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About the Book




  Florida investigative reporter, Whitney Steel, has lived in the shadow of her legendary father long enough. To prove herself she needs to find the “Big” story.


  She found it.


  Now it may kill her.


  After receiving a lead pointing to the world’s first cloned human, now a small child, Whitney vows to unravel the truth. However, sifting through the facts proves to have dangerous results, including death threats and murder.


  When she’s nearly killed, but is saved by undercover FBI Special Agent, Blake Neely, he refuses to let her get in the way of his own objective—at least not right away.


  Caught in a lethal game between a billionaire obsessed with genetic perfection, his hit man’s thirst for retribution, and a Colombian drug lord fresh out of prison determined to make Blake pay for his twin brother’s death over a decade ago…


  Can they save an innocent child before it’s too late?


  Faced with tough choices, with deadly consequences for many—Whitney soon realizes that sometimes a story becomes more than just a story.
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  Dedication


  For Justin, Carla, Porter and Peyton


  In memory of Mary Beech


  Death leaves a heartache no one can heal, love leaves a memory no one can steal.


  - From a headstone in Ireland
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  REFLECTION


  A Whitney Steel Novel


  by


  Kim Cresswell


  


  “Reflection is a deeply emotional romantic suspense that starts bold and holds you captive to the very end.” —New York Times Bestseller, Dianna Love


  "This was definitely an intriguingly phenomenal read. Cresswell is an amazingly captivating and suspenseful storyteller who is able to switch gears at the flip of the hat." —Pure Jonel Book Reviews


  "Cinematic writing, powerful visuals, sleek, fast, utterly sexy, notches above anything we have read before!" —UP Authors


  "Action packed from page one...an impressively laid out passionate thrill ride!" —InD’Tale Magazine (www.indtale.com)


  "I was looking forward to reading about Whitney and Blake. I anticipated a Booth and Bones relationship (from the Bones TV Series) and I wasn’t wrong...this book is definitely worth reading." —Quality Reads UK Book Club


  "A brilliant mixture of action, romance and mystery. Well worth a read...a very tough book to put down." —Jeep Diva


  "Five-star page-turner! A truly edge-of-your-seat, never-a-dull-moment read! Reflection has a dramatic start and just never slows down." —Ellen Fritz at Books4Tomorrow


  


  Chapter One


  Mason Bailey gulped down his third Glenlivet. “I didn’t kill her.”


  How many times had Whitney Steel heard those words? Dozens. But never from the mouth of a United States senator. For all she cared, the man could drink himself to Mars, but not until she got what she’d come for. An exclusive.


  Under the awning shading the Pink Flamingo Club’s patio, she took a sip of her lime daiquiri, and couldn’t help notice the way the mid-afternoon sunlight brutally magnified every line on Mason’s tanned face.


  “Of all the reporters in Panama City, let alone Florida, why me? We cut our ties years ago.” And our losses, she wanted to say, but didn’t.


  “I know I can trust you.” His gaze darted across the street then back to her. “Besides, we were married once. That should count for something.”


  Whitney straightened. Anger coiled in the pit of her stomach. “Give me a break. For a year and a half, I thought we were married. Too bad your girlfriends didn’t know about our little legal arrangement.” Especially, your twenty something assistant.


  “Damn it, Whitney. I didn’t ask you here to rehash our past.” He yanked a monogrammed handkerchief from his jacket pocket and dabbed the sweat from his forehead. “I need your help. I know why Carmen Lacey was murdered.”


  Her eyes widened. Now they were getting somewhere. “You have my full attention. Are we on the record?”


  Mason shoved his empty glass aside. “Yes.”


  Her heart thumped with anticipation. This story would be the topic du jour for months. Her ratings at WBNN-TV would soar, and finally her colleagues would take notice and treat her with the professional respect she deserved.


  For the past twelve years, her colleagues said she’d had a free ride because of her father, an award winning war correspondent, and her ex-husband’s political connections. This time she’d prove them wrong.


  She rummaged through her leather bag, placed her digital voice recorder on the table and gave the record button a firm push. “For the record, Senator Bailey, did you kill Carmen Lacey?”


  “No.” He leaned back in the chair and loosened his pinstriped tie. “It’s true. I was the last person to see her alive. But there’s more to this than you think.”


  Brown eyes that once set her heart hammering now conveyed a chilling, hollow look. Was it guilt? Desperation?


  No. Fear.


  Uneasiness slid down her spine. She stopped the recorder. “Mason, you’re scaring me. What the hell is going on? It’s been over three years since we last spoke. Then, out of the blue, you beg me to meet with you today. I know the police don’t believe you killed that woman.”


  “But do you, Whitney? Do you believe I killed her? I need to know. It’s important.”


  Stunned by the urgency in his voice, she answered carefully. “Of course not. You’re many things, but you’re not a killer.”


