

[image: Image]




[image: Image]





#1 New York Times bestselling author


SHERRILYN KENYON

BAD ATTITUDE


BORN TO BE BAD

The critics love


SHERRILYN KENYON

“Brisk, ironic, and relentlessly imaginative.”

—Boston Globe

“One of the defining authors of the new wave of paranormal….”

—Booklist

“…A delicious balance of suspense and sensuality.”

—Publishers Weekly

SEIZE THE NIGHT

“A lively read containing her signature blend of brisk action, sensual thrills, and light humor.”

—Publishers Weekly

KISS OF THE NIGHT

“…an entertaining thrill ride.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Kenyon once again delivers a winner.”

—Old Book Barn Gazette






ALSO BY SHERRILYN KENYON


BAD Attitude

Born to be BAD

Available from Pocket Books





[image: Image]








[image: Image]
Pocket Books
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2008 by Sherrilyn Kenyon and Dianna Love Snell

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Kenyon, Sherrilyn


     Phantom in the night/by Sherrilyn Kenyon with Dianna Love Snell.


           p. cm.


1. Terrorism—Prevention—Fiction. I. Snell, Dianna Love. II. Title.


PS3563.A311145P53     2008


813'.54—dc22                 2008000539

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-3892-9


ISBN-10: 1-4165-3892-5
ISBN 978-1-45165-204-8 (ebook)

Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonandShuster.com





We’re dedicating this to our wonderful husbands—


Ken (Sherrilyn’s) and Karl (Dianna’s)—


who are real heroes, plus they kept us fed.




Contents


Acknowledgments


Prologue


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Epilogue





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



From Sherrilyn Kenyon

Thank you to Dianna for being such a good sport and always making me smile. I never thought I could cowrite anything, but given that we often share a common brain (LOL) you made it not only easy but a joy. Thank you so much for all the support.

Thank you to Kim, Jacs, Brenda, and Retta for reading all my manuscripts and making great comments. And let’s not forget Jack, Carl, Eddie, Aimee, Judy, Soteria, and all the others who make my message bbs a living community where all are welcomed. Thank you, fans, for coming back day after day. You guys rock!

To my husband, for being my shelter in the storm. You are my rock and I’m grateful every day that I said yes when you asked me out to see a movie I couldn’t stand. For my kids, who are always my comfort and my greatest source of pride. May God bless and keep you all.

From Dianna Love

I’d like to thank Sherrilyn Kenyon for the opportunity to collaborate and for being a wonderful writing partner who made the experience one I look forward to repeating. I have an even deeper respect for her writing skill after brainstorming and creating this book. On top of all that, you’re a great friend.

I also want to thank my husband, Karl, who makes it easy for me to follow my dreams, always there to cheer me on. I have never loved another and am so glad you are in my life. As if that isn’t enough, Karl gave us a great comeback for Terri’s character. When you find it, you’ll chuckle then probably use that same line by the end of the day. Much love and thanks to both of our families and friends, whose support means the world to me.

From both of us

We appreciate Lauren McKenna’s support and faith in our ability to cowrite this book. In addition to being a terrific editor, she is a wonderful cheerleader, always ready with a positive word.

Thanks also to Merrilee Heifetz for all the hard work on our behalf.

A big thanks goes to author Mary Buckham, who bounced ideas around and was one of our early readers, plus she enlisted her husband Jim’s help when we needed additional Italian history research. Cassondra Murray, a talented writer as well, read and gave us feedback sorely needed from an objective eye. Cassondra’s husband, Steve Doyle, provided us with expert advice on Special Force operations and weapons, plus he read the entire story and loved it—confirming our hopes that both male and female readers will enjoy this adventure.

To the RBL Women—thanks for all the support, laughs, and martinis. You are too much fun!

We love our readers and were thrilled to have Hope Williams give us an objective early read. Her feedback was invaluable. You—the readers—are the reason we work so hard to create a book. A huge thanks to all of you who have sent us notes of encouragement, excited to see this first collaboration effort, and who read our books, allowing us to do what we love—write stories. You’re the best!








PROLOGUE



A dangerous damn place to run out of dirt.

The grim stench of death in this hand-hewn tunnel strangled every breath Sergeant Nathan Drake sucked in. He hated caves.

Only one way in…or out.

He lifted a hand, signaling his teammate, Captain Vic Stoner, who followed fifteen feet behind to hold up. As SOP, Nathan took point leading the way and Stoner covered his back.

This cave had shown more promise than anywhere else they’d searched during the past eleven weeks combing the Chapare jungle in Bolivia. Crates of weapons, both opened and unopened, were stockpiled against handheld missile launchers—enough grenades to turn a small city into shambles. The makings for a terrorist playroom, but not enough to qualify as the Level 5 threat—or biological weapon—Nathan’s team had been sent to recon. This cache probably belonged to a bunch of rebels unhappy with South American politics, or a drug runner.

In that case, he was ready to get the hell out of here and return to base. But one thing bothered him.

What miserable son of a bitch had brought female victims here to torture and kill?

Eight skeletons, so far, lay in obscene positions surrounded by dried pools of blood throughout each of the dark, dismal tunnels they’d searched.

Dead ends all.

And they’d found nothing to connect these gruesome killings to the deaths in a tiny village sixty-five kilometers east of here. Man, woman, and child, the entire village had been wiped out without a weapon mark on the bodies. Medical examiners flown in from allied nations concluded the deaths had not been a result of biological warfare, but a deadly virus with no known origin. One that vanished without a residual trace—which sounded like the exact definition of biological warfare.

The unexplained incident had caused unease within national securities of several countries.

And forced this covert op.

Even now he could see the victims they’d found three weeks ago in the village. Gray skin cracked and bleeding on bodies twisted in the throes of agony. Anguished eyes of children staring in hopeless confusion, their skin clawed by tiny fingers.

A constant reminder of why he swore to defend and protect.

And why he was stuck in the back of this freakin’ cave.

Nathan swung around to scope their only exit route, everything painted in a greenish cast from his PVS-14 fold-down night-vision monocular.

Stoner held an army-issue M-4 with a Knight Armament suppressor at ready. The short machine gun looked like a toy against the ammo vest wrapping his thickly muscled chest. According to Stoner, three years on oil rigs prior to enlisting had supersized his until-then scrawny body. Right now he was all but invisible, coffee-brown skin contrasting with his pearl-white lady-killer grin when he used it. Nathan and Stoner were so comparable in size, a stranger couldn’t tell them apart when they were in covert clothing.

