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Chapter 1

    The knife slid into the firm flesh of her stomach almost effortlessly. Pain took her breath
and stole her voice. The second strike came fast on the heels of the first, never giving her a chance
to scream.

    It wasn't supposed to play out this way. Everything had worked out as she'd planned up
until now. She'd known she was flirting with danger, but never saw this coming. Even as she choked
on her own blood, she hoped she was wrong. She couldn't be dying. She was only twenty-six.

Murdered in her own bed--was not what she'd planned.

* * * *

    It had been a long time since Montana had been with a woman. Because of the way he
looked, people assumed he could have any woman he wanted, and he probably could. In reality,
women scared the hell out of him. They always had. So secure in their own feelings, or so it seemed
to him, looking from the outside in. It scared him to get that close, to expose that much and not be
able to take it back. Vulnerable and exposed, that's how women made him feel. Naked flesh didn't
concern him nearly as much as naked feelings.

    He never understood how other men could separate intimacy and sex. To him they were
one and the same. The physical and the emotional coiled and entwined around one another,
inseparable. Not for him, never for him. It was one of the reasons he chose his lovers carefully, but
despite that care he always paid a price. That was the reason he spent much of his life alone. In the
end the price was too high.

    But not tonight. Tonight he was not alone. He slid his hands along Linney's side, enjoying
the way her skin felt. Like warm silk beneath the rough calluses of his fingers. He felt her shiver
under his touch. Tilting her head back, she asked for a kiss, and he did not disappoint her. He pulled
her close and covered her mouth with his. Her lips parted for him, and he explored the velvet lining
with his tongue. God, she felt right, they felt right together. Passion welled with the sheer intensity
of the feelings she brought to life inside of him. He wanted to act on them, but knew she needed
sleep.

    She turned in his arms and snuggled into the curve of his shoulder. Her small, warm hands
ran lightly along his ribs, his hip, traveled back up to rest below his stomach. She touched the scars
on his body, each one with its own story. Stories he would rather leave in the past.

    She seemed to know that and never asked how they got there. He loved her for that alone.
The others always wanted the stories, wanted something he could never give them, a piece of his
soul. Someday he would tell her, he would tell her everything. But not tonight. Tonight he simply
wanted to be here with her, no past, no future, just now. She understood that as well.

    "Mmm, I think you wore me out," she whispered, her voice drugged with sleep and
sex.

    He rested his chin on top of her head, smoothed her honey-blond hair out of his face and
wrapped his arms around her. He grabbed the blankets they'd kicked off and pulled them up to
cover them both.

    "Cold?"

    "Hmm? No, you're a human blast furnace." He felt her smile.

    "And you are beautiful." It wasn't an empty compliment. If he could have thought of
something more profound, he would have said the words, but he wasn't a poet. He made a living
dealing with the worst humanity had to offer. He was used to the ugly things in life, so the beautiful
ones meant all the more to him.

    She laughed at the compliment and raised herself up on one elbow so their faces were
level.

    "Uh uh." She shook her head, and her fingers lightly traced the contours of his face. "You're
the beautiful one and not only here." She placed her hand over his heart. "But here too, my pretty
boy." It was a private joke they shared from the first time they met almost two months ago. She told
him, when he asked her out to dinner, that she didn't date men who were prettier than her. The
blush her comment caused endeared him to her, or so she said, and she broke her own rule.

    "My pretty boy," she repeated. "My pretty Montana Thomas. I think I could fall in love with
you."

    Montana closed his eyes and felt what passed for a smile on his lips. He had fallen and
fallen hard. He was afraid to admit it to himself, let alone her, but the feeling was undeniable.

    He tightened his arms around her and hoped she understood his silence. Grateful when he
heard the slow measured breathing that signified her sliding into sleep, he found the courage to say
the words aloud.

    "I love you, Linney," he whispered into her hair, secure that she slept and the words went
unheard by anyone but him. "I love you."

    As sleep claimed him, Montana thought he might actually be happy. He couldn't tell for
sure, the feeling was one not completely familiar to him, but it was one he might like getting used
to.

    He fell asleep with the only woman he had dared to utter those words to, snuggled and
wrapped sweetly around him. It was all he needed at that moment.

    A moment he took, folded up, and hid deep within the very core of him. A moment he
would take out and unfold time and time again whenever he tried to figure out exactly what the hell
went wrong.





Chapter 2

    The voice on the phone that woke Ito St. James at six that morning was filled with fear,
confusion and self-doubt. It belonged to Montana even if it didn't sound like him in the least.

    "Ito? I need your help."

    The simple request brought Ito from sleep to full wakefulness. Montana sounded on the
edge. With the next few words he tumbled over the precipice.

