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  CHAPTER ONE




   




   




  Death by lethal injection.




  Whitney had waited years to hear those four words. Final justice for a man who’d taken so much from her and her fiancé, Blake Barnett. She stood on the concrete steps outside the seven storey L-shaped courthouse waiting for her cameraman, Jerry Maxwell, to give her the on-air countdown. After a last minute microphone check, Whitney drew a deep breath then exhaled slowly.




  Jerry held up his fingers. “In five…four…three…two…one.”




  “I’m reporting live outside the district courthouse on South Las Vegas Boulevard. Moments ago, District Attorney Jason Kurz announced the jury had sentenced Nathan Shaw to death by lethal injection. Mr. Kurz stated the jury found, unanimously and beyond a reasonable doubt, that Mr. Shaw is a continuing threat to society.”




  She swallowed hard, barely able to get the words out.




  “A month ago, Nathan Shaw, owner of ShawBioGen, was found guilty on four counts of conspiracy to commit murder and one count of attempted murder of a federal agent.”




  That FBI agent is the man I love.




  The memory of that day was before her in all its bloody glory. The image of Blake shot and left to die played over and over in her mind. Perspiration broke out across her forehead.




  Damn it. Not now. Breathe…




  “Mr. Shaw had hired a hitman to kill Claire Barnett, a microbiologist with his company, Senator Mason Bailey, George Raines, an editor with WBNN-TV, and District Attorney Kate Leathham in hopes of covering up his illegal human cloning project.” Sadness tugged at her heart. So many lives lost. Her legs trembled. “Nathan Shaw will be executed at Nevada State Prison in Carson City. His attorney, Warren Demotteo, is expected to file a formal appeal later today.”




  She paused to take a breath. “This is Whitney Steel. News3.”




  Jerry gave a quick nod, his cue they were off the air.




  Whitney lowered the microphone and kept it clutched in her right hand as she watched two workers at the other end of the courthouse dismantling the makeshift press conference tent used earlier.




  “Are you okay?” Jerry removed the camera from his shoulder and placed it on the ground. “For a minute there, I thought you were going to pass out.”




  Her body went limp with relief. Her gaze met his. She smiled and picked up her purse from the step and swung it over her shoulder. “I’ll be fine.”




  It’s finally over.




  With Nathan Shaw’s sentencing behind her, now she could focus on her upcoming wedding on August second which was less than three weeks away. She couldn’t wait. And neither could Blake.




  In the parking lot, Jerry opened the rear door of the News3 satellite broadcast van and loaded their equipment.




  Whitney eyed a white SUV with dark tinted windows stop a car’s length away. With the lot full due to the sentencing, the driver appeared to be waiting for their spot.




  Jerry slammed the van door shut. “You ready?”




  “Yeah, let’s get back to the station.” She glanced over her shoulder.




  Three men jumped out of the SUV wearing black balaclavas.




  They barreled toward her.




  She spotted guns in their hands.




  After a brief moment of paralyzing disbelief, Whitney clutched her purse and bolted to the passenger side of the vehicle.




  “Get in. Hurry!” Jerry yelled.




  She reached for the door handle but a strong arm looped around her neck and dragged her back.




  The heels of her shoes scrapped against the pavement. “Let go—of me.”




  The man covered her mouth with a leather-gloved hand and pulled her between the parked cars and out of sight.




  She felt the muzzle of the gun jab into her back.




  Moist breath brushed against her ear. “Shut the hell up.”




  Another man held a gun to Jerry’s temple. “You’re going to film this. Live. Understand?”




  Jerry held up his hands, his eyes wide. “Okay, okay. But—it’s going to take a few minutes to setup the feed.” He opened the van’s back door again and fumbled for his equipment.




  Whitney squirmed.




  The man tightened his grip around her neck.




  She wheezed and fought for a breath.




  Who were these men? What did they want?