Even when it came to body language.

Stoner’s casual stance outright lied. There was nothing relaxed about that man when on a mission.

Nathan lifted his chin in a “ready?” motion.

Stoner cocked his head toward the exit. His “all clear, let’s go” signal.

Nathan strode silently past him, watching for any change in the narrow passage he could span with outstretched arms. The dark amplified his senses. As point man, protecting members of his team came above all else. More than a job, he’d found his place in the military, somewhere he could make a difference and still help his mother and brother back home by sending money. He didn’t need much to live. Whatever he carried on his back during a mission. His family, both back home and the team he fought beside, was all he valued.

Greed is your enemy, son. Focus your efforts on what really matters, the people you love. His father had passed down that legacy before he’d died when Nathan was eight. Like his father, he believed in it completely.

His foot bumped something that made a click sound.

Shit. Nathan froze, holding his breath. They’d checked for trip wires. Shouldn’t have missed this one. Blood roared through his ears. Each excruciating second passed slowly as he waited to be blown to pieces. He’d stand firm. Take the brunt of the explosion if it saved Stoner.

Sweat ran from under his camo hat, down his back…

Nothing happened. If he’d triggered a booby trap, he’d be dead right now. Nathan swallowed, took a breath coated with the stink of rotting flesh, then scanned the floor. He hadn’t hit a trip wire, just the decaying bones of a narrow foot connected to a leg on his right.

There in the darkness, dried patches of skin clung to a small skeleton slumped in a crumbling pile. So much like the other bodies they’d found in the cave. Serial killer? Small adults, delicate bone structure, partially clothed…if at all. Shredded dresses tossed around, some used as rags.

Young women. All with long black hair, like his mother had once worn hers. His line of thought disintegrated when a green laser beam danced on the skeleton’s fractured leg.

He glanced up. Stoner met his gaze with the one eye not blocked by the monocular, then lifted two fingers as he pointed at his eyes, indicating they were only here to observe.

Nathan hadn’t forgotten his directive. His four-man team had been given specific orders. This was a recon and intelligence gathering mission, nothing more. The goal? Determine any validity to the reports on terrorist movements in this area.

Under no circumstances were they to engage in a conflict.

Translation: Don’t kill anyone. Don’t leave any DNA. Complete the assignment without being detected. Get your ass home intact. Ten-four.

He nodded at Stoner and carefully moved toward the weapon cache room between them and the exit point of the cave. When they reached the open space, Stoner stepped forward and let his weapon hang from the dummy cord attached to his vest in order to free his hands. He fished out a camera disguised as a writing pen, complete with a functioning ink cartridge, and began snapping photos of everything.

Now guarding Stoner’s back, Nathan studied the hollow space and listened for anyone approaching. Pulaski and Duran were outside watching the entrance, but they’d remain hidden, engaging only if AHBL—all hell breaks loose.

Nathan took in every inch of the room, which was roughly thirty feet in diameter and at least six feet, three inches tall since he could stand upright without hitting his head. One large crate was set off to the side. Ropes attached at two corners had been tossed carelessly across the dirt floor.

A hint of warning tightened the skin along Nathan’s neck. With all these weapons stored, where was the patrol? No one would leave this arsenal without a guard.

Not unless they were extremely cocky or terminally stupid.

His gaze strayed to the left, where the least decayed body rested indecently against the wall, a recent kill. Her legs were sprawled wide open, one arm bent at an unnatural angle and enough skin remaining to see how grotesquely she’d been tortured.

Nathan’s heart jacked up a notch in anger. The sight sickened him. He gripped his weapon tighter. Were all these bodies nothing more than unlucky women in the wrong place at the wrong time? Prostitutes? Didn’t matter. They were someone’s sister, wife…mother. No woman deserved to be raped, tortured, and murdered. Whoever did this needed to be stomped hard.

“Three tangos approaching cave,” came through the earpiece of Nathan’s commo headset.

A high-pitched female cry reached his ears before the crunch of boots on gravel echoed against the mouth of the cave.

Stoner wore an identical headset. He was next to Nathan in a flash, camera tucked away and weapon ready. Not a damn thing casual about his stance now.

Nathan signaled Stoner—You shift to the left side of the tunnel leading toward the dead end, I’ll take the right. They melted into the dark cavity, disappearing from easy view. Every nerve in his body tingled at high-threat alert.

The bastards trudged toward them, stealth obviously an unfamiliar concept. Terse male voices argued in broken Spanish.

Nathan caught enough to know they argued over whose turn it was to be first this time and how they didn’t want her to die before they both had a shot. Heart-wrenching feminine sobs were interspersed with pleas for mercy, bathing the room in raw terror as two men entered the weapon storage area.

Nathan tightened his grip. He fought the urge to pound these assholes into next week.

Observe only. Don’t engage. His finger feathered across the trigger.

Mangy and dark-skinned, two men emerged from the opening wearing swamp boots and ammo vests. The first wouldn’t reach Nathan’s shoulder. He sputtered curses between drags on his cigarette and shined the flashlight ahead of his sidekick. The taller one of the two carried a Galil fully automatic rifle pointed at the screaming woman—tango number three—he dragged along by a wad of long black hair. Had to be the leader of this deviant pair, but this one packed enough muscle to make taking him down an event worth charging admittance for.

Small rocks scattered from the woman’s kicking feet. She couldn’t be twenty yet. Pretty, except for the ugly bruises on her face and arms. Her nose and lip bled. She fought with everything her tiny body could offer up against a gorilla.

Nathan folded his monocular up against his forehead and looked over at Stoner, who had lifted his as well and moved one finger from his weapon in a sign that they were on the same page. Unquestioning trust was something Nathan had only shared with his brother until meeting Stoner.

The woman screamed with enough force to make the dead tremble in fear and yank Nathan’s attention back to her. His gut tightened into a knot.

Weapon dropped aside, the head goon had the girl down on the ground, her arms tied above her head to the ropes attached to the crate. Shorty had tossed his cigarette aside and was busy trying to hold her jerking legs.

This had to be done quietly. Nathan released his weapon to hang from the carabiner on his vest, but close enough to use.

“Hurry up. I will not wait forever!” Shorty yelled at the leader in corrupted Spanish. He pinned one of her legs with a boot and reached inside his pants, starting this ménage à torture without waiting on his sidekick.