    "I killed her. I think I killed her." Montana's voice cracked. Ito heard grief and disbelief just
beneath the surface.

    He understood Montana. He knew what the man feared, the things that scared him. Those
things were precious few, and right now Montana was scared.

    "Montana?" Ito tucked the phone between head and shoulder and reached for his pants.
"What are you talking about? Where are you?"

    There was a slight pause, as if Montana had to think about the answer. "Uh, Lincoln County
lock-up, I think. Ito, she's dead. I had the knife in my hands. Her blood... Ito..."

    "Montana! Get it together, man, you're not making any sense. Who's dead?"

    "Linney. Ito, they say I killed Linney."

    "What do you mean, 'they say'?"

    "I can't remember. I fell asleep. I woke up... She was dead...her blood... Ito?"

    "I'm on my way. Do you have a lawyer?"

    "I called you." Montana's voice was thick and trembling.

    Montana was losing it and obviously in shock. As a member of Montana's team of Rangers,
Ito owed it to him to find out exactly what had happened to him. The bond that had formed between
them was stronger than most families and family wasn't something you messed with, not in Ito's
world and certainly not in Montana's.

    "All right, listen to me. You say nothing until I get there. Understand? I'll call Damien Knight
and then I'm coming to see you. You hang, Montana, okay? I'm on my way, do you hear?"

    Silence answered him.

    "Montana, you hear?" He used an authoritative tone he hoped would make it through the
shock and reach the disciplined Ranger underneath.

    "Yeah, yes," Montana answered, sounding just a bit more controlled. "I understand.
Ito?"

    "Yeah?"

    "Hurry, okay?"

    "I am on wings, my man. Hang tight."

    Ito hung up and went perfectly still, trying to recall the last time he had heard Montana like
this.

    Never.

    That concerned him more than anything. Montana was not someone you worried about, he
was not someone who asked for help. Montana Thomas was who you went to for help. What
the hell had happened to turn that around?

    When Montana had approached him about the possibility of a private investigation firm, he
hadn't had to think about an answer. Employed in a dead-end job as a security guard for a high-end
jewelry store and bored out of his mind, Ito quit and never looked back. Now, five years later, Big
Sky Investigations was firmly established and actually seeing a profit. Life was good, but life had a
way of throwing curve balls at you when you least expected it.

    With concern weighing heavily on him, he finished dressing and reached for the phone. He
might not know what to do to help Montana, but he knew someone who did.

* * * *

    Damien Knight did not appreciate being pulled out of bed on a weekend, until he put his
irritation on hold long enough to listen to what Ito had to tell him.

    By all rights he and Montana Thomas shouldn't have been friends. They irritated the hell
out of each other on a regular basis. Despite that Damien admired the man. They had met by
accident when separate cases they had been working on intersected. Montana's client happened to
be a key witness in a murder trial in which Damien was the defense attorney. An odd friendship had
formed. Montana made of point of directing his clients Damien's way if they were in need of
criminal defense. Likewise if Damien thought his clients could benefit from Montana's services he
always had one his business cards on hand.

    So when Ito woke him up a mere five hours after he had gone to bed, he forgave the
intrusion when he found out exactly who was in need of his help.

    "What do you mean they're holding him on murder charges?" Damien sat on the edge of the
bed, speaking softly so as not to disturb his wife. When she grabbed the pillow and put it over her
head, he realized the phone had already woken her. He grabbed a pair of jeans and quietly closed
the door behind him. With the phone between his shoulder and ear, he hopped on one foot while
shoving the other through the leg of his jeans and tried to make sense out of what Ito was
saying.

    "I only know what he told me, and he wasn't making much sense."

    "You're right, that doesn't sound like Montana." Damien padded barefoot to the kitchen and
put on a pot of coffee, his one and only addiction.

    "And that's exactly what worries me. He is totally unhinged, Damien. You know how he
feels about Linney. You've seen them together. If she is dead..."

    Damien knew Montana well enough to know that if Linney was dead, his heart would be
damaged beyond all possible hope of repair.

    "He doesn't remember anything?"

    "He says no. Something is wrong here, and I don't mean the obvious. You know Montana
didn't kill that girl."

    Damien filled a travel mug with strong black coffee. "Right now I don't know anything. I
need to make some phone calls. How long will it take you to get to where they're holding him?"

    "Thirty minutes."

    "That should be good. Let me do my thing, and then I'm going to grab a quick shower and a
plane. You go be with him. I'll be there in two, three hours tops."

    "I'm not a lawyer. What if they don't let me in?"

    "Trust me. When I get done with them, you won't have a problem."