  The sane voice in her head ordered her to stay still. Even though she had a black belt in karate and was skilled at crushing a person’s windpipe or disarming a knife-wielding attacker, she wasn’t stupid enough to take on three guys that were double her height and weight with guns aimed at her. All she could do was watch, stay as calm as possible, and hope someone would see what was going on and call the police.




  When Jerry had the live feed setup, he stood in front of them, camera ready. His voice trembled. “You’re on.”




  The third man, the tallest of the group, pulled a red and white bandana out of a small plastic bag he had stuffed in the pocket of his jeans.




  He pressed the moist cloth over her mouth and nose and held it there.




  She squirmed and kicked but it was useless. Her head started to buzz. The sickly sweet smell mixed with the rotten odor of strong cleaning solution invaded her head.




  Blood pounded in her ears and male voices turned faint and distorted.




  As her breathing slowed every muscle turned to mush. Then blackness drowned her vision and she realized what the men wanted.




  They wanted her.




   




  




  CHAPTER TWO




   




   




   




  In SecuraCorp’s conference room, Blake pushed aside his empty coffee mug on the table and cracked his knuckles. His business partner, Mike Jacobs, sat in silence across from him.




  Monday morning’s good news about Nathan Shaw’s death sentence had been abruptly overshadowed by a handwritten letter demanding a million dollars.




  Vic Serrano, a computer forensics examiner with the FBI’s Cyber Action Team, walked in with a grim expression on his face.




  He tossed a file folder on the table then rolled the sleeves of his white dress shirt to his elbows before he sat. “It’s confirmed. Someone hacked into the network at two thirty-two this morning.”




  Blake slammed his hand down on the table. “Christ.”




  Their confidential client files had been compromised and the blackmailer was threatening to print the personal details in every major newspaper—a move which, in essence, would destroy their business.




  “Crossman and Hamlin are analyzing the code, looking for IP addresses, email addresses, clues that could lead us to the person or persons responsible. It’s going to take a bit of time.”




  Time they didn’t have.




  Even though Blake and Mike had officially left the FBI immediately after the Nathan Shaw case and started an investigation-security firm, off the record, both agents were still on the books and called upon by the Bureau for delicate covert operations. And some of those files were on the company’s main computer.




  He stared at the blackmail letter in a clear plastic evidence bag.




  This wasn’t a joke. It was real. The outcome would not only destroy their business, but would put a handful of undercover FBI agents at risk—agents with families. Agents he and Mike had worked with for years.




  Blake’s stomach churned. His chest ached where Nathan Shaw had shot him three years ago. A pain he’d thought was long gone.




  Mike leaned forward in his chair. “What are we going to do? We’ve got less than twenty-four hours.”




  Vic piped up. “My advice. Hang tight. Let Crossman and Hamlin work their magic. Tim Hamlin might look like a high school kid but he’s a genius. The best in our unit.” He stood, and then walked to the door. “I’ll let you know what the guys find.”




  “Thanks.” Blake watched the man exit the room and close the door behind him. “Why today? The same day Nathan Shaw was sentenced?”




  “Are you thinking what I’m thinking—that this blackmail scheme somehow involves Nathan Shaw?” Mike asked.




  A headache pounded behind Blake’s eyes. He rubbed his forehead hoping to relieve some of the pain. “It sure as hell wouldn’t surprise me. Not as if the guy has anything to lose.”




  If there was one thing Blake had learned during the past few years, there was no such thing as a coincidence when Nathan Shaw’s name cropped up. None.




  The bastard was responsible for over a half dozen deaths including Blake’s sister, Claire, Whitney’s ex-husband, Mason, and her good friend, George. All dead because Nathan wanted to keep his human cloning project hidden from the world. The man had even gone so far as conspiring with a ghost from Blake’s past, Pablo Sanchez, once a top leader with the Sur del Calle cartel, Colombia’s largest drug trafficking organization.