The leader dropped onto his knees between the scratched and bleeding limbs of the struggling woman. He shoved her legs so wide she jerked and screamed in pain. Screeching prayers slashed the silence, pleading for divine help. Her attacker pushed his pants down as far as they would go and grabbed his cock, shaking it at her.

“You will know a real man,” he bragged, then released himself to lift a wicked knife from its leather sheath on his belt. “But first you will beg for me.”

Nathan moved, silent as a deadly shadow.

The woman wailed so loudly the two men wouldn’t have heard an army approach. Hidden from view at their backs, he covered Shorty’s mouth and snapped his neck in one move, then lowered the limp body. His need for retribution riding him hard, he reached one hand around the leader’s mouth, yanking his head back.

“Whaa—” The tango’s knife hand came up out of reflex.

Nathan grabbed his wrist. The horror of what was about to befall this rapist slithered across his piggish face a second before Nathan shoved the blade deep into the man’s lung. Warm liquid squirted over his hand and the air filled with the sharp metallic odor of fresh blood. Hysterical screams of the half-naked woman mixed with the image of decaying carcasses, strewn through the cave like yesterday’s garbage, stoked his rage. This bastard didn’t deserve to die easy. Nathan twisted the knife, feeling metal grind against ribs.

What was one more grisly image added to his endless stock of nightmares?

A gargled noise spewed from the guy’s lungs before he jerked, then stopped struggling, his body fluids expelling with his last breath. Nathan discarded the body, yanked out the knife, and used it to cut the ropes that held the girl down.

His sense of justice was appeased. A small victory, but no other woman would suffer and die for the man’s sick lust.

He should go, now, while she was still in shock.

But he couldn’t leave her like this, any more than he could let her be raped and killed.

Stoner appeared next to him.

Nathan spoke to the woman in Spanish, hushing her and telling her she was safe. She could go home.

She finally quieted and stared at him as though he were both demon and savior.

“We won’t tell anyone about this,” he said in Spanish.

Her wild eyes took in everything around her, then shot to his face, which was still covered in camo paint. Her terror-filled gaze fell to his hand dripping with blood. She started shaking her head, whimpering and scooting backward.

“Go home. Say nothing. Don’t go anywhere alone.” When he extended a hand to help her she backed away and scrambled to her feet. Stoner clicked on the flashlight mounted to his weapon, lighting the way out of the cave.

She needed no more encouragement than that. Nathan followed her outside, but she’d vanished into the thick foliage faster than a rabbit catching sight of a hungry wolf.

When Pulaski and Duran emerged from their hidden positions, Nathan made a cut signal by drawing his hand across his throat, telling the other two what had happened to the tangos. He then motioned silently for everyone to head out and took the lead again. Stoner had plenty of photos and sticking around at this point would be a bad idea. This entire trip had been a bust, except for freeing that woman.

Moonlight spilled down between the trees lighting the way back to camp. Nathan sucked in gulps of fresh air, clearing the residue of death from his lungs, damn glad to be out of that unholy tomb. He set the pace for the next five kilometers. The team hiked as quietly as ghosts until reaching their hidden temporary base.

Second-guessing a decision once he’d made and executed it was just wasted energy. What was done was done. But Nathan had a harder time ignoring that voice deep in his head that accused him of risking the team’s safety for one person. He’d have gladly sent them back to camp and dealt with the tangos alone if there had been any way to do so.

As if Stoner and the other two would have listened.

“I’m cool with what went down,” Stoner said as soon as they entered the clearing.

Nathan turned to see his three teammates standing there. After all this time, he was still amazed and humbled by Stoner’s unquestioning support, but what about the other two? He waited for condemnation, ready to accept his due.

“Yep,” Duran said in his rough Texan voice. “Back home, we’d have filleted the bastard, starting with his balls and finishing with his testicles.”

Pulaski grimaced. “Uh, D, I hate to tell you this, but those are the same things.”

“Not the way we do it, it ain’t. See, you have to get the grill—”

“No more grill stories,” Stoner and Nathan said simultaneously.

Nathan had never been to Texas, and given all the grisly things Duran claimed they barbecued, he didn’t want to. The meals he’d heard about reminded him a little too much of his grandmother’s potluck gumbo before she passed away.

Rule number one had been, Never ask Grandma what was in the gumbo. Especially not before you ate it.

Nathan realized they were giving their stamp of approval on what had gone down and not one of them would say a word about the killings once they left. He owed them for the united stand they were taking with him and wished he had it inside him to let them know how much their support meant. But when it came down to speaking his feelings, he was a simple man. “Thanks.”

Duran turned to Pulaski and Stoner. “I’m heading out.” Which meant he was going to set trip wires and secure his section of the perimeter around their camp. “I say we leave Drake on KP duty.” He grinned and strode away.

Pulaski grunted and headed off in an opposite direction.

Stoner didn’t move. “What’s eating you?”

Nathan raked off the headgear and scratched his grungy head. “It’s my job not to put any of you in danger.”

“Danger, hell, we volunteered for this.” Stoner grinned. “You know, this reminds me of that time in Manila—”

“Let’s leave Manila in Manila.” His tone was hard with warning, but nightmares should remain in the dark.

Stoner nodded. “Okay, cool, whatever. But if anyone knew all the things we face and what you’ve had to do sometimes on these operations, you’d get a damn chest full of medals.”

Like some shiny pin mattered to him? That wouldn’t feed or clothe his family. “Don’t want a medal. I want—”

Nathan hesitated. What did he want? His reenlistment papers back? Not even. He wanted to stay in the military, where he’d made a commitment, until his term was up. Except that decision now felt selfish, because his military commitment meant being away from home for another couple of years while his mother needed his help more than ever.

Dammit.

“We’ll figure out something.” Stoner’s quiet brown eyes televised empathy. He’d been standing next to Nathan when the call from New Orleans had come through mere hours before they went wheels up.

Nathan scooped a pile of palm branches up and tossed them aside, cursing himself for the hundredth time. He’d believed his plan had been sound, the best way to help his mother and brother. Finish another tour of duty so he could afford to get his brother into a decent college while Nathan used his GI bill for school. That way, they could both take care of Mom.

He’d been too ambitious, wanting to be more than a grease monkey his whole life. Wanting a future where he could provide for a wife and family and not be forced to live paycheck to paycheck. That life had been good enough for his father…

But Nathan had wanted more for the people he loved. His mother deserved security and peace of mind, an easier life. He’d always dreamed of getting Jamie into college.

