right here was where he’d met her a little over a year ago. Sick with grief over her brother’s death and fixated on revenge, Rayna had set out to prove she was a real badass. He’d seen through her bluster and volunteered to teach her a few things. Turned out she was a damn quick study. More than a few times, he’d had to scramble to keep from getting his ass kicked.

Slowly, deliberately, he curled his right arm, bringing the forty-pound weight toward his chin until it almost touched. He reversed the motion, pushing outward to a forty-five-degree angle, then repeated the whole process with the left arm before he started over again with the right.

Each new conquest had bolstered Rayna’s confidence and fueled her determination. She’d grown stronger and more capable every day, but she never lost sight of her purpose—justice for Charlie.

He’d been both brother and father to Rayna since their parents died in a car accident when Rayna was thirteen. He’d made sure she had people to stay with so she could finish high school. When she’d earned a scholarship to UCLA, he hocked everything he owned so she could go. Through it all, he’d kept her separate from his life as a mercenary, but after his death, it was as though she couldn’t get close enough to everything that had made him who he was ... his job, his friends, the place he called home. Charlie was a sniper. Rayna had pushed herself until she became one of the best snipers Ty had ever seen. She’d shown no fear on any of the missions they’d been on together, performing her duties as though she were born to the life. At least that was what Ty had thought, until the day she told him she was leaving.

Ty hadn’t set out to fall in love with her. Having lost everything once already, the last thing he was looking for was more baggage. Doing his job, working out, and keeping to himself—that was the plan, but Rayna’s grief and rage chipped away at his defenses, making him raw with emotion and ripe for the fall. The day he admitted to himself she’d become the center of his world was the day he’d started to come alive again.

Comforting her in the tragic loss she’d suffered had given him purpose. Hiding from his past here in Joe’s compound had kept him among the living, but his dreams had died a quick death. Rayna had made him believe in himself again. There’d been things he wanted before he came here: the home with the picket fence, a woman who loved him, a dog, maybe even kids someday. All things he’d sacrificed on the same altar as his career. Suddenly, all he could think about was a future with Rayna.

But it wasn’t meant to be. She’d come to her senses and realized she didn’t want the kind of life Ty could offer. She had another plan in mind, and it didn’t include him. What hurt the most was knowing she was absolutely right. Getting away from him was the smartest thing she could do. Now it was his turn to move on.

“Hey, Ty. Joe wants to see you—ASAP.”

Ty paused in the middle of his arm curl, the weight not quite touching his chest, and glanced up. Walker headed toward him, tension emanating from him like light from a hundred-watt bulb. Ty uncurled the arm holding the dumbbell, then pulled it toward his chest again. His gaze flickered over his friend and noted the fisted hands and the muscle that contracted in his firmly set jaw.

Walker’s shoulder-length black hair was pulled back and tied, and a close-cropped beard covered his serious face. He was arguably the most dangerous man on Joe’s payroll, but he looked especially grim today.

“It’s important, Ty.”

It must be important. Walker didn’t usually play errand boy. That was generally part of Ty’s job, but not anymore. “Did you forget? I’ll be out of here in an hour. Whatever Joe needs, someone else will have to get it for him.” He straightened, placed the weight back on the rack by the wall, and brushed past Walker. Ty had time for one more run along the lake before he grabbed his duffel and turned his back on the only home he’d known in over six years.

“Rayna’s in trouble.” Walker’s words dropped like slabs of granite.

Ty stopped and balled his hands into fists as he swung around to face him. “What kind of trouble?”

“All I know is Joe is pretty steamed, and he said to tell you he might need a favor someday.” Walker stopped a few feet away. “That mean anything to you?”

It meant something, all right. It meant his past had finally caught up with him. Giving up his previous life and keeping his head down all these years hadn’t been enough. He knew it wouldn’t be, and Joe had known it too. Six years ago, when Ty asked Joe for a job and a place to live out of the mainstream, Joe gave him a home and a family as well. Ty’s vague and cryptic warnings about the scum that might someday come looking for him didn’t faze Joe. He simply replied he might need a favor someday himself.

Ty should have played it smart. Kept to himself. Instead, he got involved with Rayna and now she was in danger—and not just her. Somewhere, another woman and her seven-year-old daughter were about to have their lives turned upside down again.

Ty pivoted and strode out of the gym, across the compound, and into the main house. He expected Joe to be furious. A veteran with Special Forces training, as well as an ex-Secret Service agent, he’d built and now operated this facility on the shore of Flathead Lake outside Kalispell, Montana. His special team, of which Ty had been a part until today, performed highly classified and dangerous jobs for governmental powers-that-be. The rest of the time, he trained specialized military teams and law enforcement personnel. The point was, no one came here unless Joe invited them.