  Together Shaw and Sanchez had concocted a plan to kidnap Angel, the world’s first cloned human, the same sweet young girl Blake and Whitney were waiting to adopt. Luckily, the kidnap plan backfired and afterwards Sanchez had escaped the US.




  According to sources, he was hiding in Bogotá, shielded by guerrillas and the money-lined pockets of the National Police. There was no chance in hell he’d be returned to the United States to stand trial on kidnapping charges, nor for the death of Kate Leatham, Las Vegas’ previous district attorney.




  The door flew open.




  Blake’s secretary blew into the room. “Oh, my God. You need to see this. It’s all over the news.”




  He didn’t have a chance of stopping the cyclone-of-a-woman from interrupting, something she did on a regular basis. His muscles tensed. He glanced at Mike.




  His partner shrugged, as if to say, ‘Hey, you hired her pal.’




  God damn it. Enough was enough. Blake stood. “Michelle. Not now.”




  Ignoring him, she raced to the far end of the room, grabbed the remote from the shelf, and turned on the flat screen television.




  “You have to see this.” She pointed to the screen. “It’s Whitney.”




  Mike bounced up knocking his chair to the floor.




  Blake froze.




  Navy pants and jacket…white v-neck top.




  He shook his head in disbelief.




  Brown hair covered her forehead; her green eyes were wide with terror. The tall man holding her on the right put a red rag over her mouth. She struggled and kicked. A few moments later, her head bobbed forward then back again before her body went limp.




  Blake clenched his fists so tight, his knuckles turned white.




  Another man stood to the left. He raised a gun and pointed at the camera. “Shut it off, now.”




  The screen went black.




  The audio was still on.




  A single gunshot.




  A man cried out in pain.




  Michelle’s hand flew over her mouth. She gasped. “Oh, my God.”




  Blake recognized the man’s pinched voice. Jerry Maxwell, Whitney’s cameraman.




  Another male voice said, “Get out of here!”




  An engine snarled.




  Seconds later, tires screeched.




  A short, silent pause.




  A female reporter came into view. “The woman is identified as Whitney Steel, a reporter here at News3.” Her voice quivered slightly. “Miss Steel and Blake Barnett, a former FBI Special Agent, were instrumental in putting Nathan Shaw behind bars. Earlier this morning, Mr. Shaw received the death sentence. Jerry Maxwell, who shot the footage, was rushed to University Medical Center where he’s undergoing emergency surgery for a gunshot wound to his right thigh.”




  The reporter paused to brush the hair out of her face. “At the moment, authorities are tight-lipped, only saying their investigation is ongoing.”




  Blake felt Mike’s hand on his shoulder. “She’ll be okay. We’ll find her.”




  “Damn right we will.” Blake heard the tremble in his voice. He forced himself to focus. Whitney’s life depended on him keeping it together. “Michelle, get Trent Chambers on the phone. Mike, round up McBride and Cally. Have McBride come here in case the blackmailer calls. Oh, and let Vic know what’s going on.”




  His secretary nodded.




  “You got it,” Mike said.




  With the room empty, Blake drew a deep breath and sat down. His hands shook.




  The wedding. The adoption.




  I’ll find you, baby. I promise.




  He stared at the blackmail letter. A half hour ago that damn piece paper was urgent. Not anymore.




  Only one thing mattered—finding Whitney.




   




  * * *




  Forty minutes east of Las Vegas, behind the abandoned Chevron gas station, Cortez Guerrero watched Raul and Enzo load the unconscious woman into the green van.




  They were ditching the white SUV, and then backtracking west. Their destination, a cargo ship in San Diego heading to Tumaco, Colombia. From there, they’d travel by rail to Bogotá.




  He punched the number into the throw-away cell phone and waited for Pablo to answer.




  On the third ring, the man picked up. “Yes.”




  “We have the woman.”




  “Good work, Hermano.”