Right now Nathan would gladly turn wrenches for the rest of his life to be at home for even one day.

If only it were that simple. He’d made a pledge to his squad, was responsible to these men even if they could function just fine without him. They were his brothers, too. He’d sworn to watch their backs—the same oath he shared with Jamie.

“Don’t know what to tell you that would make any of this better.” Stoner hadn’t moved, stubborn as a tick on a dog. His calm tone rarely wavered. Nathan envied the fact that he had Freon running through his veins during the worst of situations and wondered how deep it ran…surely something could melt his arctic tundra. “Sucks that you didn’t find out about your mom being sick until after you re-upped. My aunt had ovarian cancer. She beat that shit. Still living.”

Nathan heard him, but his mother was his mother, not someone else’s aunt. Big difference. He’d silently promised his father on the day they buried him that he’d take care of her. Now his mom needed him and he wasn’t even in the same country.

Gut sick, he kept uncovering camp equipment hidden by the branches they’d cut and piled. How the hell would he make it through the next couple years and not be in New Orleans to help his mom fight for her life?

Stoner cleared his throat, just as tenacious as he was undaunted. “Uh, she won’t be alone, Nathan. Your brother—”

“—is the biggest idiot for someone with his IQ.” Nathan slung a handful of palm leaves aside. “How can someone that brilliant have so little common sense?”

“Okay, so he’s an absentminded professor.”

“Absentminded doesn’t get you in serious trouble.” Nathan raised his hand to stop Stoner from defending his brother further. “You don’t understand. Jamie was an introvert in high school, didn’t make friends easily, especially with guys who thought he was a smart-ass when my brother aced his classes. So when two assholes came to Jamie to fix a car, he thought they were asking him as a friend. My brother never questioned why the ignition was screwed up, just got excited to prove he was more than an egghead.” Nathan lifted the hammocks and set them aside, then started unpacking MREs as he continued.

“Jamie got arrested for aiding and abetting car thieves. Took me and Mom three days to get him out.”

“He made a mistake, Nate.”

“I know that.” Nathan regretted snarling at Stoner the minute the words were out. He wiped sweaty grime from his itchy whiskers, wishing he could as easily clean away a memory that kept him ever vigilant to protect his brother. “Jamie didn’t speak for months after we got him out of jail. No one hurt him in there, but he withdrew from everyone. Even ignored me for a while. Once I finally got him to talk again, he was different. Changed. Determined to prove he wasn’t a fool. Watching him try so hard to be something he’s not has been worse than before. Every time I turn around he’s in some get-rich-quick scheme that goes bust. Failure turns him inside out. I keep telling him to just find a decent job and we’ll get him into college soon.”

“So he’ll do what has to be done for your mom.”

“Yes…no.” Nathan shook his head. “That’s the problem. I think he’s up to something again and keeping it from me.”

“Like what?”

“Hell if I know. Just got a gut feeling he’s trying to prove he can handle things without me. I don’t know. Maybe it’s only a new job and he doesn’t want to tell me yet until it works out, but Mom can’t get better if she has to watch over him, too.”

“He may surprise you and step up now that she needs him.”

Nathan yanked the go rag loose from around his neck and used it to wipe sweat clinging to his forehead. He shoved the wadded cloth inside the waistband of his pants and faced Stoner.

“Jamie’s a decent man, but clueless about the real world. Hell, if I hadn’t had my head up my ass when he called the last time, I’d have found out what was going on with him and come up with a plan for the two of them. Instead, I just got pissed off like an idiot and yelled at Jamie for letting the insurance company tell him some of Mom’s treatment wouldn’t be covered.” Mom had assured Nathan she was fine and tried to sound confident, but he knew she was terrified.

When was he going to learn not to let his temper talk?

“Give yourself a break, man. You got that call in the middle of packing for this op. Not much time to react.”

“No excuse for lack of discipline.” His father’s words echoed in Nathan’s mind. He’d expected more of his oldest son. “I’m not a civilian. I know better than to pop off. Should have calmed down and talked to Jamie while I had a chance, before I ended up somewhere I couldn’t call him. It’s my job to make sure they’ll both be okay while I’m gone…or if I die.”

“Yeah, right.” Stoner snorted. “You’re either too mean to kill or that damn Ranger coin of yours has voodoo magic. Just don’t forget you promised that coin is mine when you do kick the bucket. I swear you’ve got more lives than a cat, and one of them saved by that chunk of brass alone. Too bad it’s against the rules to carry that thing with you. We could use some swamp magic once in a while.”

Stoner was trying to help, because he was the ranking officer, and a good man. He hadn’t meant to drop a shovel full of guilt on Nathan at the mention of his “challenge” coin. It was the size of a silver dollar, made of brass, and engraved with an Army Ranger logo. And it had a dent where a slug had careened off the thick metal piece, saving Nathan’s life once. No monetary value, just a reminder of the promise he’d made to his father.

Most people had photos to carry around. He carried a coin.

“Like I said, it’s yours the day I go to meet the devil.” Nathan was ready to get off the subject of him and his family. He couldn’t do a damn thing about Jamie and Mom until he got back to base and debriefed. A minimum of ten days. “I’ll finish unpacking and get the hammocks set.”

Stoner shifted his weapon and sighed. “You’ll figure out what to do. I’ve never seen you beat by anything or anyone.” He checked his watch, then said, “We’ve got enough to confirm nothing is going on here but sadism. Make the call for an extraction tomorrow.” He marched off into the jungle.

Nathan unpacked their spartan camp before he retrieved the Satellite phone from its hidden spot below a fallen log. He settled back against a tree and booted up the phone, checking for stored text messages. Two from base, one marked as a forwarded message. He grinned. The deal he’d made with his buddy in communications just came in handy. Nathan had won more at the last hand of poker than his friend in Communications could pay, so he’d cut a deal instead—to forward a message from home anytime Nathan got one, no matter where he was on the planet.

He released his weapon to hang against his chest and used one hand to access the message while he scratched his head with the other. His gritty hair stuck out, longer than allowed in the military, but acceptable for those on the army’s clandestine intelligence teams, which answered solely to the CO of Special Forces. Not just trained teams, but the most highly trained in the army.

When the text message popped into view, his gut tightened as true, raw fear gripped him:

Nate—Mom starts chemo this week. She’s doing okay, so far. Take care. Laissez les bons temps rouler. J.