  “Thank you. That means a lot to me.” He reached for his empty glass and tapped his chunky gold ring against the side.


  Whitney turned the recorder on again.


  “Carmen was a scientist working for a biotech company in Nevada. ShawBioGen. Heard of it?”


  “Who hasn’t? They were one of the first to clone animals in the eighties. Caused quite a stir. But I don’t understand. What does that have to do with Carmen’s death?”


  He opened his mouth to answer.


  The large window behind them dividing the patio from the main restaurant exploded. A storm of glass rained down, showering the patio.


  There was no warning. Everything moved so fast, yet in slow motion as if part of a horrid nightmare.


  Screams. Rushed, heavy, thumping footsteps.


  A few feet away, a male waiter dropped the two plates of food in his hands. He froze.


  “Get down!” Mason yelled.


  Whitney dropped. She huddled into a ball under the table and squashed the side of her face against the patio stones. Amid the chaos, a gunshot echoed and the waiter ran for cover.


  A bullet ripped through the man’s shoulder and spun him around, the force slamming his body against the restaurant door. He folded to his knees and howled out in pain.


  More shots rang out. Debris spewed through the air. Food, glasses, plates. The sickening smell of deep fried food and scorched cordite assaulted her nostrils. She gagged.


  Crimson snaked toward her hand. The warm, sticky liquid met her fingertips.


  Blood. Lots of blood. But it wasn’t hers.


  Her gaze snapped to Mason, lying on his back. Dark red blood pumped from a gaping wound in his chest, soaking his white shirt. She held her breath to keep from screaming.


  He raised his arm and reached for her. “I swear—I didn’t kill her. I swear.”


  “I believe you.” Whitney kept her head down and inched her body closer. She grasped his hand. “I do. Oh, God.”


  Please don’t die. Her pulse roared so loud in her ears she couldn’t hear her own words. “You’re bleeding so much. Someone help us!”


  Another bullet whizzed through the air and slammed into the bottom of wooden table leg.


  Needle-like splinters from the wood slashed through her pants and drilled into her thigh like a hundred slivers. The pain knocked the breath from her. The world twisted and turned yellow. Darkness thickened and threatened to overpower her. Can’t pass out…help Mason.


  He gasped a ragged breath and shoved a key into her bloody palm and curled her fingers closed. “Don’t trust—anyone.”


  She clutched the piece of metal. A knot wedged in her throat, one she couldn’t swallow. “I’m going to get help.”


  “No—stay.” Blood bubbled at the corners of his mouth and trickled down his jaw. “They cloned…”


  His eyelids slid shut.


  “What Mason? They cloned what?”


  Whitney lowered her head to his chest. “Oh, Mason, no.”


  


  Chapter Two


  George Raines, WBNN-TV’s assignment editor, teetered on the edge of Whitney’s desk. “I can guarantee an Emmy.”


  In her spacious tenth-floor office, Whitney sat behind her desk and kicked off her pink leather high heels.


  Across the room, she eyed her bronze Peabody statue, the last honor she’d won for an exposé involving three of Panama City’s finest and the disappearance of millions of dollars worth of cocaine.


  An Emmy. The only award she hadn’t won. The one she wanted the most.


  During her career, she’d been punched, censored by authorities, and even carjacked. Hell, she deserved an Emmy for surviving. Nothing had prepared her for Mason’s death. The senator was more than a story. He was a man she’d once loved, still loved.


  Her eyes stung with fatigue as she fought to suppress a yawn. The savage assault of sleepless nights definitely took a toll.


  You weren’t there, George. Others died. The waiter… “Look, the funeral was less than six days ago. I know this story is important. I can’t do it.”


  No surprise when his eyes narrowed. “Okay. What did you do with the woman of steel? Remember that feisty woman who’d march into a room and defy any opposition? Where the hell did you put her?”


  Whitney managed a weak smile. If only she had the answer.


  “Hey, if your father was alive.”


  She held up her hand to stop him. “You don’t need to remind me.” As much as she loved her father, she’d spent her career in the shadow of Robert Steel. Celebrated reporter. Peabody winner. Four time Emmy winner. Executed in war-torn Colombia.


  “I’ve never seen you like this.” George sat back down on the corner of the desk, his pudgy face scruffy from a half-hearted shave. “You’re going soft on me.”


  Was she? She was. “I am not.”


  “Then reconsider. It’s not every day a senator is gunned down.” He hopped off the desk and smoothed his hopelessly wrinkled shirt. “The committee Mason chaired was working on something huge. Very hush-hush. The man gave his life, and the public deserves to know why. You’re the only one who can deliver that. You’re the best.”


  The best? Not today. Not for the past week. She shook her head. “I’m exhausted, drained, stressed to the limit. Give the story to someone else. I don’t want it.”