  Cortez grinned. It always amused him when Pablo called him, brother. They were like brothers, both abandoned by their parents at the age of twelve, left to survive in the sewers beneath the streets of Bogotá.




  Don’t think about those days.




  But he couldn’t forget about the revolting stench of urine, feces, and death or sleeping with a knife clutched in his hand especially when the death squads came down the pipes to shoot at them or rape…




  Stop thinking. Things are different now.




  “Everything went as planned. We’ll be at the port tonight.”




  “Have a safe trip, my brother. I will see you by the end of the week.”




  The call ended.




  To Cortez, this was just a job like one of many in the past and one which paid much more than most. Five hundred thousand US dollars.




  He dropped the cell phone at his feet in the gravel and stomped it with the heel of his boot until it broke into pieces. After lighting a cigarette, he took a long drag, and thought about his twenty-three year old brother, Alberto, locked up in prison. The man would be almost forty by the time he was released. A sad reality.




  It was odd standing here, the exact spot where his brother had been shot in the stomach. Cortez felt bad he’d only visited Alberto once, but he couldn’t afford to draw attention to himself. Not now. Not when Pablo had spent months putting his plan in place.




  Cortez pushed the thought away and waved signaling they were ready to go. So what was Pablo planning on doing with the woman?




  Not sure if he really wanted to know the answer, he flicked what was left of his cigarette and hurried to the van.




  




  * * *




  Whitney swallowed hard, her throat scratchy and dry. She pried her eyes open.




  How long had she been unconscious? Days? Hours?




  Daylight forced her to squint as nausea mixed with vertigo. She snapped her lids shut and inhaled then exhaled slowly until her head stopped spinning and the nausea dissipated. The last thing she remembered was being in the courthouse parking lot with Jerry…the men…chloroform.




  She opened her eyes.




  Now she was sitting with her hands cuffed in her lap. Her ankles were bound together with a thick wad of duct tape. At some point the three men had removed their ski masks, revealing olive skin and dark brown hair clipped short, military style. Panic surged through her. Oh, God. They weren’t concerned she could identify them.




  “She’s awake,” the man in the passenger seat said.




  The driver peered over his shoulder then to the road ahead.




  A few seconds later the driver glanced back again. “Raul, give her some water.”




  His stony blue eyes made her shiver. They also didn’t care if she knew their names. She wiggled and struggled against the seat belt.




  The man sitting in the seat in front of her, apparently Raul, turned. A thin almost unnoticeable scar ran from above his right eye to the corner of his mouth. He passed an open bottle of water over the seat.




  Whitney tried to lift her hands but they refused to budge. A side effect from the chloroform?




  Come on. She tried again. This time, she was able to grasp the bottle.




  After managing to take a few sips, her dry mouth and throat sucked up the fluid and demanded more. She downed the rest of the water.




  Panic took over, again. Her hands trembled in her lap.




  Where were they?




  She stared out the tinted window. Vehicles zoomed by. According to the signs they were on Highway 160, heading west, which meant she’d been unconscious for less than an hour.




  Minutes later, they turned on to Interstate 95, heading north along the Nevada Test Site where hundreds of nuclear tests had taken place in the fifties until the early nineties.




  Whitney knew the area well. Too well.




  Adjacent to the site was Nellis Air Force Base. A sudden shiver drove through her body. She thought of Blake and how Nathan Shaw had almost taken him away from her.




   




  Whitney moved from the window and paced the empty office located in Area 1 of Nellis Air Force Base. Down the hall and to the right, the rest of Blake’s FBI team had gathered in private.




  Her stomach winced. The waiting was killing her.




  She checked her watch for the fiftieth time. Where was Blake? He should have been here by now. Two hours had passed since she’d left him at the facility, bleeding.




  I didn’t have a choice. I had to leave you, to save Angel.




  She rushed to Mike the moment he walked through the door. Immediately, she noticed the somber expression on his face.