Laissez les bons temps rouler. Let the good times roll.

Nathan’s face chilled as he read that line again, heart pumping at the true meaning behind his and Jamie’s code from childhood.

The day Nathan faced four boys in a gang bent on pulverizing his brother’s face, Jamie had started crying about how they wouldn’t survive the beating. Nathan had calmly told him to stay out of the way. As the four boys approached, Nathan smiled and said, “Laissez les bons temps rouler.” He’d kicked their collective asses and sent them home to Mommy, crying like little girls with shattered teapots. After that, the phrase became a code between him and his brother for when Jamie was seriously in over his head.

Nathan dug out a bootlegged commo encryption unit he’d gotten from a company in Bahrain and plugged the unit into a port on the Satellite phone. The NSA could realistically hear his call, but the probability was remote since this equipment wasn’t made in the United States. Nathan dialed Jamie’s cell phone and got an answer on the second ring.

“Hello?” His brother’s whispered and frightened voice warned him this was going to be bad.

“It’s me.”

“Nate, I’m in trouble. Bad trouble.”

Nathan started to snap at him, but stopped before the rage spilled out. How much money was this going to take to fix? Didn’t Jamie realize they needed every penny he’d saved for their mother now?

“What did you do?” Nathan asked in a tight voice. A calm tone was expecting too much.

“Nothing, I swear. I got set up. The Marseaux bunch tied me in with a bust, but I wasn’t involved. I swear, I—”

“Jamie!” Not Marseaux, head of New Orlean’s premier crime family. Nathan leaned his head back against the tree, kept his free hand on his weapon, and allowed his eyes to close for the first time in two days. “What the hell were you—”

“I went to one of his loan sharks, but I didn’t know they were part of Marseaux’s network. We needed money. I saw an ad and thought I’d just get a loan until you and I had a chance to figure out something better. I’m sorry, Nate, but you were gone. I was trying to handle this. Wanted to make you and Mom proud.”

“What happened?”

“I ended up in the middle of a bust. Marseaux’s people were cutting deals and fingering me before I even talked to an attorney.”

This could not be happening. “Un-fucking-believable. How bad is this?”

“We’re in trial right now, because the son of a bitchin’ DA got this thing fast-tracked. I got a court-appointed attorney who’s about as much good as tits on a boar hog. He says I can’t beat this, that I’m going to be convicted no matter what.” Jamie’s voice fell apart with the last words. “I only went to get money for Mom.”

“Don’t blame Mom’s cancer. If you’d just use your head once in a while and not trust everyone who offers you quick money you wouldn’t get screwed over. I send plenty of money every month for both of you.” Nathan jerked upright and pounded the ground next to his leg. “I could have sent more.”

“You don’t understand, Nate,” Jamie shouted. “You’re not here. The city condemned this area and we have to move. They’re going to bulldoze the houses here. Mom got a little money from the state, but not nearly enough for a decent place. I figured if I got some more cash we could get moved and settled somewhere before she got to feeling so bad. I never know when we’ll hear from you, dammit.”

Nathan couldn’t believe this. He’d been building his savings in case of an emergency back home and would have sent money home before now if not for fear Jamie might squander the whole nest egg in some money scam.

This pretty much counted as an all-out emergency, but he doubted the little chunk of money he had would save Jamie from this legal jam. Each thump of his heart pounded loud as a death knell in his ears, warning of dire consequences ahead for his family. What the hell was he going to do to keep them safe now?

Who would be with his mother while she was going through hell?

“They’re gonna put me in prison, Nate. Might be two years,” Jamie whispered. “What am I gonna do? What are we going to do about Mom?”

Nathan covered his eyes with his hand, but that wouldn’t block out all the bad scenes running through his mind. His brother would be comatose for the rest of his life if Jamie survived prison, which he wouldn’t. His mother couldn’t face chemo without help. Her family was worthless, had never lifted a finger for her or her kids. And no family on his dad’s side.

His pulse pumped furiously with each new worry. Nathan wished for a miracle, but realized he’d have to create one or his mother and Jamie would suffer. One from lack of care and the other from lack of sense.

He bounced his head against the tree, thinking, searching for a better idea than the one that came immediately to mind. But the sickening truth was he had no choice. He accepted what he had to do to protect his family.

It sucked, but then, so did life.

“Listen to me.” Nathan took a breath before continuing. Decision made. “If I get you out of going to prison, you have to swear to stay away from anyone who even hints of being a shyster, criminal or otherwise.”

“The attorney says I can’t beat it, he says—”

“I don’t care what he says. I’ll get you out of this, but you have to swear to use your head and get a real job, no more bullshit deals. Take care of Mom for me. Give me your word.”

“I swear I will, you know that. I’d do anything for you and Mom. You really think you can fix this?” Jamie’s relief rushed through the lines. “I only have a week before the attorney says the trial will be over. I’ll do whatever you say, just tell me what to do, Nate.”

Find a way to roll back time so I could have sent you the money before you went to Marseaux’s loan shark.

Going there was like losing his temper, neither would solve the mess Jamie was in. “Sit tight until I call you tomorrow. Don’t tell a soul—including Mom—you talked to me. Got it?”

“Yeah, but what are you going to do?”

“I’ll tell you tomorrow…” Nathan rubbed his eyes, sick over what he’d have to do. “I’ve got to go now, but I will keep you out of prison, so you better start holding up your end of the deal right now.”

“I will.” Jamie was silent a moment, sighed. “Thanks, Nate. Sorry about this. I was just trying to take care of Mom and you know I don’t do drugs.”

Nathan sighed deeply. “I know, bud. We’ll get through this.” His brother had never taken so much as an aspirin or a beer since the first time he’d drank and spent a whole day puking his guts out hungover. Nathan ended the call and stared into a star-riddled sky. His father’s words echoed in his mind from the day he showed the challenge coin to Nathan after Jamie had been beat up at school.

“I need you to make me a promise, son.” His dad’s voice had been tight, as if he hated handing this burden to a child.

Nathan had nodded. His dad continued, “A man’s word is worth more than all the money on earth. Don’t ever break yours.”

When Nathan gave him another head nod, his dad held out the coin from his days as a Ranger in the army. “I want you to have this, but with it comes responsibility. Your brother is never going to be as strong or street-smart as you, so I need your promise that you’ll always watch out for him.”

