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Chapter One

Dr. Danika Chambers knew the moment she
caught sight of the hospital why they were calling it ground zero.
Emergency flood lights had been set up around the perimeter of the
destruction. Most of the lamps had been focused downward, into the
crater. Emergency personnel and arriving hospital staff were
running around the scene like ants in a stirred anthill.

It looked like utter chaos.

She knew it wasn’t. There was method to the
madness. People weren’t just running around in a blind panic. No
one was empty handed. It was simply a case of trying to get
organized for an event of such magnitude that they were only
theoretically prepared for it.

Unsnapping her seatbelt, Danika reached down
for her bag of medical instruments and supplies and climbed out of
her car. She wasn’t a practicing medical doctor. She was a
psychologist, but she’d had medical training and experience and it
looked like they were going to need everybody they could get their
hands on—and then some.

After surveying the scene for several
moments, she saw the command center. Like the eye of a hurricane it
was the only spot on the entire site where relative calm existed.
Bracing herself, she headed for the knot of men clustered around
the set of blue prints that had been spread out on the hood of a
truck.

She was nearly upon them when one of the men
straightened and turned to gesture toward something in the crater.
Her heart seemed to stand still in her chest, bringing time to a
halt.

She hadn’t seen Maurice La Mott aka Maury
the stud jock, since high school graduation. After lusting over him
throughout high school, they’d had a grand total of one date before
she’d gone off to college.

She’d given him her virginity.

She wasn’t proud of it, but she’d never
actually regretted it—until that moment.

It had been ten years, she assured herself.
She doubted very seriously if he would remember that one hump in
the road to world conquest of females.

Hoping she’d only frozen a moment, and not
long enough to communicate the jolt of recognition and dismay she’d
felt, Danika mentally goosed herself and headed doggedly toward the
group, ignoring the clamoring inside of her to turn tail and
run.

“I’m Dr. Chambers,” she said, introducing
herself as she reached them. “Who’s in charge?”

Maurice looked her over from the top of her
head all the way down to her toes.

He hadn’t lost his touch.

In point of fact she was inclined to think
he’d improved it—although that might have been because he’d matured
to a higher level of physical, animal magnetism—not his attitude or
mannerisms.

Maybe it was the whole package, though.

He was a fine looking man and built … really
well—and she was betting it was au natural or mostly. There’d never
been anything about him to suggest he was in to primping.

Whatever the case, she was pinging like a
drop of water on a hot griddle by the time he finished ‘undressing’
her.

“That would be me,” he said in that deep
voiced, southern drawl that had always given her goose-bumps.

And made her wet.

Dismissing his affect on her with an effort,
she nodded … because she’d feared as much. “I have patients down
there.”

His dark, thick eyebrows drew upwards high
enough to tip his cowboy hat back a notch. “You got some reason to
think they’re still alive?”

“I just got here,” she said pointedly.

“Well we haven’t been here long enough to
determine whether there’s anything down there you need to worry
about or not,” he said tightly.

Danika bit her lip when he dismissed
her.

“They’re dangerous,” she said quickly—to his
back. She hadn’t wanted to announce it. She’d hoped he would give
her a few moments to state her case, but the asshole was as
arrogant as ever!

He didn’t have time for any woman
except in bed and then she wasn’t a person. She was a warm, wet
hole!

He paused and turned to look at her, his
expression stony. Then he walked back to her, grasped her arm and
hauled her off a short distance from the people—men—he’d been
talking to.

“You don’t think we have enough of a shit
storm here? You want to add to the hysteria?”

Danika lost her cool. “Look, asshole! I
tried to speak to you discreetly, but you wouldn’t give me the time
of day. Now who’s your boss? I’ll go talk to
her.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched—like he was
grinding his teeth. “He is over there sitting on his ass
watching,” he growled, pointing into the darkness beyond the
floodlights.

“Thanks,” she said coldly, snatching her arm
loose from his grip.