  “Come on, Steel. You can’t be serious. Cliff Peterson will jump at this chance. You know he’ll never let you live it down. I thought this was what you wanted. The Big story.”


  The sixty-year-old man was persuasive, but not persuasive enough.


  “George, why is it so hard to believe I need a break?”


  “Because I’ve worked with you for years, kiddo. Whitney Steel doesn’t take breaks. She doesn’t do vacations. And she sure as shit doesn’t walk away from a story.”


  His raspy growl harbored a touch of impatience. He was testing her slow fuse. She scribbled an address and phone number on a piece of paper, and handed it to him. “Oregon is only a phone call away. I’ll be back before you know it.”


  He took the paper from her hand. “Swear you’ll come back?”


  “Two weeks. Promise.” With her pen, she pointed toward his shoes. “And, George—your socks don’t match. Gray on the right, brown on the left.”


  He slipped his hands into his pants pockets and looked down. Knowing George was, in his words, “color-challenged,” all she could do was smile.


  “Man. I’ve got to find a woman to dress me in the morning.” He planted a kiss on her cheek. “Since I can’t change your mind, guess I’ll see you soon. Enjoy your vacation.”


  Long after he’d left the office, English Leather cologne remained, as though the woodsy, moss fragrance had permeated the walls and carpet. George was stuck in a time warp. She’d miss the old fool. In less than two hours, she’d be aboard a flight to Florence, Oregon, sipping a glass of wine.


  When she opened her desk drawer, her breath caught in her throat. The crumpled white tissue stared back at her like a gift waiting to be unwrapped, inside a key crusted with blood—Mason’s blood. A shiver rocketed down her spine, and Mason’s dying words echoed in her head.


  “They cloned…”


  * * * *


  Blake Neely faced certain death. “I don’t want to shoot you, but I will if I have to.” The beast stood its ground, glaring at him with opaque, marble eyes and razor sharp teeth. Nothing stood between them except a cool Nevada breeze and moonlight.


  The way the monster gawked at him, with perked ears and raised hair, forced his throat to tighten. As if anticipating his next move, the creature crinkled its face, and then hissed.


  Blake’s blood froze. Yup. He was going to die.


  He started to reach for the nine-millimeter pistol tucked in the waistband of his jeans when his cell phone rang. The savage monster let out a high-pitched whine and scurried off in the opposite direction.


  Thank you. There really is a God.


  Relieved, he forced his body to move and answered the call. “Yeah, Blake here.”


  “Did you find the security breach?” Nathan Shaw asked.


  “Yeah—a cat—a God damn cat. It dug a hole just enough under the fence to set off the main alarm.”


  “What? A bobcat? Did you shoot it?”


  Blake raised an eyebrow. He may as well lie. That was what he was trained to do.


  “Nope. Scared the hell out of him, though. He took off before I had a chance.”


  His boss laughed. “Guess he wasn’t hungry.”


  “Guess not. I’ll finish up here and be back in ten.”


  “Keep your eyes peeled. The cat might come back.”


  Blake spun, the phone gripped in his hand. “I—will.” He snapped the cell phone shut, and then slid it into his jacket pocket.


  He grabbed a shovel from the back of his truck and moved the loose reddish-brown earth under the fence and filled the hole. When he finished, he jumped into the F-150 pickup, scrounged up a piece of stale donut and chucked it out the window. In case the “bobcat” was hungry.


  Northeast of Vegas, between Alamo and Mesquite, a full moon cast a hovering spotlight over the narrow desert road. In the distance, a thirty-foot-high security fence surrounded ShawBioGen’s million square-foot concrete and steel compound. From the air, the place looked like a state super-prison dropped in the middle of nowhere.


  Within those walls, Nathan Shaw had successfully cloned a human. Blake had earned a degree of Nathan’s trust, but not enough for his boss to give him access to the lab or offer a personal invite to meet the small child.


  Outside the main gates of the complex, Blake threw the truck in park. He peered through the tiny opening of the retinal scanning device, and kept his eyes focused on the tiny green light. After ten seconds, the device beeped and the gates opened.


  In the past week, he’d gone so deep undercover no one at the Bureau had heard from him. That alone created a situation. If he didn’t check in within the next forty-eight hours, the pistol-packin’ posse would show up, and his cover would be blown. He wasn’t about to let that happen. For two hundred and seventy days, he’d pretended to be a security specialist to the ruthless multi-billionaire owner. He’d even dyed his dirty-blond hair a darker shade of brown. With his hair, now a few inches longer, he liked his rugged new look—might even keep it for a while.


  He had a job to do. Something next to impossible. Infiltrate the lab and get the evidence to take Nathan down. And soon. He’d spent too much time and energy to let the Bureau pull the plug on this mission.


  Nathan Shaw was another story. Philanthropist. Las Vegas Man of the Year six years in a row. Nevada’s largest employer, and until recently, Blake’s sister’s boss. How does a woman so terrified of water end up dead on a boat?