  Her body trembled. “Any word?”




  Mike shook his head. “Nothing yet. We should know something soon.”




  She had to ask even though the thought was unbearable. “You don’t think he’s dead, do you?”




  “No. He’s too damn tough.”




  That may be, but Whitney had seen how much blood he’d lost. More than she thought possible. Anything could have happened after she had fled with Angel. That poor child would have nightmares after what she’d witnessed. Right now the little girl was being looked after at the hospital on base.




  Whitney flinched, startled by the ring of Mike’s cell phone.




  She held her breath as he answered the call.




  Please be good news.




  Mike’s expression changed…but she couldn’t read him.




  “Yeah, thanks.” He shut off his phone. “They just brought Blake in. He’s unconscious, lost a lot of blood. Things don’t look good, Whitney.”




   




  The twang of country music coming from the van’s radio dragged her back to the present.




  She’d been abducted, and didn’t know by whom or why.




  “How much longer before we’re in California?” the man in passenger seat asked the driver.




  California? Fear spiraled up and her heart pounded triple time. She couldn’t allow them to take her out of the state. She had to do something and quick.




  “Soon, Enzo. Soon,” the driver said as he turned the radio down.




  On the seat beside her, Whitney eyed her shoulder bag. Her cell phone. She had turned off the ringer before going on air. Had the men found it? Whitney prayed they hadn’t. She needed to get a message to Blake and let him know where she was. It might be her only chance.




  Looking straight ahead, she carefully inched the bag closer and slipped her hands inside.




  “Is this what you’re looking for?” The driver held up her cell phone. He opened the window and tossed out the phone.




  Her heart stopped. No!




  Raul turned and stared at her.




  The breath sucked out of her lungs when she noticed what was etched on the driver’s right hand at the base of his thumb.




  A small serpent tattoo.




  The same tattoo Pablo Sanchez had on his neck.




  It wouldn’t be long before she was dead.




  





  




  CHAPTER THREE




   




   




   




  Each time Blake witnessed the fear in Whitney’s eyes in his mind, another piece of his heart shattered. He slammed his palm against the steering wheel. “God damn it. I have to find her.”




  This wasn’t a random act. It was personal—a message to him. If it wasn’t, then why film it? Why waste the extra time and risk getting caught?




  Before he’d left the office, the conference room had been transformed into a makeshift command center. Was Whitney’s abduction related to the blackmail letter he’d received? Blake couldn’t help but wonder. He was supposed to be by her side when the judge handed down Nathan Shaw’s sentencing. Instead he stayed at the office to deal with the blackmail issue.




  A diversion? Had the abductors wanted to keep him out of the way to make it easier to snatch Whitney? The timing was perfect.




  Too perfect.




  Blake hoped the crime scene would give him some answers. He drew a deep, unsteady breath, grabbed his cell phone from the passenger seat of the pickup truck, and opened the door.




  News crews prowled the sidewalk in front of the courthouse and went on high alert the second he hopped out of the truck. He ran across Las Vegas Boulevard.




  “Is the FBI officially involved in your fiancée’s disappearance?” asked a reporter.




  He clutched the cell phone tighter. It wasn’t a disappearance. She was bloody-well taken.




  The same reporter tried again. “Do the authorities have any leads?”




  Blake ignored the questions and kept walking at a brisk pace. At the police barricade he showed his ID, and a female officer logged him into the scene. He shoved one hand in his jeans pocket and kept a death grip on his phone with the other in case Whitney or the kidnappers called.




  Inside the cordoned off area, cars lined both sides of the lot at least twelve rows deep. Someone had to have seen something.




  A handful of crime scene analysts were busy collecting and documenting evidence while others were photographing and videotaping the scene. A few feet away, next to the white and blue News3 truck, Trent Chambers silver hair and thin face stood out in the flurry of activity. Blake went to meet him.




  “I just finished with Detective Willis. The locals aren’t too happy we’re taking over,” Trent said.