“I will, Dad, you know that. Me and Jamie forever.” Nathan lifted his hand, palm up, to accept the coin he’d treasured more than anything. That had been a month before his father, an ARCA driver, was killed in a fiery crash. As an eight-year-old, Nathan had never imagined what he would now have to do as a man to keep his word to his father.

To keep his word to his brother.

He shoved up and away from the tree, unplugged the encryption unit and stowed it, then called for the predetermined Friday extraction point. When finished, he laid the phone alongside Stoner’s hammock on the ground, still folded. Once Nathan secured his backpack, he removed a green pouch the size of a deck of cards from his belt, which held an emergency locator strobe. He unlaced the back of the pouch and slit the threads on a hidden pocket, withdrawing the challenge coin he always carried.

The mission was over and his team would extract tomorrow.

Nathan stared at the coin once more, then placed it on top of the bedroll, just as he’d promised when he went to face the devil. Stoner would understand the simple message.

As far as anyone was concerned, Nathan was dead.

In two steps, he disappeared into the night.








CHAPTER ONE



New Orleans, Louisiana, two years later

Terri Mitchell studied the naked male lying before her once more. Straight black hair fell loosely around his baby-smooth face. He’d shaved recently. Those chiseled lips were too enticing and perfect, as if shaped by a master sculptor.

How many women had enjoyed this body and those lips? Been pleasured by that captivating mouth?

And why should she care? Terri tamped down on her female interest. She was a professional and shouldn’t consider things like this guy’s social life or his lean, muscular body, but men didn’t come much better packaged than this one. All she’d seen so far was his upper body since the cotton sheet covered his lower half.

Using her pen, she lifted the white cloth to see if there was anything else she could glean from this inspection beyond the bullet hole in his forehead.

Not really, unless she wanted to add “well endowed” to her notes. Such a waste of one fine-looking male.

Probably not the Fat Tuesday this guy had expected when he got up this morning.

“I like the highlights, the more blonde look. That new?” The radio-announcer-smooth baritone asking that question from behind her belonged to a man she hadn’t planned to see again. At least not yet.

Terri yanked her pen away. The sheet fell back into place over the corpse’s toned midsection. She swung around to face DEA Special Agent Robert Brady and cursed silently for almost getting caught ogling a body.

“Hello, Brady.”

“Nice to see you, Terri. Look good. I like the extra meat on your bones.”

“Is that a polite way of saying I’m overweight?” She used to worry about trying to reach a dress size in the single digits. Not anymore. Surviving a nearly fatal attack had put her priorities in order. Stressing over the scale was in her past. If she could just put other things behind her as easily.

Like Brady’s smug face.

“I said you looked good. Can’t you take a compliment?”

Maybe, if it had come from someone else, but Brady liked his women thin, long-legged, and busty. At five-six she’d never met the long-legged qualification and nothing in her wardrobe had been designed for a slim body. She’d assumed Brady made an allowance when they’d dated because of her chest. Most of the men in her life jumped to the ridiculous assumption large breasts equaled an easy lay. Men had such simple guidelines, she envied them at times…almost.

They’d had a few dates, but she’d had enough sense not to sleep with Brady. Terri fixed a smile in place. “Thanks for the compliment.”

“What were you doing?” He nodded toward the cold body.

“I’d think it would be obvious—even to you.” She winked to soften the dig. “I’m examining a male corpse.” Maybe they could keep things pleasant if he didn’t bring up the past.

“The hole is in his head, not his dick.”

She shoved a droll stare his way. “If I didn’t inspect the entire body, I might miss something significant.” Especially since she hadn’t seen a naked male in so long.

Who knows? Something might have changed.

“You need to get laid.” Brady’s wrinkled navy suit had lost its polish hours ago. The scruffy, plain-brown hair hadn’t changed, still looking both sexy and as if he’d just gotten out of bed and finger brushed the thick locks. How unfair. Men not only got away with bed head but turned it into a vogue style.

At a loss for a stinging comeback, she just arched an eyebrow.

“What?” he snapped.

She let out a tired breath and raked him with a peeved glare. “Why is getting laid a man’s answer to everything?”

Brady shrugged. “Maybe because once we get laid, most of our problems are solved.” He broke out a megawatt smile intended to wear down her resistance.

Which should have been easy since she’d never been on the first page of anyone’s little black book.

Terri wasn’t in the market for marriage, but neither was she willing to climb into bed with a man she had no real feelings for, which meant his original primitive assessment of her mood was probably correct.

Change the subject now, before…

“Why didn’t you return my calls?” His face lost all joking appeal, ruining any chance of avoiding this conversation.

Might as well get this over with. “I did return your first call and left a voicemail I’d be out of pocket for a while.”

“A while?” He stood away from the doorjamb, rising to his imposing stature. “Most people would take ‘a while’ to mean a few weeks, not three months.” A six-foot male leaning toward her in an intimidating posture would have rattled her right after the attack, but not now.

After leaving the hospital—and the DEA—she’d spent endless hours with a personal trainer to even the field with dangerous men. She didn’t want to ever feel weak or helpless again.

“I had to do a major rehab—” Terri started.

“I know that, but why did you hide from me?”

“Hide?” Was he insane, insensitive, or just plain unobservant? She growled under her breath and slapped her clipboard down on the body, then winced over her lack of respect for the dead.

What was it about sexy men that undermined her confidence?

“There are very few rehab facilities in New Orleans since Katrina. Or haven’t you noticed?”

“That’s not the real reason you cut out. The agency would have—”

“What?” She strangled the pen in her fist, then crossed her arms to hide her hands. “The DEA turned its back on me and left me out to hang.”

“Not exactly. You made the final decision.”

“Oh, sure. I resigned. You’re right.” She clicked the pen head up and down, then stopped. The last thing she wanted to do was televise a slim hold on her control. “They suspended me and started an investigation while I was hooked up to tubes in a hospital. Excuse me if I’m just a little…irritable.”

Brady paced two steps away, hands in his pockets, then paused and met her gaze with a shielded one. “What did you expect them to do?”

“I expected them to—” Her throat clogged. Pain and humiliation wrapped around the memory that shadowed her thoughts daily. “I expected them to believe me and to back me up. Not to blame me for Conroy’s death or suspect me of working with Marseaux.” Damn them all. Who could possibly think she’d kill her partner and join ranks with that vermin Marseaux?

“The DEA has not taken any action against you.”

“Yet.”

“True, but in two weeks they’ll make a final determination and close the case.”