Bringing this down on their heads—on Rayna’s head—after everything Joe had done for him, was beyond excuse. The shame cut deeply, and the overwhelming need to make it right threatened to crush the breath from him.

“I’ll get her out of this.” Ty braced himself as Joe, six foot four and hard-as-nails, walked toward him.

There was no anger or accusation in Joe’s brown eyes. “We’ll get her out. We’re still a team—that is, if you’re sticking around for this one.”

Ty had a lot of respect for Joe, but when it came to Rayna, his boss simply didn’t get it. Ty’s decision to leave hadn’t set well with Joe. Rayna was like a sister to him, and his advice to Ty had been to give her more time—to wait her out until she got her head on straight and came home. Joe couldn’t possibly know how empty Ty’s life had been since she left and how every square inch of ground within the compound reminded him of her. He’d spent the first three weeks afraid she wouldn’t come home. After that, he’d been scared to death she would come home, and he’d have to see her and somehow find the strength to stay away from her.

“Good. Then let’s get started.” Joe returned to his desk and pressed a button on his keyboard, obviously taking Ty’s silence as agreement. “This was left at the gate this morning.”

Walker entered the study and closed the door. The three of them grouped around the computer monitor. A grainy video began to play.

Pain stabbed through Ty. Rayna’s arms and legs were bound to a wooden chair; her gaze continually darted over her shoulder but always returned to the small table beside her. He couldn’t see what was on the table, but whatever it was commanded her attention. A cut marred her usually perfect, pouty lips, and her tongue ran over them regularly. She twisted her wrists, testing her bindings every few seconds.

She’d cut her hair. It was much shorter than when he last saw her six weeks ago. New clothes. A new look. Dressed for a night out on the town. She’d fixed herself up to start a new life. He’d done just the opposite. His reddish hair, more blond now from the sun, had grown long and covered his ears, and a two-day stubble peppered his face. He wasn’t interested in a new life without her.

The image of her held captive in a darkened room, obviously afraid, ripped a hole in his heart and started him shaking with rage. This was his fault. If he’d left a long time ago, she’d still be safe.

Her dress was torn at the shoulder. One sleeve slid partway down her upper arm and her neckline gaped in front, displaying her lacy black bra. Ty’s anger ratcheted up a notch. Her legs were bare, as were her feet. She’d no doubt started the evening in heels, and he’d seen what she could do with a pair of stilettos. Grim satisfaction battled the despair that threatened to turn his heart to stone. His girl didn’t go down without a fight.

His girl? Where the hell did that come from?

On the screen, she jumped, and her breathing quickened. Footsteps sounded, and he pulled himself up straight as a man walked in front of her and stared directly into the camera for a second before he turned his attention to Rayna.

“See that? She doesn’t know she’s being filmed, but that bastard wants us to know exactly who he is.” Joe met Ty’s gaze questioningly.

Ty nodded in silent confirmation. Andre Komarov. Curly black hair, dark brown eyes, tall, tanned, a face the ladies seemed to appreciate. Ty should have killed the Russian Mafia general when he had the chance, instead of being a good cop. That had gained him absolutely nothing.

Andre stood in front of the small table, obviously being careful not to block the camera’s view of Rayna. He picked something up and held it in front of her. “Have you made your decision?” He turned just enough so the camera caught what he held.

Son of a bitch. Syringes. The lowlife was going to dope her up, or worse—give her an overdose. Helpless to look away, Ty gripped the desk to steady himself.

Rayna braced her elbows on the arms of the chair, and her blue eyes blazed with defiance. It took her a couple of tries to get any words out, but when she did, her voice was strong. “I don’t know what you think Ty can find for you, but I know him pretty well. If you have to coerce him to do what you want, it must be something he’s not willing to find. I won’t be a part of it, so do your worst. Give me the megadose and get it over with.”

“Aw, shit.” Ty pushed off the desk, shoving it back six inches.

“Easy.” Joe placed a hand on his shoulder.

Ty should have realized Joe had already seen the video. If something had happened to Rayna, he wouldn’t let Ty stand here and watch her die. He ran a hand across the nape of his neck as he breathed out slowly. It didn’t change the fact, however, she was willing to die for him ... for something she knew nothing about.

Her words didn’t surprise him. She was always too damn tough and stubborn for her own good. It was her sense of right and wrong that always seemed to get her in trouble. There were no gray areas in her world. That was why he never told her what had brought him to Joe’s compound.

