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This is a work of fiction. All
characters, events, and places are of the author’s imagination and
not to be confused with fact. Any resemblance to living persons or
events is merely coincidence.


Chapter One

It was breathtaking how swiftly one’s
life could become a nightmare, Ella Franklin reflected as she stole
surreptitious glances at her surroundings and struggled to balance
speed with caution and an appearance of nonchalance as she made her
way from the grocers to the run-down hotel room where she’d been
staying. But she’d stumbled upon something a few days earlier—a
week?—that she was convinced was going to get her killed and now
she was living a nightmare existence, afraid of every shadow,
terrified every time she noticed someone looking at her that they
were an assassin sent by her own government to ‘eliminate’
her.

She’d been so frightened since her
discovery that she couldn’t think straight, couldn’t figure out if
there was a solution to the fatal mistake she was convinced she’d
made, couldn’t do anything but hide and quake and hope they
wouldn’t find her.

She was sure they were
looking.

Her first, natural, instinct had been
to hit for home ‘burrow’. It was her safe place. It always had
been, anyway, before ….

Now … not so much. In point of fact,
making a beeline for home had very nearly been her second—and
last—fatal mistake.

No way was she going to believe that
it was pure coincidence that she’d landed in the cross-hairs of a
serial rapist-murderer the moment she’d returned home after seeing
something she wasn’t supposed to see. If not for a combination of
dumb luck, grim determination to survive, and the fact that she was
already on high survival alert because of her experience, her
worries would all be over now.

The shallow trench her would-be killer
had left across her throat with the knife he’d been threatening her
with was still an angry red reminder of just how close a call she’d
had.

Unfortunately, she was convinced that
the man who’d attacked her had been sent by whoever was behind the
top, top secret experiments and that her miraculous escape was
merely a reprieve she’d managed to wrangle herself, not a
pardon.

Angry frustration flickered through
her as she finally reached the relative safety of the hotel and
stepped inside the poorly lit lobby. After a quick scan of the
shabby, not-terribly-clean expanse to assure herself that there
were no shadowy figures lurking there in wait, she hurried across
to the door that opened into the stairwell.

The stairwell gave her the creeps.
Sounds echoed eerily through it and she worried each time she used
the stairs that she was going to meet up with a killer around the
curve at the top or bottom of each flight. Being trapped in a small
box—the elevator—with a potential killer didn’t appeal to her
nearly as much, however. At least she had some hope of escaping if
someone tried to jump her in the stairwell! In the elevator, she
was done for unless she could overpower her attacker.

Which meant she was screwed because,
unless it was a woman or a child, she didn’t have a hope in hell of
overpowering an attacker.

Her anger hadn’t subsided by the time
she reached her room on the fourth floor but neither had it
surmounted the ever-present fear pumping through her.

Vaguely relieved when she managed to
get inside without being assaulted, she dropped her bag to the
floor and, absently massaging the ache in the muscles of her arm
from lugging the supplies two blocks and then up four flights of
stairs, she checked the room thoroughly before she rushed back to
the door to throw up the barricade she’d assembled.

Taking the board she’d pried off a
pallet she’d found in the alley behind the hotel, she wedged it
under the knob and then shoved the heavy easy chair into place
behind that.

The urge to cry smote her out of
nowhere.

She hadn’t done anything wrong, she
thought angrily! All she’d wanted to do was locate an old friend!
How could something that … mundane lead her into such a dangerous
situation?

* * * *

“What’s wrong with this
picture?” Gerek muttered as he watched their target enter the
building across the street, ignoring the telescope set up on a
tri-pod directly beside him.

“Hmm,” Blaine responded
even though he knew Gerek had mostly been thinking out loud, not
asking, “she’s got an awfully long leash for a captive—sex slave or
otherwise?”

Gerek snorted derisively and stepped
away from the window. “Lame. I wonder what idiot cooked that story
up?”