    "Damien, I never heard him like this before, you understand what I'm telling you?"

    "Yeah, I understand. Ito, I'll get him out of this, I swear." He hoped to hell he could make
good on his promise.

    Considering his usual clientele, he knew the number for the Lincoln County, Nevada,
correctional facility by heart.

    "Time to work the magic," he said to the still ringing line.

    He was something of a celebrity in Denver. There had been a murder case a few years back,
a man accused of killing his neighbor in a dispute over where said neighbor's dog did his business.
The circumstantial evidence was overwhelming. Events leading up to the murder were convincing.
Witnessed accounts of verbal assaults and one attempt at trying to poison the dog were all admitted
by the defendant. The dog leash used to strangle the victim had the accused's DNA all over it. Open
and shut. Or so it seemed until Damien came into the picture.

    Not only had the police failed to Mirandize the man, but the evidence had been
contaminated at the crime scene, making most of it inadmissible in court. Damien had no doubt the
man had indeed killed his neighbor, but the case never saw the inside of a courtroom. It was
dismissed by a federal court judge who called Damien a disgrace to the profession.

    Damien cashed his client's check for half a million dollars. After all, what price can you put
on freedom? It wasn't false vanity. He was simply that good and saw no reason to be modest about
it.

    But this situation was different. As he sat in first class on his way to Nevada, he wondered
what Montana had gotten himself involved in. He'd never represented a friend before, maybe
because friends were not something he had in surplus, but he knew Montana wouldn't hesitate if
Damien needed his help. There weren't many people he could say that about.

    Last week Montana had brought Linney to Denver. That in itself was unusual. Montana
didn't see most of the women he dated more than once or twice. This one was different. Anyone
looking at him would have known he was officially off the market.

    Damien had wondered if the petite blonde knew how lucky she was. Montana Thomas was
stupid in love with her.

    They'd splurged and gone to a five-star restaurant, Damien and Kathy, Montana and
Lindsay. Linney. She liked to be called Linney. They had held hands across the table and Montana's
eyes had never left Linney's.

    "Do you think she's the one?" Kathy had asked him during the drive home.

    Yeah, he did.

    He closed his eyes, hoping to catch some much-needed sleep before the plane landed. He
needed to be sharp; he needed everything he had for Montana. From his phone conversation with
the DA, things did not look good. At first Montana had all but confessed to the murder. After the
initial shock had worn off and he'd spoken to Ito, he refused to utter another word. The DA
wouldn't go into details over the phone.

    Damien needed to talk to Montana.





Chapter 3

    If there had been anyone on the street to take notice, the limo that pulled up in front of the
police station would have caused quite a stir. Not too many limos showing up in Caliente.

    Damien checked his hair and tie, grabbed his alligator leather briefcase, and got out. He
walked to the driver's window and waited for him to power it down. "I expect you to pick me up
when I call." He held out a bill.

    The driver glanced at the hundred-dollar tip before sliding it in his jacket pocket. He
touched the polished visor of his hat, nodded, and pulled out of the circular drive.

    Before Damien could open the glass door, he saw Ito get out of a white Humvee parked
across the street. Even from a distance, Ito's half Japanese, half African-American heritage was
evident. Damien had always thought he was one of the most unique looking individuals he had ever
met.

    "They wouldn't let me see him," Ito said. At six-foot-five and an easy two-fifty, Ito could
usually intimidate anyone just by his presence. Apparently the Caliente Police Department had
missed that memo.

    Ito had a good six inches on Damien, and he was pissed. That should have been enough to
have Damien take a step back, but he hated to be predictable. "You told them you were with
me?"

    "Didn't seem to impress them."

    That concerned Damien. It meant Montana was still under interrogation. They should be
keeping him secluded, but not questioning him without representation. It also meant they thought
they had a solid case against him.

    He pulled open the door and strode to the glass window just inside. A bored sergeant
looked up and gave him an irritated scowl.

    "Damien Knight, representing Montana Thomas." Damien flashed his ID.

    The sergeant spent all of half a second glancing at Damien and Ito before picking up the
phone to ask for confirmation.

    "Why wasn't my associate allowed in to see our client?"

    "Because your associate isn't legal representation. He's the accused's business partner," the
sergeant said and looked smug. "Only legal representatives are allowed in on homicides. You know
that."

    He did, but it didn't mean he had to like it. "True." Damien wanted Ito with him. If Montana
was as unhinged as he thought, Ito might be the only one who could get Montana to keep it
together. "But as of this morning, Mr. St. James works for me. He is my legal assistant, and legal
assistants are allowed in with legal representatives."