  She couldn’t swim, and a boat was the last place she would be. Instinct told him someone wanted her out of the picture. But why?


  Recently, another employee was found stabbed to death in her Las Vegas apartment. A coincidence? Not likely. Too many bodies connected in one way or another with ShawBioGen.


  He parked at the rear of the security building and shut off the ignition. His cell phone rang again. “Yeah.”


  “Get back here, pronto.”


  His boss’ voice sounded strained. “What’s up?”


  “Now,” Nathan growled.


  The line went dead.


  * * * *


  On the second floor of ShawBioGen, Blake leaned against the polished stainless steel wall, and cracked his knuckles. The eccentric asshole had already kept him waiting for more than half an hour.


  Hopefully, his boss’ foul mood would turn out to be nothing more than one of his daily fits.


  Not a day passed without Nathan twisted up about something. Like when the cleaning staff hadn’t emptied his trash pail, or when his secretary moved the ashtray on his desk from the left side to the right. The man could be downright anal at times. When you’re worth billions, you can act however you like. Who cares what anyone else thinks.


  The office steel doors spread apart like the parting of the sea, revealing the tangy smell of sweet peppers and woodsy tobacco.


  Blake grunted. About damn time. He took a deep breath and sauntered into the massive office.


  In the middle of the room, Nathan sat behind his gold trimmed cherry desk, smoking some brand of cigar that Blake more than likely couldn’t pronounce, let alone ever afford. Through billowing smoke, the man raised a hand and pointed to one of the brown cowhide chairs in front of the desk.


  As commanded, Blake sat.


  Puffing on his cigar, Nathan stood, and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window at the east end of the office. “We have a problem.”


  “Someone employed at ShawBioGen has only been pretending to be part of my team. You know how much I hate a liar.”


  Blake’s heart leaped uncomfortably in his chest. Remain calm. Your cover isn’t compromised. It can’t be.


  Nathan turned, and put out his cigar down in one of numerous ashtrays scattered throughout the room. “You do understand what I mean, don’t you?”


  Play it cool. Don’t let him get to you. “Of course. No one likes a liar.”


  “Exactly. So here’s the problem. One of my most trusted employees snuck a video camera into my research lab. Breaches like this are not acceptable.”


  The heavy weight on Blake’s chest lifted. He could breathe again. His secret was safe—for now. “Really? Who?”


  “Her name isn’t important. She was a brilliant scientist.” Nathan wandered to the fully stocked bar. “Scotch?”


  “Sure.” Blake watched Nathan pour two drinks from one of the many crystal decanters.


  “You make it sound like this woman isn’t around anymore.”


  “Sadly, she isn’t. She’d been an important part of my team since I began my research decades ago. I heard she was killed, recently. A real shame.”


  Carmen Lacey. Yeah, you sound real broken up about her death. Had Nathan bought and paid for her death?


  His boss handed him the glass of scotch.


  “Thanks.” Blake took a sip, enjoying the smooth robust taste.


  Nathan stood in front of the window again. He ran his hand through his receding gray hair.


  Either the guy liked staring at his reflection, or he loved the distant view of Vegas at night lit to the hilt. Probably the latter. He knew Nathan liked to gamble, and an illegal cloning project was just that. A huge gamble.


  “Because of this breach, I want you to beef up security at the lab. Have a retina scanner installed as soon as possible. My research is too important.”


  Blake gulped down the last of his drink. “Will do. It could take a few days to get the equipment up and running properly. In the meantime, I’ll post two guys at the lab.”


  “We’re through here then.”


  The doors opened behind Blake. Apparently he was being dismissed. Before leaving the room, he set his empty glass on the bar. By the time his boots touched the hallway floor, the doors swept closed with a prison-like-lockdown hollow thud.


  Lockdown. Just like prison. Get used to it, Nathan. ‘Cause that’s exactly where you’re heading.


   


  Chapter Three


  Waves crashed and pierced the cool night air. Deep within the shadows gunshots echoed. A body washed ashore, and turned the sand into a whirlpool of blood.


  Mason—God, it was Mason.


  A light breeze whispered. “They cloned...”


  Whitney jolted awake, gasping, but relieved to find she had dosed off on the deck in the rattan rocker, and wasn’t lying on a beach. Another horrid dream. They visited more often, each more vivid than the last. When would they end?


  After connecting flights and stopovers late yesterday afternoon, the short flight to Florence, Oregon, had turned into a seven-hour adventure from Florida. She’d finally fallen asleep around four in the morning. Tired and a bit moody, she decided nothing would ruin her first vacation in years.


  On the spacious deck, the molten sun blazed against her fair skin. Dressed in white shorts and a loose flamingo-pink T-shirt, she stood and stretched, gazing across the turquoise ocean.