Blaine shrugged. “Well, I’m glad we at
least agree on that much. What the fuck do you think we’ve landed
in here?”

Gerek, who’d headed to the fridge for
refreshment, broke off his investigation of the contents long
enough to send a narrow-eyed glare in Blaine’s direction. Blaine
missed it, naturally. He had a knack for maintaining an illusion of
obliviousness to his surroundings.

“That’s my
beer.”

Ignoring his claim, Gerek grabbed the
last beer, popped the top and downed half of it in one, long
gulp.

“I’d kick your fucking ass
if I felt like getting up,” Blaine growled. “I told you that was
mine.”

“Do I look like I give a
shit?” Gerek countered as he moved toward the bed opposite the one
Blaine was occupying and dropped down on the lumpy surface,
planting his back against the headboard. “Besides, it was mine,
asshole. You drank your share.”

Blaine frowned thoughtfully and then
grinned. “Oh, yeah.”

Gerek slid another narrow eyed glare
his way. He didn’t believe for a moment that Blaine had forgotten.
“Sooo … what do you think?”

“I think they figured we
would swallow that stupid tale, rush in like fucking morons and
grab her and then … set off the trap they set up for
us.”

Grunting non-committally, Gerek
finished off his beer, crumpled the can, and tossed it toward the
wastebasket across the room. It hit the rim, rolled around it
halfway and then went in.

“That’s pretty much what I
was thinking. Problem is, I don’t see the trap.”

Blaine thought about it and shrugged.
“Maybe it’s the woman?”

“Right!” Gerek snorted.
“She’s like … five feet tall and she might weigh one ten to one twenty
sopping wet! She’s going to wipe both of us out?”

Blaine narrowed his eyes
speculatively. “I’d say five two and one fifteen, myself. But I
figure it’s probably the bastard sittin’ across the way, there—with
the sniper rifle—that’s going to take us out …. Or at least, that’s
what they were thinking.”

“So, she isn’t the actual
target? She’s bait? We’re the target? I was thinking the same
thing, but I can’t figure out why we were setup.”

Blaine sat up and scooted off of his
bed. “I think it’s time we found out what she knows.”

Gerek got up, as well. “You want to
take out the sniper? Or you want me to take care of
him?”

“Neither. I say we use
stealth, slip in, grab her, and slink away. It could be days before
they figure out we took the bait and that’ll give us days to figure
out why we were setup up, who did it, and what’s it going to take
to convince them they don’t want to fuck with us.”

“Basil ain’t back yet. We
leaving him?”

“We’ll collect him on the
way. I’m not keen on hanging around anymore. We know the lay of the
land. We know where the target is … and who the real target is
here. We need to collect the woman, see how she fits into this, and
figure out what to do next.” He frowned. “Bring a flack-vest. We
might need it.”

Gerek shrugged. “I don’t need
it.”

Blaine rolled his eyes. “For the
female, half-wit. She ain’t the same as us.”

They met up with Basil in the alley
behind the derelict hotel. Shaking his head since communications in
beast form left a lot to be desired, Basil moved around the
building to the alley on the east side and shifted from wolf to
half-man half-beast form. “Wasting your time trying to be subtle,”
he growled. “They’re two deep around the building—were. I took out
two on this side. We might have time to get to her and get her out
in one piece, but I’m not betting on it if we don’t make it snappy.
I heard the signal to move in.”

Nodding, Blaine and Gerek followed
suit. Discarding their clothes, they shifted to half-man half-beast
and quickly scaled the brick façade of the exterior until they
reached the fourth floor. They had no choice then but to expose
themselves by moving around to the side of the building her room
faced so they had access via the windows. The minute they showed
themselves, however, they encountered a hail of bullets that
encouraged them to move faster. Basil, still in the lead, took out
the window. Diving inside in a forward roll, he grabbed the woman
and took her with him before she could even manage to gasp out a
scream.

He planted a hand over her mouth as
her first siren gust erupted, muffling it.