Andre took a deep breath and turned, now clearly playing to the camera. “Very noble. I expected nothing less. Fortunately for you, your death at this time would be wasted.” He dropped one of the syringes, took the cover off the other, and jabbed it into Rayna’s arm.

A small cry escaped her, but she recovered quickly. “You snake.”

Andre laughed and pointed. “Smile for the camera, my dear. Your friends are watching us right now. Not only did you ask your Ty Whitlock to come and save you, but you gave an outstanding performance. I doubt if anyone could keep him away now.”

Rayna stared into the camera as understanding slowly dawned in her glazed eyes. “No, Ty. Don’t ... not worth it.” Her head dropped toward her chest and her shoulders slumped.

“Oh, he will come, my dear, because next time we do this, you will die.” Andre looked into the camera again. “Twenty-four hours. That is how long you have to get here, Ty. I sent a file with instructions. Follow them to the letter, and Rayna will be fine.”

The video stopped, leaving Andre’s leering face frozen on the screen.

Ty let his breath out and fought to keep the contents of his stomach down. He squeezed his fists until they hurt and then looked for something to hit. He had brought this on her. If he hadn’t been pushing her to make a commitment, she wouldn’t have thought it necessary to go so far away to finish school. She’d still be here, safe, if he’d left well enough alone.

Deep down, he knew that wasn’t true. The day she’d told him she was leaving, he’d walked away, determined to let her go without a fight as she’d requested. After ten rounds with a punching bag and a cold shower he’d had to try one more time to get the truth from her.

When he’d knocked on her door, he’d thought for a moment that she’d slam it in his face. Obviously, she’d been crying, her suitcases open on the bed behind her.

“May I come in?” The distant look in her eyes had broken his heart.

She reluctantly swung the door open and faced him in silence.

“I need to know why you going back to school has to be the end of our relationship, even if all we can be is friends.” Ty blocked her retreat when she would have turned away.

Fear invaded her eyes. “You’re just making this harder.”

“Yeah, dammit. That’s what I’m trying to do. You’re not leaving because Charlie made sacrifices so you can go to school. Are you? Or because you don’t like the life you’ve made here. You’re leaving because of me. Aren’t you? Be friend enough to tell me the truth, Rayna.”

“Yes! Are you happy? I don’t want you. I don’t love you. And I can’t stay here where you are anymore.” Her voice cracked, but she managed to hold it together.

There’d been such misery in her eyes, it had taken every ounce of restraint he had not to pull her into his arms. He’d known she was lying. What he hadn’t figured out until much later was why. In the end, it hadn’t mattered.

She was so damn stubborn and so determined to take care of herself. Every time he did something nice for her, she spooked and backed off as though she thought he was trying to charm her into his bed. If he’d wanted to convince her to sleep with him, he damn sure could have. Truth was, he understood why she kept him at arm’s length. She’d grieved long and hard for Charlie. Ty had no problem giving her the time she needed, even though she drove him to distraction—but it made him crazy that she didn’t trust him. He wasn’t a liar.

He scowled. Except for that one lie six years ago. The one that not even Joe knew about. The lie that was responsible for Andre Komarov grabbing Rayna and holding her hostage.

Ty was to blame for all of this. He had to make it right. “I’ll fix this.” He faced Joe. “Where are the instructions?”

Joe held up a sheet of paper, then turned away and sat at his desk.

“What does this goon want from you?” Walker folded his arms across his chest and leaned on the desk beside Joe. His gray eyes studied Ty expectantly.

“We don’t have time for this.” Ty spread his arms in exasperation.

Walker had been with Joe longer than Ty, but the two of them had never been what he’d call friends until recently. Walker had always been a little too crazy and reckless for Ty’s comfort level. He often wondered if the man had a death wish.

Everything had changed five months ago when he brought a woman home with him. Darcy Maddox—the cutest, most enthusiastic little redhead Ty had ever seen. It was obvious the two of them were nuts for each other and, suddenly, Walker was a changed man. Oh, he still walked the edge now and then—it came with the job—but making Darcy happy was his first priority.

“First rule of any mission—don’t go off half-cocked.” Joe leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head.

“We can’t help if we don’t know what’s going on.” Walker’s gaze bored into him.

Ty took a deep breath. He didn’t need their help. This was his mess, and he didn’t want anyone else in danger because of him. There were things he couldn’t tell them—things he’d promised never to tell anyone.

On the other hand, Rayna’s life depended on him. If something happened to her because he didn’t let Joe and Walker in on the gig, he wouldn’t be able to live with himself. Clearly, they weren’t letting him off the hook anyway. They showed no signs of backing down.