  Her long-time friend, Marcus Wheeler, had offered the use of his beach house while he was on assignment in Europe. It was a secluded paradise complete with a fireplace, whirlpool and steam room, but coming home to Florence was bittersweet. The last time she had been here was to bury her father.


  Whitney closed her eyes and spread her feet shoulder width apart, ready to begin her daily Tai Chi routine.


  She relaxed her body, drew a long, deep breath and found her center. She bent her knees slightly, faced her palms toward her thighs and exhaled even slower. With deliberate fluid movements, she raised her arms shoulder height, turned her palms toward the sky, and lunged her right foot forward.


  She repeated the movements until an impatient triple-blast of the doorbell broke her concentration. Whitney stormed through the house and swung open the front door, ready to give some poor door-to-door salesman a good tongue lashing for interrupting her vacation.


  “FedEx. Are you Whitney Steel?”


  “Yes.”


  “Sign here.” The man handed her the electronic signature pad.


  She wrote her name.


  He handed her a package the size of a paperback novel. “Here you go.”


  Her stomach contracted into to a tight ball. She stared at the parcel, confused. No one knows I’m here…except for George.  


  After the deliveryman left, Whitney pushed the door shut with her foot and noticed the name, Trossen and Meyers, on the corner of the package. Where had she heard that name before? Finally, it came to her. Mason’s divorce lawyer. Why would his lawyer be sending her something? On the way to the great room, she kicked off her flip-flops and ripped open the package.


  Inside, she found a white envelope with her name scribbled in blue ink on the outside, a hand drawn map, and what appeared to be a videotape. Intrigued, she opened the envelope first.


  A shiver traced her spine, despite the heat of the sunlight flooding through the floor-to-ceiling windows. A note from Mason.


  Whitney,


  Approximately 18 months ago, the FBI received information through its tips website that ShawBioGen had been conducting illegal experiments, which resulted in the successful cloning of a child. Under the direction of the Justice Department, a covert task force was formed to investigate. I was called upon to be the main liaison because of my past involvement with the Justice Department.


  The FBI tracked the Internet user, Carmen Lacey, who’d been working for Nathan Shaw. Over the next four months, Carmen and I grew close.


  Fully aware of the dangers, she’d gathered the enclosed items because she feared Nathan would use the technology to create his own super-race, sell the technology, or worse, kill the child to hide his devilish deeds.


  Nathan is keeping the cloned child, a three-year-old girl, known as Angel024 somewhere in the complex.


  Whitney, you must get inside that lab.


  Trust no one.


   


  Her jaw dropped open. “For God sakes, Mason, I’m a reporter, not a friggin’ commando. What were you thinking?” Her legs trembled. She sank to the sofa, and continued to read…


  I can hear you now, Whitney. You’re only a reporter right? You can do this. You have the brains and the skills to get into that lab. Without documentation or physical evidence, the U. S. Attorney’s Office is unable to indict. They need proof, and so far, other avenues have resulted in failure. In return, you’ll receive the exclusive of a lifetime.


   


  She paced in front of the coffee table. “What in the world makes you think I can do this? Why? Because I have a black belt in karate? What am I supposed to do, Mason? Karate-chop down the lab door?”


  Once you have the evidence, contact Ned Ford at the Justice Department.


  Remember Shaw’s resources are unlimited, his power colossal.


  Trust no one… Mason


  Tears collected in the corners of her eyes. Damn you, Mason.


  She shoved the tape into the VCR and pressed play. The mammoth plasma screen burst to life with crackling white snow before it erupted into a grainy black and white picture. Whitney squinted, scanning the screen in hopes of seeing something. Anything. The camera jiggled and swung to the right. It was obvious the video was taken with a concealed camera.


  A child with long, light-colored hair sat surrounded by toys and stuffed animals. Someone in a white coat bent and scooped the child from the floor.


  “Testing time, Angel. Then chocolate ice cream.”


  The child let out a tortured screech and flailed her tiny fists, thrashing at the man’s face. Whitney gasped, wanting to dive through the screen and comfort the child. She felt so powerless. The same helpless misery she’d felt when she had miscarried during her marriage.


  The child continued to kick and scream. The camera shifted.


  “Carmen, give me a hand with her, otherwise, I’ll be forced to sedate her again,” the man said.


  The camera zoomed in until the screen turned black. Pondering the situation, Whitney stared out at the surf as the water rolled over the sands. Graceful gulls thronged the private beach, searching for scraps. Her vacation had ended before it had even begun.


  The odds were against her, big-time. What if she didn’t try? What would happen to the young girl? Another shiver drove through her spine. Two people were already dead because of Nathan Shaw’s secret world and Whitney could easily be next.


  Mason, the man who had always drank too much, believed she could pull this off. Could she? In spite of his imperfections, he always believed in her, supported her driving need to do the right thing.