“If you wanna live, you
need to save your breath for running.”

Her eyes were so wide they looked like
they might pop out of her head at any second—which was when Basil
realized he was still in beast form.

“Shit!” he muttered under
his breath.

But she nodded that she
understood.

“They’re coming. We’re
going to have to go over the roof,” Gerek said after checking the
ground surrounding the hotel.

“Hell,” Blaine muttered.
Grabbing the flack-jacket Gerek had worn for the occasion, he
hauled the woman over one shoulder and covered as much of her as he
could with it—which was most of her. She was a small woman,
fortunately for her given the circumstances, and he draped the open
vest over her rather than putting it on her.

That time Gerek led the way. Blaine
took center with the woman and Basil took up rearward defense. They
made it to the stairwell without incident and pounded up the stairs
to the roof. Once there, they checked the perimeter again and then
leapt up on the half-wall that surrounded the roof. Fortunately, it
was an old building, built during a time when city buildings were
typically shoulder to shoulder with narrow alley access around
them. There was another roof little more than fifteen feet from the
hotel and a story lower. They leapt to that building and raced
across its roof to the next.

Either the men who were after them
were closer than they’d realized or some had hung back to snipe.
They were mid-air when they encountered another hail of bullets.
Blaine checked the woman for holes when they landed. She was
unconscious—he thought from the impact of the bullet the flack-vest
had caught—but not bleeding. In any case, there wasn’t a hell of a
lot they could do at the moment but try to escape.

They traversed nearly a block in the
same fashion before they decided they’d put enough distance between
them and the enemy team to give them an opening to reach their
vehicle.

Fortunately, they discovered they had
managed to outrun their assailants—after a fashion.

They decided to take a moment to look
less conspicuous. Once they’d stowed the unconscious woman on the
back seat, they dragged out their emergency gear, dove into their
clothing haphazardly, and then into the truck.

Unfortunately, they discovered when
they finally reached their safe-house that they’d been
outflanked.

 



Chapter Two

Ella was too terrified
even to react when the … thing
… burst through her hotel room window. In point
of fact, it didn’t actually register, at first, that it
was a thing. It was man
sized—well a huge man—roughly shaped like one and she’d been
expecting another attack momentarily since her nightmare had begun.
On the instant, she felt almost as if a giant invisible hand had
curled around her chest and was crushing her. She’d sucked in a
sharp breath instinctually—which was a good thing since that breath
froze there. Adrenaline shot through her heart like a spear, making
it feel as if it had imploded and preventing any other reaction.
The breath she’d sucked in stayed and stayed until she’d depleted
the oxygen in it. Her chest remained painfully frozen. Her entire
body seemed to go into rigor so that she couldn’t move, at all, let
alone run, even though her mind was screaming ‘run, run,
run!’.

The creature slammed into her,
gripping her tightly at the same instant and carrying her over in a
tumbling motion. She expected more pain to explode through
her.

She expected the beast to tear her
limb from limb.

But everything around her was
happening so fast her mind could only grapple with the effort to
interpret, to sort, to find meaning and understand.

Belatedly, when they finally came to a
stop, her instincts kicked in again and the breath she’d sucked in
to scream vibrated against her vocal chords.

She barely managed a
squeak of fright, though, when they finally stopped
moving—briefly—but he clamped a hand over her mouth—and
spoke!

As stunned as she was that
the thing spoke
to her, what he said wasn’t something she wanted to argue
about.

It confused her, though.

Everything inside of her
was still screaming that he
was the threat and his words belied that, implied
the threat hadn’t hit yet.

Actually it had. Her mind simply
couldn’t grasp everything that was happening around her in real
time. That had slowed to a crawl and many moments passed before she
realized the buzzing sounds she heard weren’t just in her mind.
Like furious bees zinging into her room, there were a series of
zings and splats, and then things around them began to explode into
fragments. From the bed pillows, comforter, mattress and the
upholstered chair, stuffing erupted in little white clouds. Dust
exploded from the walls. The glass in the room shattered into tiny
spears and flew in every direction.