The bastard held on just long enough to make
certain she knew he let her go and then released her and stood
watching her for a moment, his hands on his hips.

He turned away as she flicked a look back at
him, but she was self-conscious thereafter that he was studying her
ass. It took everything she had to prevent herself from checking
the seat of her pants.

His boss was standing with her boss—the head
of the facility.

His boss looked like a politician.

“This is Dr. Chambers,” her boss said as she
reached them. “She’s head of the department.”

Danika held out her hand.

He didn’t even hesitate. He shook her hand.
“Agent Farrell, Fla Department of Natural Resources.”

Relief flooded her. “Mr. Floyd has filled
you in?”

“He was about to.”

Floyd held his hand out, palm up, in a
serving gesture. “You know more than I do. Be my guest.”

Danika nodded. “We were working on a study
of the criminally insane,” she said. “We had two in residence
already. Four others were transferred specifically for the study.
They arrived yesterday.”

He looked like he was having some difficulty
maintaining a façade of calm. “And they were in that wing?”

Danika chewed her lip. “I don’t know. I just
got here and I haven’t been near the collapse—haven’t talked to
anybody. Can’t get anyone on the phone. That’s why I came
down.”

“I thought I saw you talking to Sheriff La
Mott?”

She smiled thinly. “He was pretty busy. He
pointed me to you. I brought their files so you could have a look.
I suppose, before we panic, we need to verify that they were in
that wing of the building at the time. But we definitely need to
secure them as quickly as possible.”

Mr. Floyd nodded. “I’ll see what and who I
can track down,” he said as he left.

Farrell looked down at the six inch thick
folders and then met her gaze. “It might take me a little bit to
get through this. Why don’t you give me the short and ugly?”

“The short and ugly is that all of them were
convicted of murder—or attempted murder. The really ugly is that
two of them were serial killers and the scariest psychopaths I’ve
ever been around. We don’t want any of them running lose if
it just so happens they’re down there and still alive.”

* * * *

Maurice watched Dani go with a mixture of
feelings—mostly pissed off.

With himself.

He could’ve handled that better, he thought
with disgust.

A hell of a lot better.

Well—should have. Obviously, he couldn’t
handle it.

She took a hell of a time to stroll back
into his life, though, he thought angrily.

Just when he’d finally give up thinking she
would and found a woman he decided ‘would do’.

Damn it to hell!

As if he didn’t have enough shit to deal
with right now!

Half the frigging insane
asylum—correction—mental health facility—was laying at the bottom
of a sinkhole about the depth of the Empire state building and the
rest of it teetering on the brink!

They had every first responder they could
get their hands on in the buildings that were left topside trying
to evacuate everyone they could.

And they were losing ground by the
minute—literally.

And water had begun to seep up from
below.

Shaking his thoughts, he lifted the
mega-horn. “We’re gonna have to take a few steps back, people!
Drivers! Move those vehicles back! Fifty feet minimum—from your
current position.”

Their response was sluggish. He got down off
the truck he’d climbed on and tapped a couple men on the shoulders.
“Get over there and tell those assholes to pull back before we have
to drag them out of the damned hole!”

He’d just started to relax a fraction when
he saw the fire trucks and ambulances pulling back when he noticed
Ed Floyd scurrying towards his vehicle.

That put him in mind of another loose end he
needed to attend and he struck off in that direction, striding
quickly to close the gap before the man took off.

To his surprise and relief, Floyd went no
further.

Reaching the car, he tapped on the window.
Floyd flicked a glance at him and held up a finger, but he put the
window down. “Get hold of the tech and see how much of the records
he can download for us so we have a list and I’ll need you to
contact the floor nurses to help sort the patients as they’re
removed. We need to make arrangements for temporary housing for
them.”

He hung up. “How can I help you,
sheriff?”

Maurice shook his head. “I was just going to
tell you we need to get a list of who is where … to make sure we
don’t miss anybody.”
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