  Shoving her nose where it did not belong was what made her one of the top investigative reporters in the country. But behind closed doors, Whitney still had to prove herself on a daily basis to the men she worked with, the ones who thought she wasn’t good enough, and never would be. In particular, her colleague, Cliff Peterson.


  Damn it. I can do this. This wasn’t the first time she’d been tossed into a dangerous situation and this certainly would not be the last. After searching and finding a notepad and pen, she quickly scribbled a list.


  Make copy of tape


  Call George-courier key


  Call sources in Florida


  Make appointment to meet Nathan Shaw


   


  Chapter Four


  Later that day, Whitney stood outside the thick steel gates surrounding ShawBioGen. She couldn’t shake the creepy feeling she was being watched. After landing at McCarran Airport in Vegas, a driver met her, drove northeast for almost two hours, and dumped her here. His only words: “I’m only following instructions.”


  Standing alone in the blazing desert sun, she flipped a pair of sunglasses over her eyes and pressed the intercom.


  The box crackled to life.


  “Your name?” a man’s voice asked.


  She pressed the button. “Whitney Steel.”


  High-pitched whining from behind startled her. She spun around to find four closed circuit cameras pointing at her. She swore they weren’t there before.


  The gates opened to reveal a square-jawed, fit man fully clad in cream and brown camouflaged shirt and pants.


  “This way.” Army guy kept a stern face and ushered her to a yellow Humvee style golf cart.


  The grounds sprung to life with cacti, boulders, decorative grasses and tumbleweed. In the distance, an enormous letter “S” shadowed the main entrance of ShawBioGen. The driver parked the golf cart, and then escorted Whitney through tinted revolving doors.


  “Wait here,” he ordered before disappearing into an area marked “Security.”


  A circular skylight lit the main lobby and water rushed over a waterfall centered in the room. Highly polished stainless steel walls created the illusion of a never-ending mirror, but at the same time gave the space a chilling cold feel.


  Army guy returned with the same stern look on his face. “This way.”


  Whitney followed him into what appeared to be a security surveillance area. Glancing around, she counted dozens of security monitors, a flock of people sitting at computers, and one huge screen with a black and white picture that appeared to be a satellite image of the complex.


  “Welcome to ShawBioGen, Miss Steel. I’m Blake Neely, the company’s security specialist.”


  Whitney gave him a quick once-over. Dressed in black jeans, cowboy boots, and an open-necked shirt with its sleeves rolled back over his forearms, he was tanned and well-toned.


  “Isn’t a security specialist just a fancy title for a bodyguard?”


  Lines crept across his forehead. “You need to sign in,” he said in a firm even tone as he shoved a clipboard and pen at her.


  After signing her name, she noticed an x-ray machine at the end of the long counter. If security were this tight here, she’d have no hope in hell of getting into a lab where Nathan kept the child.


  Next Blake slid a tray in front of her. “Empty your purse.”


  “You’re kidding, right?”


  With his arms crossed in front of his chest, Blake shook his head.


  “And I thought airport security was tough.” Whitney chuckled, and dumped the contents of her purse onto the tray. While he picked through them, she wondered what kind of man lurked behind those deep-set brown eyes.


  “Sorry, no cameras. You can pick this up on the way out.”


  “Fine, but—” She reached toward him, but was a second too late. “Those are—”


  He clicked open the gold and black leopard print case. Four foil-wrapped condom packages fell on the counter. Unsure if she should be angry or embarrassed, she felt her face flood with heat. To make matters worse, he took his sweet time inspecting each package, obviously getting her back for the bodyguard comment.


  He raised an eyebrow. “Twisted Pleasure. Rough Rider. Must be for cowboys. And this one, Paradise...”


  Their gazes collided.


  Her body hummed with electricity so intense her heart raced, and her breasts tingled. Raw lust.


  She snatched the condoms out of his hand upset he had this effect on her. “Do you mind? Aren’t you getting a bit personal?”


  “Personal or not, you’d be surprised at what these packages can be used for.” He snatched them back, tossed them on the conveyor belt and grinned. “Better safe than sorry.”


  What a jerk. She remained silent while the contents of her purse inched through the x-ray machine. After having her picture taken, she was rewarded with a laminated visitors pass.


  Blake escorted her back to the main lobby and pointed down an endless stretch of hallway. “Take the elevator marked C2 to the second floor. And hurry, Mr. Shaw doesn’t like to wait.”


  * * * *


  In the security room, Blake stared at the main monitor as Whitney entered the elevator. He was completely mesmerized.


  She was trouble. Pure trouble, dressed in that skin-tight pink jacket and short skirt, showing off every glorious curve. The slim and leggy blonde had him wanting to highjack a truckload of condoms. He could still smell her perfume, floral, soft.


  His body reacted. He felt the tightness in his jeans.


  Damn it. It had been a long time since a woman had such an effect on him. Too damn long.