The creature holding her was
shouldered aside abruptly and another took his place. This one
hauled her up and slung her over his shoulder and then threw
something over her that was so heavy it forced the air from her
lungs—the little left after he’d planted his hard shoulder in her
belly.

At some point in the confusion, she
realized there were three of them.

Then they’d left her room and were
pounding down the hallway to the stairwell.

It completely disoriented her when
they went up the stairs instead of down.

Then they were on the roof. They’d
barely gained it when she began to hear the zings and splats from
before and realized it was someone shooting at them with a
gun/rifle that had a silencer.

It popped in her mind just before a
sledge hammer hit her in the back and knocked her clean out of the
world that they were being shot at and that it was—must be—the
people she’d been trying to hide from.

They’d found her—with or without the
help of the man-beasts—and she was going to die.

It wasn’t fair! She hadn’t done
anything!

She’d fought so
hard to
survive!

She didn’t want to die, damn
it!

* * * *

Luckily for them, they weren’t running
so fast that they skidded into trouble. But they were almost too
stunned to fall back on their training when they got close enough
to discover it was their safe-house that was on fire and that all
the provisions they’d kept there for emergencies were going up in
smoke. They were so shocked, it took dangerous seconds to realize
the fire wasn’t a poorly timed accident/coincidence and Basil, who
was driving, almost pulled over and stopped.

Fortunately, Gerek was quicker. He
grabbed the wheel and stomped down on Basil’s foot even as he eased
off the gas and they shot past the people that had collected to
gawk and the emergency workers that were just pulling up to leap
into action.

“What the
fuck?”

“Don’t stop!” Gerek and
Blaine growled almost in unison.

“You think it’s them?”
Basil asked when he’d shoved Gerek off and regained control of the
vehicle.

“I think it’s too much of
a coincidence to be a coincidence,” Blaine retorted.

“How the hell would they
have found our safe-house?”

There was brief silence. “Obviously,
they’ve been watching us a while,” Gerek responded
angrily.

Basil frowned. “But
which they? The
ones that sent us to rescue her? Or the bastards that just tried to
take us out?”

“That is the question,” Blaine said
grimly. “And I’m thinkin’ we need to figure out the answer fast if
we don’t want them making Swiss cheese out of us. But right now we
need to ditch this truck and find another set of wheels. If they’ve
been watching us very long they’ve probably seen the
truck.”

They drove several blocks before they
even started looking for something to steal. They finally settled
on an older model that looked to be in good condition. Basil parked
the truck about a half a block from the target and left at a brisk
walk to hotwire it. Gerek got out and took the woman, glancing
around uneasily as Blaine got out and covered her with the
flack-vest.

“You think they’re close
enough we need that?”

Blaine grunted. “I hope not. On the
other hand it might attract more attention than we want if they see
you carrying an unconscious woman down the street. At least the
vest will make it a little harder to tell it’s a woman.”

Gerek nodded. It was late and the
streets pretty much deserted, but they weren’t in the better part
of town and there were always a few stragglers out and about in the
city at any hour—many of them up to no good.

It occurred to Gerek that the woman
seemed to have been unconscious for a very long time.

“You think she’s ok? She’s been out a while.”

Blaine sent him a
look—which he interpreted to mean Blaine didn’t think she
was still unconscious.
“I imagine that bullet felt like a sledge hammer, but I checked. It
wasn’t armor piercing. She’ll be fine.”

Gerek grinned but resisted the impulse
to check to see just how ‘lively’ she was. They didn’t want to
attract attention. She was liable to start screaming like a banshee
if he gave in to the urge.

They changed cars twice more and
throughout it all the woman remained as limp as a
ragdoll.

She was good, Blaine thought with
amusement.

Eventually, they stopped and got a
room at a rundown roach motel on the fringes of the
city.