    The cop knew it was bullshit, the look on his face said as much, but he let them in. After
twenty minutes of signing in and searches through personal belongings, Damien and Ito finally
stood outside the holding room where they were keeping Montana. Twelve hours had passed since
the police found him sitting over Linney's bloody corpse.

    Montana sat behind a simple wooden table, his hands cuffed behind his back, his ankles
shackled together. He was still covered in the girl's blood, now dried to a dull brown, his clothes
they had obviously allowed him to put on at the scene, smeared with it.

    Damien looked him over with shock and concern. He also saw what he was looking for:
leverage. Some of the blood on Montana's face was his own. One eye was bruised and half-swollen
shut, his lip was split, and fresh blood still ran down his chin to catch in the collar of the once white
t-shirt he wore.

    The detective in the room noticed where Damien's attention had been drawn. "He resisted
arrest."

    "Yeah, I just bet he did," Ito said.

    Montana looked exhausted. He hadn't moved or even acknowledged Damien's or Ito's
presence until Ito spoke. A flicker of life came to Montana's eyes then, and he seemed to notice them
for the first time. "Ito? Damien?" He sounded like he didn't trust his own eyes.

    "Yeah, man, it's me." Ito sat across from Montana.

    "Why hasn't my client been cleaned up? This is outrageous. He's in need of medical
treatment." Damien took the camera he was entitled to bring and began snapping pictures.

    "Your client brutally murdered a young woman a little over twelve hours ago." The lead
detective slapped exquisitely clear photographs down in front of Montana.

    He closed his eyes and turned his head away. It was obvious he had been made to look at
them before.

    "Fifty-six separate stab wounds. What the hell did she do to piss you off? Yell out another
guy's name at an inappropriate moment?"

    "Excuse me, detective." Damien turned Montana's face for a better view of his injuries.
Montana jerked away from his touch. "Did my client confess to this crime?"

    "He might as well have. He was found next to her mutilated body with the murder weapon
in his hand and covered in her blood." The detective put his face close to Montana's. "They had to
take her away in pieces, counselor. So don't talk to me about his rights."

    "I want him cleaned up, his injuries treated, and the cuffs off."

    The detective laughed. "Would you like the wine list as well?"

    "In case you haven't noticed, I am not in a humorous mood. You afford my client his basic
human rights, or I will have your department brought up on brutality charges so fast you won't
have time to collect your severance pay."

    The detective took keys off his belt and unlocked the cuffs at Montana's wrists.

    "I'll see what I can do about those human rights, counselor," he said, and his barely
contained rage was plain to see. "You have thirty minutes with your client. Keep in mind there is an
armed police officer right outside this door. The slightest hint of trouble out of that piece of shit and
you can take his rights and shove them."

    Damien waited for the door to close before saying to Montana. "You doing okay?"

    Montana brought his hands in front of him and rubbed his wrists. They were red, raw,
bruised and swollen from cuffs cinched too tight. "Linney's dead," he said, as if he'd just heard the
news. His face betrayed nothing of what might be going on behind those black eyes.

    "Montana, what happened?" Ito said.

    "Ito, did you know Linney's dead?" He seemed to realize Ito was in the room for the first
time.

    "Yeah, man, I know." Ito gently touched Montana's hand.

    "You need to talk to me, Montana." Damien wanted to go slow and give Montana the time
he needed, but he didn't have that luxury. He could see his friend was in shock, but that was going
to have to wait. "Take me back to yesterday. You were with Lindsay?"

    Montana wiped the blood from his chin. "Yeah, she wanted to go to La Playa's." He
managed to smile at the memory. "Mexican food is her favorite--was--was her favorite." The
smile died before it had a chance to ever really live. "We went out to dinner, took a walk in the
desert, watched the sunset."

    Montana's eyes moved back and forth. His face creased in concentration as if he was trying
to make sense of something incomprehensible. "We went back to her place afterward."

    "Did you have a fight? Anything happen at dinner, or after in the desert?"

    Montana shook his head. "No, we had a good time. We never fought. I can't remember ever
having a disagreement with her." He put his head in his hands. When he looked back up,
grief shadowed his eyes.

    For the first time Damien felt that Montana was truly with him in the room.

    "We had dinner, we went for a walk. I took her back to her apartment, and we made love. I
fell asleep with her in my arms. When I woke up she was dead and I was holding the knife. I swear
to whatever you hold holy, that's all I remember." He put his head back down in his hands as if the
mental pictures were too much for him to handle.

    Damien wanted to tell him it would be all right, but knew if he did, Montana would lose
what little control he had. He kept his tone neutral and professional. "Did they take any blood from
you after they processed you?"

    "Yeah, urine too."