  “They never are when the Bureau is involved.” Blake stared at the truck and tried to imagine how terrified Whitney must have been—must still be.




  He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “Have we got anything useful?”




  “Cigarette butts, pop cans, a couple parking receipts, a 9mm shell casing, and lots of prints inside and outside of the news van. Probably Whitney’s and Maxwell’s. The good news is one of the courthouse security cameras outside might have picked up something. Mike’s checking it right now.”




  “Good. Did anyone see what the men were driving?” Blake wasn’t as calm as he sounded. His heart threatened to explode from his chest.




  “The locals are interviewing possible witnesses. With all the activity down here this morning with the Shaw case someone had to have seen something.”




  He hoped Chambers was right.




  Blake’s phone rang. Both men froze. He looked at the caller ID.




  “It’s just Mike.” Blake wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed. He answered the call.




  “We just got lucky, man. We’re looking for a ‘00 white GMC Jimmy. The vehicle entered the lot at nine thirty-seven. The men drove around for about four minutes, stopped a couple car lengths away from where Whitney and Jerry were parked. The men appear to be all the same height and weight. Looks like one of them might have tossed something. Maybe a cigarette butt. Security’s making a copy of the tape right now. Hang in there. We’re going to find her.”




  “Yup, we are.” They had to. “When you’re done, meet me across the street from the courthouse. I want to the go hospital and talk to Jerry.”




  “Will do,” Mike said.




  Blake ended the call. For the first time he had real hope. At least now they had something to go on; a vehicle, and possibly the DNA of one of the abductors. But he couldn’t shake the worry in his gut. He turned to Chambers who had just finished talking to one of the local cops. Even though the man had been his SAC for almost fifteen years, Chambers had agreed to let Blake run the show. Besides, Chambers had learned the hard way when Angel had been kidnapped by Pablo Sanchez three years before that Blake would do whatever was necessary. He’d also do whatever was necessary to find Whitney. No one could or would stop him, and Chambers knew it.




  “We’re looking for a ‘00 white GMC Jimmy.” Blake stared at the bloodstained patch of pavement drying in the sun where Jerry had been shot.




  “I’ll have Willis issue an APB.”




  “We need a rush on the evidence too. Have the lab check the cigarette butts first for DNA. Mike thinks one of the men was smoking. Let me know what CODIS comes up with.”




  “Okay.” Blake felt Chambers hand on his shoulder. “If you need anything else, let me know.”




  Blake was taken aback. He had never seen this side of the man. “I will. Thanks.” He turned and started back toward the police barricade when his phone rang again.




  He stopped and looked at the number. It wasn’t familiar.




  The abductors? Whitney?




  On the third ring, he pressed the talk button. “Hello.”




  “We have a collect call from Nathan Shaw. Will you accept the charges?” a female voice asked.




  Blake’s mouth dropped open. Now the bastard was contacting him from prison. “You have got to be kidding.”




  “Sir, will you accept the charges?” the woman asked again.




  He gritted his teeth. “Yes.”




  A few seconds of silence passed before the operator said, “Go ahead, Mr. Shaw.”




  “Too bad about our lovely Miss Steel.”




  




  * * *




  Whitney’s mind reeled, the image of the tattoo fresh in her mind. Her body shook from the inside out, causing the metal handcuffs to clink together. She caught the driver glancing at her from the rear-view mirror. She looked away and stared down at her diamond engagement ring and remembered what Blake had said three years ago, the same day he had proposed.




   




  “Don’t worry. Sanchez is on every US watch list. We’re safe. He wouldn’t risk coming back here.”




   




  Wrong. She was far from safe. Pablo Sanchez was back to finish what he’d started.




  She needed to find a way to escape.




  Whitney watched Enzo shift in the passenger seat and lean his head back on the headrest.




  Even if she could get the van door open they were traveling at least seventy miles an hour. She’d die for sure.