The woman stiffened as he dropped her
on the closest bed, but she was clearly determined to play dead
until she saw an opportunity to escape. Nodding to Gerek to bolt
the door since Basil had left to round up supplies, he dropped into
the chair next to the bed. “I call dibs on the woman,” he
growled.

Gerek’s brows rose almost to his
hairline. He glanced from Blaine to the ‘unconscious’ woman and
refrained from grinning with an effort. “Asshole! Alright, fine! I
take second, though.” He was silent a few moments. When the woman
resisted the urge to respond, he glanced at Blaine again, struggled
with his amusement, and finally managed to speak with barely a
shake to his voice. “Should we wait till she comes around, you
think?”

Blaine coughed. “What the hell? Might
as well get started. That way we can be done by the time Basil gets
back and he won’t start bitching about having to wait his
turn.”

Getting up, he peeled his shirt off
and settled on the bed. Propping on one elbow so that he could look
down at her and gauge her reaction, he lifted one hand and cupped
the nearest breast, squeezing it lightly.

His reaction was nearly instantaneous.

And the dizzying rush of blood from
his brain to his groin was very distracting.

But then he’d always been rather
partial to redheads.

Actually, her hair was more auburn, he
decided, but still red, and that damned well wasn’t the only asset
she had that appealed to him.

Her heart shaped face wasn’t hard on
the eyes—at all. She was way better than average looking, as close
to beautiful as he’d ever gotten—and she had a shape that very few
men wouldn’t have found hard to resist if she’d had a butter
face.

Pamela Anders didn’t have anything on
this woman!

He’d been watching her for days. He
didn’t need to have her naked, now, to know what was beneath her
clothing. He’d memorized every curve. There was damned little he
didn’t know about her.

Dismissing his rambling thoughts after
a moment, he took the plunge and shoved his hand between her legs,
cupping her sex.

She bolted upright and slapped him so
hard he could’ve sworn he heard a bone crack in his jaw.

Gerek uttered a snort, but managed to
control his amusement when Blaine caught the woman’s wrists before
she could clobber him again.

“Well,” he drawled grimly,
“now that I have your attention maybe you can start by telling me
who the hell you are and why somebody wants you dead … real bad ...
bad enough to take us out with you. I’m going to go out on a limb
here and guess you aren’t some politician’s daughter that was
captured by sex slavers like we were told when we were dropped into
this fucking mess to rescue you.”

* * * *

The pain was so excruciating for a
while after Ella came around that she couldn’t redirect her mind
from it at all, couldn’t think straight. All she could do was
endure in teeth gritted silence. She lay still because it hurt to
move, hurt to try to breathe at all let alone drag in a deep
breath. By the time the pain had subsided to anything approaching a
manageable level, memories of everything that had happened before
she blacked out had flooded her with the same sheer terror that
she’d felt the moment the man-beasts had burst through her hotel
window and grabbed her.

It was enough to trigger her survival
instincts and those prompted her to continue to lie as still as
possible and play dead—or at least feign unconsciousness until she
figured out something else to do that would give her a chance to
survive.

Physically unable to maintain the
highest level of terror, Ella recovered her brain functions as her
determined focus on playing dead resulted in an actual, if gradual,
relaxing of fear and tension. Unfortunately, she was more focused
on pretending to be unconscious and straining to capture input from
her senses—gathering information—than trying to figure out what was
happening and how and what she could and should do.

She was certain when she finally
reached a point of lucidity to fully comprehend her situation that
she’d missed every opportunity fate had provided to rescue herself.
They changed vehicles several times and each time she was too
focused on trying to maintain the illusion of unconsciousness to
even try to take advantage.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
‘ MADFI AINF
e MONTAGUF

¢

_uwow ,_






OEBPS/tmp_bc8e2753299b3902a4d704929d6d03dd_mu8MNB_html_42f01bbe.jpg
MADFI AINF
MONTAGUE

\¢ 13

pUIDON