    "Good. I need a list of everything you had to eat or drink in the last twenty-four hours."
Damien pushed a legal pad in front of Montana. "Are they going to find any drugs, Montana?"

    He gave Damien a look as if to say he should know better.

    "I'm sorry, man, but I wouldn't be doing my job if I didn't ask."

    "Alcohol only," Montana said. "We had a bottle of wine with dinner. I was well under the
legal limit when I left the restaurant, let alone by the time we made it back to her place.

    "All I know is I didn't kill her. Damien, I didn't kill her. I loved her. I never got the chance to
tell her that, but I did. I loved her. Why would I kill her?"

    He looked at Damien and then at Ito, as if he expected them to give him the answer. "Tell
me you believe me."

    "I wouldn't be here if I thought you did," Damien said.

    At the same time, Ito said, "You know you don't need to ask."

    "Maybe, but I needed to hear it anyway."

    "You didn't kill Linney, Montana," Ito said. "But trust me, as sure as the sun rises in the
morning, I am going to find out who did."

    Montana looked relieved at the words and gave them both a nod.

    "Dakota," he said, and his face creased in concern once more. "I need you to get to Dakota,
Ito. I don't want him finding out about this from the news."

    "Done," Ito said.

    The door to the interrogation room opened, and Damien turned an irritated eye toward the
intrusion. It was nowhere near thirty minutes. Irritation turned to relief as he recognized the huge
man lumbering through the doorway.

    "God damn! You tell me who hit you, boy, and I swear his badge is history." Cal Tremont,
Caliente's local law, planted his hands on the table and peered at Montana's face. "I was out of town
and just heard. What the hell are they talking about? Murder? I know you, Montana Thomas. You
kill on occasion, but murder?"

    "Thanks for the vote of confidence." Montana gave Cal a little smile.

    "He didn't murder anyone, Cal," Damien said.

    "Well, hell, you don't need to tell me that, but I saw the reports." Cal leaned close to
Montana. "You landed in a pile of it this time, boy. I'll do what I can, but my hands are pretty well
tied."

    Montana closed his eyes and nodded. He looked beaten.

    Damien didn't like that. Montana was a fighter, one of the strongest people he knew. To see
him like this, exhausted and defeated, did not sit well. He needed Montana cooperating with him. If
he gave up on himself, Damien would have no chance to fight for him.

    Cal took a seat next to Montana and began asking questions that he had no doubt answered
a dozen times over in the last twelve hours.

    "Do you know where to find Dakota?" Damien asked Ito in a low voice.

    "That I do. What are you thinking?"

    Damien sighed and ran a hand through his hair. "I'm thinking I need facts, Ito. Right now all
I have is a very dead girl and Montana holding the murder weapon. What I don't have is motive. His
memory loss is not going to help. It's been used before."

    "He ain't using it, pal." Ito bristled. "If he says he can't remember, he can't remember."

    "Down, boy. I'm on your side, remember? I'm just saying we need more."

    "Then I will find you more," Ito said with dead certainty.

    Damien had no doubt that if anyone could prove Montana's innocence in the face of
overwhelming evidence, it would be the man sitting beside him. "Right now I'll settle for you finding
Dakota. Montana needs him. Keep in touch."

    Ito nodded and stood, interrupting Cal. Walking around the table and ignoring the fact that
Montana still wore the blood of a dead girl, he pulled Montana to him in a fierce embrace.

    "I need to go see Doctor Dakota, you hang tight, hear?" Ito put his hands on Montana's
shoulders and bent down slightly to look him in the eye. "We will get you out of this,
understand?"

    Montana shook his head. "Doesn't matter. She'll still be dead. Nothing will change that.
Linney's dead. That's the one thing I can't seem to get around."

    He squeezed his eyes shut. "I can still see her, see the look on her face right before she fell
asleep in my arms." He opened his eyes again. "Why don't I remember? I should have been there for
her, I should have protected her."

    Confusion made it through the exhaustion and gave his face a macabre appearance. "I slept
while someone did that to her." He motioned to the pictures still lying on the table. "You get
Dakota, you find out who did this, and then you do me one last favor. You kill the bastard. But don't
ask me to care about what happens after that."

    Ito shook his head. "I care what happens, Dakota cares, hell, even Cal cares, though I doubt
he would admit that. Now you do me one favor. Do not give up on yourself. I know all you
see is the dark right now, my friend, but I swear to you that the dawn is coming. All you have to do
is hang on until the light finds a way to break through. Can you do that? Can you do that for all of
us?"