  Raul held up another open bottle of water for her.




  She hesitated for a moment, then grabbed the bottle and drank all of it. She peered out the window. Her heart sank.




  They were already in California.




  In the middle of nowhere. The Mojave Desert.




  About five miles southwest of Baker, the van slowed. Palm trees towered forty feet high looking like guards ushering her to her death.




  Whitney spotted the green and white Zzyzx Road sign.




  Her mind drifted back to when she was eleven, a year after her mother had been killed by a drunk driver, when Whitney and her father had taken one of their special weekend road trips. Something they did together whenever he wasn’t out of the country on assignment.




   




  Whitney pointed over the dashboard. “Look, daddy. Z-z-y-z-x. What a funny name for a road.”




  Her father grinned. “Honey, it’s pronounced, Zeye-zix. It rhymes with “Isaac’s.”




  She giggled. “It’s still a funny name.”




   




  The van heaved to the left and jolted Whitney.




  Her father had been killed on assignment in Colombia in nineteen ninety-seven and to this day, she never knew what he had been working on. No one did. Was his death connected to Pablo Sanchez and the Sur del Calle cartel? She shivered at the thought.




  Suddenly paved road dropped out beneath the vehicle.




  Each time the van hit a bump on the dirt road the seatbelt tightened across her shoulder and chest. In the distance, across the dry lakebed she eyed the Zzyzx peninsula. Miles of barren desert and rock. Welcome to hell.




  I have to find a way out of this. Think. Whitney stared at the back of Raul’s head.




  Then it hit her.




  She twisted her hands in her lap and checked her watch. If the men were heading to Barstow, they were maybe less than an hour away. At least they’d be in a city. Slower traffic. People. A chance to get someone’s attention or escape.




  She knew what she had to do.




   




  




  CHAPTER FOUR




   




   




  Nathan Shaw had a lot of nerve. Would the bastard ever be out of their lives? Not until he was dead. And that couldn’t come soon enough.




  Blake gritted his teeth. “What the hell do you want?”




  “To offer my condolences, of course. Poor Miss Steel. She looked absolutely terrified on TV.”




  “You’d better hope you aren’t involved because if anything happens to her…” Blake forced himself to stop. The last thing he should do was threaten Shaw especially when the conversation was being monitored and recorded by prison officials.




  I don’t have time for this crap. Fear reached deep in his gut, and rose in his throat. “Don’t call me again.”




  “I have some information which may interest you. It’s about Miss Steel.”




  Typical Nathan. Cocky, arrogant, and manipulating any situation to his advantage. Not this time. Blake didn’t believe a word the man said. “Bullshit.”




  Before ending the call, he heard Nathan say, “You know where I am.”




  Yeah. In a holding cell waiting to be transferred back to prison, you murdering bastard.




  Blake kicked gravel beneath his feet, his mind ready to explode. What if Shaw really knew something that could help find Whitney? What if he didn’t and valuable time was wasted?




  He spotted Mike darting across Las Vegas Boulevard from the courthouse. At six-four, Mike was stocky and intimidating. Not someone you would want to run into in a dark alley. He looked like a hulking bounty hunter or undercover cop.




  Mike stopped and gasped for a breath. “Hey. Just got word the locals found an abandoned white SUV. They’re positive it’s the vehicle the abductors used. You won’t believe where.”




  Finally a lead. Blake looked at his partner. “Where?”




  “Behind the same Chevron gas station where we had our last run-in with Pablo Sanchez.”




  He felt as if a bullet slammed into his chest. Blake scrubbed a hand over his face, not wanting to believe what he just heard.




  Pablo Sanchez was back.




  His biggest fear had come true.




  If Whitney wasn’t dead. She would be soon.




   




  * * *




  How had Sanchez managed to get back into the US when he was on every watch list, including the FBI’s most wanted? Blake couldn’t shake the gut-wrenching terror building deep in his stomach—the unmistakable feeling of impending doom.