“Or charge me with a crime.” She raced the clock to prove her innocence and find Conroy’s killer. DEA Internal Affairs was racing just as hard to charge and convict her.

“Stay clear of any trouble and you should be fine.”

Terri let a humorless chuckle escape. Brady should just say it straight: Don’t get caught associating with any felons.

Easy for him to say. She needed contacts, to groom new informants, and that meant consorting with felons. No easy task with word out that her last snitch had died after she and her partner, Conroy, had been ambushed. Her best contact on the Marseaux case had been found murdered the next day.

The minute she’d awakened after surgery, Terri had quickly realized the questions being put to her were DEA interrogation level, not just for information. She’d put her faith in them and they’d screwed her.

Never again. While going through rehab she’d been recruited by BAD—the Bureau of American Defense—and now worked for the multijurisdictional covert agency that protected American citizens wherever they might be found. The DEA didn’t even know BAD existed. Another reason she’d signed on.

Two weeks. Terri swatted an errant curl off her forehead. She’d be lucky to find a felon willing to talk to her again.

“Save your advice. I didn’t get into trouble before.” Terri cringed at her shrewish voice. She owed the DEA nothing, but she did owe Brady for making a clean shot at the man who had tried to carve her a new body with a twelve-inch butcher knife. Reaching inside herself for the calm she’d been taught in self-defense training, she took a deep breath. “The agency didn’t want me back, and even if they had I’d have been stuck at a desk job. Might as well post a bulletin stating I’m not trustworthy in the field.”

More importantly, she couldn’t clear her name or find out who had set her and Conroy up while sitting at a desk, answering phones. Signing on with BAD gave her a fighting chance.

Brady had the decency to look uncomfortable. His gaze wandered around the room before he muttered, “Neither here nor there at this point.” Then he focused on her again. “So you got plans for Fat Tuesday? Want to hook up for a drink later?”

She hadn’t been asked out in a while, so on one level that was flattering, but not a path she wanted to travel again. Especially not with him. “Not right now. I’m pretty busy.” Proving my innocence and convicting a vicious killer—you know, the usual stuff that might preoccupy a woman facing prison time.

His eyebrows tilted together at the lie, seeing the truth behind her words, but he didn’t press the issue. “Still haven’t figured out what you want, huh?”

She tensed at his dig. Three glasses of wine after a long day four months ago and she’d blabbed to him some of her most personal thoughts. But that wasn’t enough humiliation for her. Oh no, she had to finish with telling him she didn’t know what she wanted out of life.

He’d used that as an invitation to help her figure it out.

Talk about having a blonde moment. She shook it off. “Well, sugar, half of figuring out what you want in life is by figuring out what you don’t. Let’s just stick to business, okay? What are you doing down here? This isn’t your usual area.” Terri picked up her clipboard.

“I’m on a case.” He glanced to the decedent. “What’s your interest in this body?”

She relaxed. Brady had come in because of the male victim and not just to see her. Maybe they could keep this professional after all. “John Doe was found at noon today in the area I’ve been investigating.”

Brady’s eyes widened a bit. “What are you working on?”

“I can’t discuss that with you any more than you can discuss your case with me.”

Curiosity burned deep in his eyes. “So where you been? Who you working for?”

She considered her answer and decided best to stick with the cover she’d been given by BAD. “I’m consulting with the New Orleans Police Department.”

“Ah…I heard about that.”

Terri didn’t take the bait to explain. She stonewalled, forcing him to carry the conversation if he wanted to continue.

He cleared his throat. “Got a buddy in the NOPD who says there’s a rumor you’re with some private agency. Who?”

She rolled her eyes at him. “And I slice open chickens at midnight to sacrifice to the great gods of Santería. I’m just a consultant, Brady. No real news there.” Confidence returned, she served that up in a bored tone. “Anything you can tell me about this body?”

Brady’s gaze danced from her to the body and back. He was clearly buying time to decide what—if anything—he should share. She doubted he’d give up anything of use.

“Guy’s name is Nathan Drake. He was running drugs and tried to double-cross the wrong family.”

Every alarm in her body rang out. Why would he share that when the concept alone went against his very nature? “How do you know this?”

“He was our snitch inside an organized crime family. Drake got greedy and tried to work one angle too many. Got what he deserved.” Brady pinned a gimlet stare on Terri. “That’s why you can’t trust these guys.”

Her face heated at his unexpected censure. She’d paid the price for trusting a snitch—a felon—who’d double-crossed her. She didn’t need Brady to remind her, but criticizing him would stymie this unexpected flow of information.

Terri suffered in silence and hedged for more. “Thanks for the name. I’ll pull this guy’s rap sheet when I get back to headquarters.”

“Save you some time. He doesn’t have a rap sheet.”

Now that surprised her. “You sure?”

“Yeah. His brother, Jamie, is doing hard time for running drugs, supposed to get out in a month. We found Nathan when he buried his mother a few weeks back and someone in our unit mistook him for Jamie.”

“They look that much alike?”

Brady licked his lips, then said, “Pretty close. We dug around, found out Jamie was still in prison and that Nathan was listed as MIA from the army two years ago…the same time his brother got put away. Didn’t take much to figure out he’d gone AWOL to come home and take care of his sick mother.”

That made sense. It also made her ache for the poor man on the gurney. Shame to do something so noble and then end up like this. “So what did Nathan do for you?”

Brady shrugged, his gaze moving around the room as if he was contemplating how much more he’d share.

Or was he shading the truth?

He paced two steps again as he spoke. “Nathan had special training in the military. We approached him and said we wouldn’t tell the army about finding him if he’d go undercover and help us nail the head of the family. He agreed, got a job in a shipping company, a front for moving contraband.”

In other words, Brady caught the poor sucker at a real low moment and coerced him into working for the DEA.

Terri tried to think professionally and keep her emotions locked away, but this guy had basically died because he got blackmailed into helping the Feds. “You screwed him.”

“Not really.” Brady broke eye contact as he spoke, a sign he was hiding something. “We had good intel. Nathan was dealing drugs, just not at the level his brother Jamie had. We didn’t ask him to do anything he wasn’t already into.”

Terri accepted the information, with a healthy dose of suspicion. She’d worked with Brady long enough to know he was either holding back or tweaking the truth.

He crossed his arms. “We gave Nathan a file on the major players in the family we were after and asked if he thought he could get inside.”

“Like he had a choice?”