    Montana seemed to consider the request. After a long moment he turned to Damien. "I
wasn't sure when they hauled me in, but I am now. I did not kill Linney. I don't particularly care if
you can prove me innocent, but I do care that you find out who did this to her and why. I will help
you any way I can to find that out. It's the best I can promise."

    "I can work with that." Damien said to Cal, "Can you keep him out of the general
population? He helped put a lot of those guys where they are. I'm thinking they will not be
grateful."

    Cal shook his head. "I said I would do what I can. But this is out of my hands. He'll stay here
until he's arraigned. Hopefully he'll swing bail."

    "He'll make bail," Damien said. "He's not a flight risk."

    "Going to be expensive," Cal said.

    "He'll make bail," Damien said again.

    The door opened. This time their thirty minutes was up. Two armed guards came in and
cuffed Montana, ran a chain through the cuffs, pulled it around his waist, and locked it all
together.

    "Time to get cleaned up," one of the guards said. He glanced at Damien. "Wouldn't want to
infringe on any rights, now would we?"

    The second guard pushed Montana in the back with his nightstick to get him moving. With
his ankles still shackled, he would have tripped and fallen if Cal hadn't been there to catch him.

    Once he was sure Montana was on his feet, Cal grabbed the stick and whipped it across the
back of the guard's knees. He stepped away as the guard went down hard, and then lay on the
ground moaning in pain.

    "Son-of-a-bitch!" he yelled. "What the fuck was that for?"

    "That was a warning." Cal pulled the guard to his feet and smoothed his uniform. "I know
you'll be more careful about how you treat this prisoner in the future, won't you, Officer Griffin?
Because if I hear even a rumor that he has been mistreated, whether it is true or not, you will not be
a happy man. Trust me on that."

    Griffin looked confused and more than a little pissed off. "You can't threaten me."

    "I think I just did." Cal said. "Now, you will take this man to get cleaned up, and I will be
listening to the rumors."

    Both officers helped Montana shuffle out the door. He never looked back.

    When the door closed, Damien looked at Cal. "Is he safe?"

    Cal shrugged. "I don't know, but Montana is more than capable of taking care of
himself."

    "Maybe," Damien agreed. "But the man who just left here does not in the least resemble the
Montana Thomas I know."

    He picked up his briefcase and notes. For the first time in his career, Damien wondered
exactly where the hell he was going to pull a miracle out of to save his friend not only from a
murder charge, but from himself.





Chapter 4

    Doctor Dakota Thomas watched the clear amber-colored liquid slowly drip into his veins.
He wasn't sick, he wasn't hurt. He was simply doing his job.

    "How you doing, Dakota?" The female voice came through the intercom into the sealed
    bio-chamber where he lay, surrounded by medical staff in biohazard suits.

    "So far so good, Maggs."

    "Okay, just checking. Your temp is starting to spike, and your heart rate bumped up ten
BPM in the last few seconds."

    Dakota looked at the monitors displaying his vital signs. "Yeah, and it's probably going to
get worse before it gets better. We expected that, didn't we?"

    Maggie, who was watching through the hermetically sealed window, smiled. "Yeah, but this
makes me nervous. It's not like anyone has ever done this before, you know."

    That wasn't exactly true. He had done this before, but not under the same conditions.
Despite having been infected with a version of the avian influenza virus about two years ago, he had
survived, thanks to an infusion of a very special serum.

    That infusion had left him with a unique immune system. One that seemed to fight off
anything they threw at him.

    As far as anyone knew, only one other person in the world had the same invincible immune
system. Michael Ricco inadvertently saved his life, and now Ricco and he were repaying the debt
they felt they owed society.

    Well, not exactly owed, not in Dakota's case anyway. More like compelled by guilt to
comply with the Department of Medical Research's less than subtle requests.

    He'd quit his job as an ER physician in his little hometown of Caliente, Nevada, had given up
every personal freedom imaginable, and had moved across the country to become nothing more
than a glorified guinea pig for Medical Research and Development.

    It wasn't all that bad. In between raging fevers and puking his guts out, he got the warm
fuzzy feeling of knowing he was helping humanity.

    "Relax, Maggie." He blew her a kiss through the window. However, the truth of the matter
was that forty minutes into the infusion he wasn't feeling that great. He'd expected it, but he always
hoped the next time would be different. It never was.

    This time he'd been infected with a variant strain of the avian flu he'd already been
exposed to, hoping he would have natural immunity against it.

    Nothing ever worked out like they thought it would.

    "Dak, your temp just jumped to a hundred and three. I'm shutting it down."

    Dakota coughed, but shook his head. "Maggs, stop panicking. Shutting it down now won't
make a bit of difference, you know that. Just give it time."

    "I don't like it."