  Nathan Shaw’s words played over in his mind.




  “I have some information that may interest you. About Miss Steel.”




  Right now he didn’t have a choice. He was forced to tolerate Shaw because he had to. Because if Blake didn’t and something happened to Whitney…he would never forgive himself.




   




  * * *




  “It’s been an hour.” Blake shook his head. “I don’t like this one bit.”




  “Neither do I.” Mike leaned against the wall and crossed his feet. “What do you think is taking so long?”




  “I don’t know.” Blake cracked his knuckles and paced the length of the room. “But Shaw had better be on the up and up.”




  The door swung open.




  Warren Demotteo, Nathan Shaw’s attorney, walked in followed by Jason Kurtz, the district attorney.




  Blake stopped pacing and turned to Kurtz. “What the hell is going on?”




  “I have no idea.” The DA set his briefcase on the scratched wood table then pulled out a chair. “Mr. Shaw requested we all be present.”




  Blake quickly digested the news. What the hell was Nathan up to? He glared at Kurtz. “When did you start giving in to that bastard?”




  “The moment Whitney was abducted.” Kurtz took a seat at the table. “At this point we don’t have a choice, do we? Besides, we don’t have anything to lose by hearing what he has to say.”




  Shaw’s attorney took a seat across from the DA, remained silent, and placed his briefcase on the floor next to his chair. Minutes later, a guard escorted Nathan into the room with his feet shackled and his hands cuffed in front of him.




  The wide-eyed weirdo looked like shit. What hair was left on his balding head looked wiry and messy, his hundred dollar haircuts long gone. Dark circles were prominent under his black-button beady eyes. The guy had the face of a stuffed squirrel. He appeared aged and worn. Good. At least Blake felt a wee bit of satisfaction knowing prison life was taking a toll.




  Before the guard left the room, he pulled out a chair.




  Nathan sat.




  Blake wasn’t waiting a second longer. “I’m tired of your games. Tell us what you know.”




  Nathan smirked. “It’s not really quite that easy.”




  Warren Demotteo put his hand on Nathan’s arm. “What my client is trying to say is he expects something in return for this information.”




  A deal? Anger bubbled in Blake’s veins. His muscles tensed. He looked Shaw straight in the eyes. “What do you want?”




  “A life sentence instead of the death penalty would be a good start.”




  Mike stepped away from the wall and burst out laughing. “After everything you’ve done, you have got to be joking. Do we have to remind you how many people you have killed?”




  Shaw leaned back in the chair. “Take it or leave it. But just remember Miss Steel’s life is at stake.”




  Blake stepped toward Nathan. Mike instinctively sidestepped in front of him. If he hadn’t, Blake would have leapt across the table and beat the smirk off Shaw’s face. He forced himself to calm down. “I know that, asshole. I also know your little cell mate Pablo Sanchez is involved.”




  The expression on Shaw’s face didn’t change. No look of surprise. Just a blank stare.




  “But what’s more important is I know exactly where he’s taking Miss Steel.” His bushy eyebrows rose and his mouth twisted. “Well, do we have a deal, gentlemen?”




  The district attorney stood. “That’s not going to happen.” He straightened his suit jacket. “We’re done here.”




  Blake felt as if he’d been hit in the knees with a baseball bat. He turned to the DA. “Let’s talk in the hall.”




  “Yes, of course.” Kurtz grabbed his briefcase from the table.




  The hall was empty except for the guard standing outside the conference room.




  “Do you have any clue how dangerous Sanchez is? Christ. He and his cartel have participated in the social cleansing of thousands of prostitutes, children, thieves, and the homeless just to name a few. And that was just for fun. Not to mention kidnapping Angel and murdering the previous district attorney.” His hands balled into fists. “Jason, he’ll kill Whitney. Can you live with that? I can’t—I won’t.”
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