He took another deep breath and made his decision. “Six years ago I was a cop in Portland, Oregon. I worked a joint task force with the FBI and DEA, charged with weeding out the Russian Mob.” He nodded toward the computer screen. “Andre Komarov took over a section of Southwest Portland and tried to annihilate his competition in one of the bloodiest drug wars we’d ever seen. Innocent people were getting hurt. We had to stop him, so I went undercover.”

Walker whistled low. “Undercover with the Russian Mob? Were you suicidal in those days?”

“My first job was to snatch a year-old baby girl from her mother. My partner and I had everything set up so the kidnapping attempt would fail through no fault of mine and the Mob boys would be none the wiser. I even got thrown in jail overnight to protect my cover.”

“Later that night, the woman whose baby we’d saved, Bree Knight, walked into my cell. Turned out she was an FBI agent. I’d never met her before, but two years prior to the start of my investigation she’d been undercover in Andre’s organization.” Ty paced nervously.

“She’d busted Andre on numerous charges, but there were problems with evidence and only a minor drug-related charge stuck. He got less than a year. While he was in prison, he struck back. Put out a contract on her husband and had him killed, although they could never prove it.”

“As soon as he got out, he went back to Portland and started a small drug war, and that’s when I entered the picture. Bree had always known it was a possibility Andre would target her or her child, but he’d never been so bold before.”

“The longer we talked that night, the more convinced I became that she would be an invaluable asset in my operation. When I asked her to help, she jumped at the chance.” Ty glossed over the end of the story as he always did when regret rose up to choke him. No one needed to know how attached he’d grown to baby Madison and Bree—or how she’d blindsided him.

“Andre got ten years for criminal solicitation in the death of her husband. She took her daughter and went into hiding, afraid he’d reach out from prison again and exact his revenge. He made parole three months ago. So, if I had to guess, I’d say he’s looking for Brianna Knight.”

“How did you know he was out?”

Ty turned and met Joe’s gaze. “My old partner, Nate Sanders, thought I’d want to know. It was always a possibility the Russian bastard might target me, but I didn’t think anyone else would be in danger. I’d have taken off a long time ago, Joe.”

Goddammit! He should have known. He’d been out of the game too long. Gotten complacent. Leaving here was long overdue. He had to get out of here now ... before Joe realized there was a big hole in his story and demanded to know why he left the PPB.

“The instructions?” He walked toward Joe, his hand out.

Joe gave the piece of paper to Walker, then picked up two more from his desk and passed one to Ty. “First thing you need to do is stop handing out blame. No one is responsible for this except Andre Komarov.”

“Question is ... what are we going to do about it?” Walker pulled a chair around the desk and motioned Ty into it.

Ty bit back his impatience and dropped into the chair. He hadn’t missed the we in Walker’s question. Surprisingly, he wasn’t as pissed by their insistence to be a part of this as he might have been. Perhaps being a member of a team for the last few years had changed his maverick outlook on life. Maybe ... but there were reasons why he had to handle this alone.

“Take public transportation to LA,” Joe read off the first of four instructions. “Check into the Best Western on Sepulveda under the name Chris Knight and wait to be contacted.”

“Chris Knight?” Walker glanced over the top of the sheet of paper in his hand.

“Bree’s deceased husband.” Ty ground out the words, swamped by the memory of her bitterness. He should have seen it coming.

“Come alone. Come unarmed.” Joe ticked off the final two items and tossed the paper on his desk.

Ty flipped the page over. That was it? Those were the only instructions? When Ty stood, two sets of eyes bored into him. He’d told them as much as he could, but he couldn’t shake the guilt for what he’d kept to himself.

“We have to find her.” Joe stretched his legs out in front of him.

Ty nodded. “I’ll leave right away. Hell, I’m already packed. I’ll catch the red-eye.” He turned to go.

“I mean, we have to find Brianna Knight—in case nothing else works.”

The suggestion hung motionless in the air for a few seconds. Ty swung around and his gaze sought Joe’s. “That won’t be easy. Bree went off the grid when Andre went to prison.”

“We may have to go through the back door to locate her, but I know some people who might be able to help.”

“It’s not likely this guy is looking for a friendly reunion. She could be in danger if we unearth her for him.” Walker voiced the concern that troubled Ty, then eyed him as though trying to gauge whose side he was on.