    "You never do." Dakota closed his eyes when his vision blurred. He wished this reaction
wasn't familiar, but unfortunately he knew what came next. In the beginning it had taken a day or
two for the symptoms to kick in, but the more often they exposed him to different pathogens, the
quicker his immune system jumped into high gear. Now it took only minutes for the symptoms to
appear. When they did, they took him down hard.

    The only thing that kept him doing this was the fact that the research team had nearly
perfected a vaccine for the avian virus. But seeing how viruses had a nasty habit of mutating, he
figured he had great job security. Right now, though, his job pretty much sucked.

    Without warning his stomach clenched. Rolling to his side, Dakota puked on one of the
medics, and then promptly passed out.

* * * *

    Dakota opened his eyes, recognized the pale yellow walls of the hospital containment unit,
and slowly took stock.

    Dodged another bullet.

    He smiled at the thought and stretched. He was still hooked up to an IV and the monitor,
but the numbers he saw told him he was stable.

    "Hey."

    He turned toward the voice. Michael Ricco was sitting in an uncomfortable-looking chair
next to his bed. "Hey yourself. What'd you do, pull the short straw for babysitting duty?"

    Ricco seemed very young as he grinned. Dakota knew better. Michael Ricco was a human
anomaly. Somehow, through a series of inhuman experiments, the genes that controlled aging had
been turned off, or radically slowed down. Although nearly one hundred and eighteen years old, he
barely looked twenty.

    "Volunteered," Ricco said. "Maggie was worried about you. You started seizing after you
passed out, and they had a little trouble getting you stable."

    Dakota waved off his concern. "Your wife worries too much."

    "That she does."

    Ricco had spent most his life being a guinea pig. All that was required of him here was to
give a little of his blood every now and then for development into a serum, the same serum that had
saved Dakota's life two years ago. "I just made her go get some sleep, but that's not the only reason
I'm here."

    Dakota hitched himself up on his elbows and pushed the pillows behind his head. "What's
the other reason?" He wasn't sure he wanted to hear it. If they'd sent Ricco to bargain for them, it
was guaranteed not to be something he liked.

    "How you feeling?"

    "Stop stalling, Ricco. What's up?"

    "You have a visitor."

    That got Dakota's attention. Visitors were not only discouraged, they were simply not
allowed. Security was something the facility did not take lightly.

    "Ito is here."

    It took Dakota all of two seconds to realize the implications of Ito St. James not only flying
cross-country, but convincing the army to let him in. None of them were good.

    "It's Montana, isn't it? What's happened?"

    "Yeah, it's Montana," Ricco confirmed.

    Dakota licked his lips. "Is he dead?" He didn't want to hear the answer.

    "No, not dead. In jail."

    Relief flooded through Dakota. "Jesus, Ricco! Don't do that to me. Montana's been in jail
before. What's all the drama for? Why is Ito here?"

    "Dakota, he's been arrested for murder. Apparently, there was a girl..."

    A girl? There was always a girl where Montana was concerned. Then he remembered.
Montana had called and told him about the woman he was seeing. Montana's tone had told him that
this one was different.

    "Linney?" he said, unwilling to believe. "Linney's dead?"

    "Yeah, I think that was her name. Montana's been charged with her murder. It doesn't look
good. The evidence is pretty damning."

    "I'm out of here." Dakota whipped the covers off and stood. He pulled the monitor leads off
his chest, causing alarms to sound. He shut the monitor off and pulled the IV catheter from his
vein.

    "Kind of thought you'd feel that way." Ricco reached under his chair, pulled out a satchel
and placed it on the bed. "I took the liberty of packing for you. It wasn't easy, but arrangements
have been made."

    Dakota knew what it must have taken to have him released in the middle of research. "I
owe you, Michael. Thanks."

    Ricco shook his head. "No, you don't. Just go and get Montana out of the mess he fell into.
That's all the thanks I need. Tell him we're there for him, will you do that?"

    "You know it."

    "Get dressed. You need to be cleared by medical first, but then you're as free as you get,
considering the department owns your ass." He started for the door. "Ito is waiting with a plane to
take you back to Nevada."

    Dakota couldn't help but smile. Despite the reason that precipitated it, he was going back.
After everything, he still considered Nevada home. Ito was waiting for him and he was going
home.

* * * *

    Medical didn't want to clear him. He was still running a low-grade fever and his lungs
sounded congested. Dakota didn't care. By the time he landed in Nevada he would be fine.

    "Clear me and let me go, or you can forget about any further cooperation from me," he said,
while pulling his shirt back on.

    Maggie pushed off the counter she was leaning against. "I can't allow you to be
jeopardized."