  She turned, raised her hand to the camera and waved.


  Blake grinned.


  No way could he allow anyone to get close to him, especially a woman, a reporter no less.


  Dangerous was the word that popped into his mind. He must remain focused. He had a job to do.


  Whitney sure had guts, though. If she thought for one second he hadn’t noticed the way she’d scanned the security room, surveying and cataloguing, she was crazy.


  Her visit to ShawBioGen had nothing to do with an interview with Nathan. So what was Whitney Steel up to?


  * * * *


  The second the elevator doors opened, Nathan Shaw greeted Whitney.


  “You’re late, Miss Steel.”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Shaw.” She followed the man dressed in a casual gray shirt and black dress pants into a huge office.


  Behind her, metal doors slid shut like a tomb.


  “I was held up with your—”


  “Have a seat.”


  Photographs Whitney had seen of the billionaire did not do him justice. He looked even stranger in person, with receding salt and pepper hair clipped short around his ears, a longer than usual neck and an odd-shaped, beefy face.


  She took a seat across from him and realized he was gawking at her breasts. From the background information she’d discovered, Nathan enjoyed shocking others with unconventional behavior. Well, not this gal.


  “Thank you for seeing me.”


  “My pleasure. Of course, I took the liberty and did my own research on you, Miss Steel. You’re top in your field. Pretty impressive for a woman, and a young woman at that. Why are you here today?”


  Realizing her legs were shaking, she crossed them. Besides, now Nathan was trying to get a peek up her skirt. What a creep.


  “A follow up—because of ShawBioGen’s research and development activities into products to treat inflammatory and autoimmune diseases.” She tugged open her purse, found her tape recorder and carefully placed it between them on the most ornate Chippendale coffee table she’d ever seen. At least the man had excellent taste when it came to furniture. He sure didn’t have much taste in anything else.


  He stared at her with wide saucer-shaped eyes. “Miss Steel, you really are quite cute and you do intrigue me, but what you just mentioned is old news.” His eyes narrowed. “Why are you really here?”


  Her breath caught in her throat and for a second she was speechless.


  “Get to the point. I’m a busy man.”


  “Very well.” She pressed play on the tape recorder and prayed he hadn’t noticed her fingers shaking.


  “In the political realm recently, there has been a lot of debate over the moral issues of cloning humans. Since your company has, in the past, cloned dogs, cows and other creatures, would you consider cloning humans?”


  Nathan stood and slipped his hands in his pants pockets.


  “Yes, of course, if it were legal. My focus is on reproductive cloning to allow infertile couples, unable to reproduce via other means, to have a genetically related child.”


  “There have been some rumors circulating, so I must ask, is your company cloning humans?”


  He showed no reaction to the question, instead sauntered across the plush carpet and stopped behind her. So close, in fact, she felt his warm, moist breath down the back of her neck. Gross. She wanted to pounce out of the chair and drop kick him. It took every ounce of willpower not to.


  “For a veteran reporter and a woman who has a brain in her head, I’m surprised you’d yield to such gossip.” He moved around the chair and stood in front of her.


  Don’t let him get to you. This is what he does. Gets in your personal space, hoping to scare you off.


  “So for the record, these are simply rumors?”


  He gave her a withering stare, and then burst into high pitched nasal laughter. “First off, I’m sure you are aware that cloning humans in this country is illegal. Second, if it were legal, I’d be sharing that incredible technology with countries around the world. Can you imagine what a person could do with that type of technology?”


  Yes she could, and had already seen the outcome on videotape. A helpless young child trapped in a horrid environment. Determined not to fall apart, Whitney gritted her teeth.


  When he bent down and looked at her, for a split second, she swore she saw the devil in his stormy black eyes.


  “Do you believe I’m cloning humans, Miss Steel?”


  A cold-to-the-bone chill drifted through her body. “Of course not, Mr. Shaw. But as a reporter it is my duty to investigate such rumors.”


  “I understand.” He settled in the chair across from her. “I’m sorry to say, our time is up. You’ll be supplied with a press kit on the way out.”


  Managing the weakest fake smile she could muster, Whitney pressed the stop button and tossed the tape recorder in her purse. At that moment, the tomb-like doors slid open. She’d hit a chord with Nathan. Her punishment: being sent home like a child.


  “I do hope you have a very safe trip back to Oregon, Miss Steel.”


   


  Chapter Five


  Whitney’s hands trembled.


  The impact of Nathan’s veiled threat drove a shiver down her spine. What a creep. Inhaling a deep breath, she ordered herself to settle down.


  When the elevator opened on the main floor, she stepped out into the hall to the sound of knuckles cracking.


  She knew full well Blake was watching her in the elevator. Electronic eyes were everywhere. He probably laughed his ass off the second Nathan banished her from his office after their short interview.


  He sauntered toward her, with her camera in hand. She hadn’t noticed earlier he was a good five inches taller than her.