Ty hadn’t thought it through to the point where he might be forced to choose between Bree and Rayna. He didn’t doubt for a moment that both Bree and Madison would be in mortal danger if Andre got his hands on them. Dread swirled in his stomach as memories of the baby, now seven or eight years old, tugged at his heart. Bree could handle herself and would probably jump at the chance to get inside Andre’s defenses again—but Ty couldn’t turn the child over. Not even to save Rayna’s life. He’d have to think of another way.

An image of Rayna tied to that chair filled his mind, and rage returned to pound in his blood. “Hopefully, it won’t come to that, but find Bree anyway. She may be able to help. I’m going after Rayna.”

“I’ll tag along with you.” Walker straightened and stepped toward him.

“He said to come alone.” Ty stopped and put his hand out to block Walker.

“He said to come unarmed, too, but I can’t see that happening either.”

“Let him go, Walker. It’s his call.” Joe stood as Walker whirled to face him.

“You can’t be serious! Let him go up against the Russian Mob alone? That’s crazy.”

“Ty knows what he’s doing. Once he meets with this Andre Komarov and finds out exactly what the man expects, we’ll regroup.”

Ty escaped out the door, knowing their argument wasn’t over. Walker was like a dog with a tug toy when he got something stuck crossways.

Was Joe right? Did Ty know what he was doing? No way in hell would he allow Rayna to become a casualty of his previous life. Beyond that, it was anybody’s guess.



Chapter Three



RAYNA CLAWED HER way through the shroud of black fog that suffocated her. The effort took everything she had, and there was no energy left to keep her eyes open. So tired ... she let her eyelids fall shut again ...

Her head pounded, and her throat was so dry it hurt to swallow. Precious moments had passed even though she’d only intended to rest her eyes for a few seconds. Her breathing quickened as memories returned full force. Andre and his two goons, the attack in her apartment, and the whole humiliating scene recorded for the purpose of securing Ty’s cooperation played through her mind in slow motion.

What did Andre want Ty to find for him? Surely Ty couldn’t be associated with these creeps. Would he come? An answer to the question didn’t come readily, but it wouldn’t matter. As soon as her vision cleared a bit and her head stopped hammering, she’d get herself out of here. She had no idea what her captors had planned for her, but it wasn’t in her nature to sit around waiting to be rescued. Making good her escape before Andre returned with more drugs seemed like a no-brainer.

She pursed her lips against the pain in her head and rose up on her elbows to survey the narrow cot she rested on. Thank God she was no longer bound. Mustiness pervaded the long, narrow room. The rough timbered walls and floor of her small prison made her claustrophobic, and she broke out in a cold sweat. A small window caught her attention near the ceiling on one wall, and she focused on it. Could she fit through that narrow opening?

The wool blanket that covered the cot scratched at her skin as she swung her legs off the bed and pushed to her feet. She swayed and held her breath, battling the nausea that churned the contents of her stomach. What had Andre injected her with? The possibilities forced a groan from tightly sealed lips.

The sickness gradually lessened, and she glanced around the room. A flight of wooden steps receded into shadows to the floor above. It made sense that the door at the top was locked or they wouldn’t have untied her, but as soon as she got her head in the game, she’d climb up and check, just in case they were more arrogant than smart.

A tidy workbench lined two walls, including the one with the window. That may come in handy. There were no tools anywhere in sight. Apparently, someone had removed everything that could possibly be used as a weapon. On the other hand, there were probably twenty moving boxes stacked all along one wall. Had they taken the time to go through those as well?

Rayna shivered. It wasn’t the cold that sent the involuntary tremor shooting through her nervous system, which brought another, less welcome thought. What did Andre inject her with? Was she already addicted to some vile drug? A chill—of fear this time—raced through her. She pulled the sides of her sweater together, not so much for the warmth, but for the comfort it offered.

Standing on wobbly legs, she took a few tentative steps. That wasn’t so bad. She could do this, as long as they didn’t make her take more drugs and providing she got something for her headache soon. Her first priority, though, was blowing this joint.

She eyed the small window again. It was light outside, but Rayna had no idea how much time had passed since Andre and his thugs forced their way into her apartment. It could have been hours or days. Would Ty come for her? Was he already here looking for her? Considering some of the things she’d said to him before she left Montana, she wouldn’t be surprised if he opted not to come. Did she want him to? She’d give anything to see him again, but not like this. Anyway, she’d gotten herself into this mess. Surely she could get herself out.

Any escape she planned would depend more on hiding than running, since her shoes had disappeared. Still, her gaze continually wandered to the bit of blue sky visible through the glass. When she finally mustered the energy to climb onto the workbench, she had to balance on her tiptoes to reach the window, but it appeared to be painted shut
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