    "No, you can't allow this program to be jeopardized. And without me and Ricco, there is no
program. So either plan on pumping dear hubby full of the shit you've been filling me with, or you
can kiss your nice cushy job bye-bye."

    "You know I won't do that," she said. "Don't you think he's been through enough?"

    "I'm leaving, Maggie, clearance or no. You can't stop me." Dakota walked to the door and
pulled on the handle, only to find it locked. He turned back to Maggie, confused and angry.

    "Actually, we can," she said.

    "You promised me when we started this whole thing, I could leave any time."

    "As long as it was safe for you to do so. Right now it's not." Maggie ran a hand through her
thick, dark hair and let out a frustrated breath. "Dakota, you're a physician, for God's sake. Just stop
and think for one minute. Less than six hours ago, you were infected with an extremely contagious
agent. Can you, in good conscience, expose yourself to the general public knowing you could be a
threat?"

    Dakota looked at Maggie, free of any mask or protective clothing. "Doesn't seem to bother
you any to be exposed to me."

    "I'm not the one getting on a plane with a hundred other people. Look, I'm not saying you
can't leave, I'm only asking you to give us some time. A couple days just to make sure your immune
system has a handle on this virus."

    "You know as well as I do that by the time that plane lands in Nevada, I'll be fine," Dakota
argued.

    "No, I don't know that and neither do you. Whatever Michael's serum did to you, it's not
predictable. Sometimes you bounce right back, other times, it takes weeks for the symptoms to even
show themselves. And let's not forget the time your own system attacked itself. You almost died,
Dakota, and would have if not for Michael and his serum. We have nothing but unknowns here. I
cannot in good faith let that loose on the general population. Can you?"

    "You're asking me to abandon my brother."

    "All I'm asking for is some time. I talked to Ito. Montana's not going anywhere. They haven't
even arraigned him yet. One day is not going to matter in the grand scheme of things."

    "It might." Dakota walked away from the door and sat back on the exam table. She was
right. God, he hated it, but she was right. "Don't take this the wrong way, but fuck you, Maggie." He
wiped a thin sheen of sweat off his face with the back of one hand and looked up, defeated.

    Maggie smiled. "I will expect a full apology for that when you get clearance."

    "One day?"

    "Don't pin me down on this. Most likely one day, but it depends on you." Turning back to
the medics who had examined him, Maggie said, "Take him back to medical. I want him monitored
and labs drawn every two hours. Let me know any changes, understood?" When they nodded, she
hit a button on the console, unlocking the door.

    He stopped with one hand on the door frame. "I want to see Ito. Can you do that for me at
least?"

    She considered him for a moment. "Yeah, I can do that."

    "Thanks, Maggie."

    "And I'll see what information I can find out for you concerning Montana."

    "I'd appreciate that."

    "He saved my husband's life. He gave him a chance to be a human being again instead of
somebody's lab rat. I owe him more than you know. If this facility can help, I'll do everything in my
power to make it so."

    "Spoken like a true bureaucrat," Dakota said, but he smiled just the same. As he left with
the medics, he tried to convince himself that Maggie would hold up her end of the deal when the
time came.





Chapter 5

    Montana tried to ignore the two armed guards holding loaded weapons on him as he
showered. Anything remotely resembling privacy was one privilege he would not have for a long
time to come. The guards watched as he washed Linney's blood off his body.

    His movements slow and methodical, he took the soap they gave him and scrubbed until it
hurt. He scrubbed until the water ran clear and the last of Linney he would ever touch swirled down
the drain.

    He shut the water off, caught the threadbare towel they threw at him and dried off as best
he could. After wrapping the soaked cloth around his waist, he waited to be told what came
next.

    "This way, lover boy," guard number one said, and pushed the rifle barrel into Montana's
back.

    Out of reflex, Montana caught the barrel and pushed it away.

    Guard number two brought his baton down hard on the back of Montana's neck. Montana
collapsed, with guard number one's foot on his head and the barrel of a rifle in his ear.

    "Give me a reason," the guard said.

    Montana didn't.

    They hauled him to his feet and pushed him forward.

    He stumbled, but they kept him moving forward. Somewhere along the way, they gave him
a bright orange jumpsuit and soft slipper-like shoes with no laces. He offered no resistance, just
kept moving in the direction they steered him. With one final shove, they let go.

    Montana heard the clang of steel on steel as the cell door closed behind him.

    With the clothes clutched to his chest, he sat down on the narrow cot, and focused. His new
home measured approximately twelve feet by eight feet, and held the cot, a sink and a toilet. Now
that he was alone, he knew what he had to do, and was a little surprised at how easy it was.
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