  She stopped. “You again.”


  “Thought you’d want this back.” He handed her the camera.


  “Thanks.”


  There was something dark and dangerous that made her heart pound when his hand brushed against hers. He had her attention. All of her.


  “Let’s get you to the airport.”


  “You’re taking me?”


  Why Blake? Either Nathan wanted to keep a close eye on her, or worse. He wanted her out of the way. She’d barely swallowed the lump in her throat when she followed Blake out the front door of the complex.


  The hot desert wind whipped her hair against her face. She glanced at the dark blue pickup truck parked in the driveway.


  Blake opened the passenger door. “You going to get in?”


  Did she have a choice? To the east, desert. The west, desert. And to the north, desert wasteland and battleship-gray thunderheads hovering over the Ruby Mountains.


  We’ll do this your way. For now. She nodded and got into the truck.


  Blake hopped in and they began the two-hour drive back to Vegas.


  Maybe this arrangement could work to her advantage. Who better to talk to about Nathan’s secrets than his right hand man. Suddenly Blake smiled at her as if he had read her thoughts.


  She kept her gaze lowered and picked at her skirt. Why did he make her feel so uncomfortable?


  “How’d your interview go with Nathan?”


  Like he didn’t know. “Okay.” Lie. “He’s quite the charmer, isn’t he?” She almost gagged on her words.


  Blake rested his arm on the door. “Nathan can be a bit unpredictable. Eccentric.”


  Unpredictable? Eccentric? The guy is creepy.


  Something caught Whitney’s eye. “Hey, what are those over there?” She pointed to the right on the other side of the security fence. “Those buildings.”


  From the quick peek of the satellite image in the security room, she knew ShawBioGen was shaped like a nine-sided polygon. She had missed these octagon-shaped buildings.


  “Employee housing. Scientists and researchers live on site six months at a time. After their stay, they head home for a month.” He grabbed a folder from the dash and handed it to her. “It’s all in there.”


  “Ah, the famous press kit.” She scanned through it page by page, noting the colorful photograph of one of the homes. There was nothing useful inside that she didn’t already know. Twenty-five-hundred employees—award-winning scientists recruited from around the world.


  “So you live on site as well?” she asked.


  “Yup.”


  “Doesn’t sound like much of a life out here in the middle of nowhere.” And kissing your crazy boss’ ass, she wanted to add. Did Blake know what Nathan was up to? If he did, he couldn’t possibly approve, could he?


  “Oh, I don’t mind. I enjoy the peace and quiet.”


  “How long have you been working for Nathan?”


  “Almost a year.”


  Being a reporter meant reading people. His answers were too short and vague for her liking. He was hiding something.


  Her father’s voice flooded her thoughts. “Everyone has something to hide. You just have to look hard enough.”


  Tumbleweed bounced across the road. The wind yowled. A dust devil roared around the truck.


  Blake rolled up his window and shot her a sideways glance. “Ever been in the desert during a storm?”


  “No.” Lightning ignited the sky. She quickly rolled up her own window. “By the looks of it, I’m about to find out.”


  “Doesn’t rain much, but when it does…”


  Huge pellets of rain thundered down, so loud Whitney thought her eardrums would explode.


  Blake flipped the wipers on high and slowed the truck to a crawl. How could he see the road? All she could see was a curtain of water.


  “We’ll have to wait this one out,” he yelled, steering the truck toward the shoulder and stopped.


  After another few minutes of heavy rain, the skies cleared and the wind calmed. Blake steered the truck back onto the main road.


  She reached for the handle and rolled the stiff window back down. A rush of rain-fresh air filled the cab of the truck. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Then she noticed something round, at last two feet wide, erupting from the ground. “What the heck is that thing?”


  Blake slowed the truck again. “Guess you’ve never seen a desert tortoise either.”


  She watched the creature inch its way to the middle of the road and stop.


  “They live in burrows in the dirt. The males have horns to combat with other males. And they use them to nudge females during courtship.”


  He shot her a slow sexy smile that made her stomach flip-flop. She felt her nipples hardened. Why did she find this man so damn distracting?


  “I’m going to have to move him.” Blake put the truck into park and got out, leaving the driver side door open.


  While he urged the critter along with a stick, Whitney stared at the glove box. Curious, she flipped it open and rifled through the contents not sure what she expected to find.


  Every few seconds she glanced up to make sure Blake was still busy. Gas receipts. A brown suede wallet. The wallet slipped through her fingers and fell under the seat. Shoot. She looked up. Crap, here he comes. She closed the glove box. Think. The camera.


  “Would you mind taking a picture of that tortoise? No one back home would believe the size of that thing.”


  “Sure.”


  She dug through her purse, handed him the camera and waited until he was far enough away from the truck before ducking and grabbing the wallet.

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.png
XinX11





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