“Everyone has a choice, Terri.” His tone carried more weight than the topic they discussed. He wasn’t over her subtle rejection, nor had he found it subtle.

She broke eye contact this time. “Whatever.”

Surprisingly, Brady kept talking. “Nathan said he knew the family from what his brother had told him. Said he’d go in if we would get his brother out of prison early and clear his military record. I agreed. If he’d gotten us what we needed by this Friday, I’d have had his brother out by this weekend, barring any discipline issues. So he screwed himself.”

She frowned. “How long has his brother been in the pen?”

“’Bout two years.”

“Then why the rush to get him out a couple weeks early?”

Brady’s gaze flattened, uncaring. “Maybe because their mother was so close to dying. Or maybe he just wanted something in his wasted life to look noble. Who knows?”

Terri considered that. She also considered another possibility. Like maybe this body had nothing to do with her investigation at the docks. Just a coincidental matter of the body being in the same proximity at the wrong time.

She ran Brady’s words through her mind again. “Could you really get his brother out or were you just bluffing?” Just how straight had Brady played this game with Drake?

“Jamie is due out in a month. Warden claims he’s a model prisoner. Wouldn’t have been hard to cut a deal to spring him early so long as the warden didn’t buck us. But this guy Drake turned out to be a dead end—no pun intended—in our investigation.” Brady grinned. For once, he didn’t look attractive or sexy, just annoying and arrogant.

“You’re so hilarious.” Terri refrained from shaking her head and calling Brady a jackass. The effort would be wasted on him, because he was after all a jackass. She turned to the deceased. “I need to get back to work—”

“You’re done. He’s part of our investigation.” Brady had put just a little too much emphasis on “our.” “Nothing here for the New Orleans PD. This stiff belongs to us. If they have any questions tell them to contact me, but hands off as of now. I’ll have Drake picked up tomorrow.”

Terri stood up to face Brady. What was so important that he’d make an issue out of one drug mule’s body? She had a job to do. If she could determine this didn’t fit with her investigation then she’d let Brady have his way.

How much more would he share? “What drug family was connected to the shipping company Drake worked for?”

Brady’s chest moved slowly with several breaths, delaying again…and piquing her interest. “The Marseaux group.”

Terri nodded. “Okay, that clears up his identity and simplifies my list of things to check. I’ve got plenty on my plate without getting involved with the DEA.” She snapped the clipboard to her chest and smiled, offering a sign of her appreciation. Brady’s “insider” buddy in the New Orleans PD had no way of knowing BAD had sent her undercover to find out if the Marseaux family was supplying weapons to a terrorist organization.

On the other hand, BAD didn’t know she’d jumped at the chance to remain in the field because she had her own mission—to ferret out who had set her and Conroy up for an ambush.

She was flying solo and planned to keep it that way.

Any connection to the Marseaux family was priority one.

Nathan Drake’s cold body just became a hot topic.

 

Warden McLaughlin hung up his phone, not believing how bad some people’s luck ran. Given what he did for a living, he was certainly no bleeding heart, but he’d wanted to do more than babysit convicts when he’d decided on a career in the penal system. The more inmates he could rehabilitate for release, the better for everyone, since a chunk of the prison population was going to be released to live among the innocent at some point. Turning these prisoners around was the only hope society had.

The inmate leaving today was a suitable candidate to integrate back into society with little problem.

Until now. Damn.

Mattered not. At this point McLaughlin couldn’t change what he’d worked so hard to put into motion for the guy. Particularly since he honestly believed this con wouldn’t return or be a threat to anyone else.

At least that’s what he’d thought all the way up until that phone call. Now…

Yeah, Jamie Drake would probably be back, and for a much longer stay next time.

His desk intercom buzzed. He pushed the button. “Yes?”

“Drake is ready to be released, sir.”

McLaughlin let out a tired sigh of resignation. “Be right there.” Stealing himself for what he had to tell this unlucky bastard, he got up and left his office to set the con free.

When he reached Drake, the guards had the beefy guy in cuffs and leg chains. A final reminder of where Drake had been for two years, but one that would only add insult to the news he had to give him.

Life was bad enough for Drake and would only get worse in a few minutes. Humiliating him further right now was just plain dangerous. McLaughlin jerked his chin toward the officer beside the con. “Remove the cuff and chains.”

The officer blinked in question at the unorthodox order, then did as instructed. McLaughlin studied his soon-to-be ex-con for any sign of appreciation and found none in Drake’s granite expression.

Then again, any other reaction would have surprised him.

“I’ll walk out to the road with you.” McLaughlin turned to where another of his guards opened the door for him.

“Why?” There was no mistaking the suspicion in Drake’s voice, or the menace attached that warned anyone against trying to prevent him from leaving. He’d done his time and knew they had to let him go.

McLaughlin didn’t want to stop him any more than he wanted to be the bearer of such bad news, but some days it just plain sucked to be the head honcho. “Want to talk for a minute.”

“Soon as my brother shows, I’m done with this place”—he turned a cold, dead glare on McLaughlin—“and with you.”

In that moment, hearing those chilling words, McLaughlin was reminded of how it had taken five hefty guards to pull Drake off another inmate who had attacked him.

And the guards hadn’t come away unscathed.

McLaughlin nodded in the direction of an armed guard, who understood the signal meant he should follow the warden to the street.

When Drake accepted his bag of meager belongings, the paper sack included some cash and a change of clothes McLaughlin had slipped into storage for the man. A rare sign of weakness and respect that no other prisoner had earned from him in all the years he’d been a warden.

Drake dipped his head down and stepped through the open doorway to the outside.

McLaughlin fell into step behind the con who had been an exemplary inmate. Drake had never raised a hand to anyone who hadn’t attacked him first. Unfortunately that one time last year when he’d defended himself had cost Drake an eleven-inch ragged scar across his chest and another three months tacked on to his time.

But the inmate who had tried to kill Drake with a chair was still in the hospital.

Drake never slowed his pace as he strode between towering chain-link fences toward the barbwire-topped gate.

Two buddies of the man he’d put in the hospital called out obscenities Drake seemed to ignore until one of them yelled, “Too bad your mother died before I got out. Would have liked to have given that bitch a hard ride.”

Storm clouds rumbled overhead, drowning out the rest of his taunt.

Drake never slowed his step nor turned to face the jeering pair when he sent them a middle-finger salute.

That was what worried McLaughlin. This guy hadn’t said a word to a soul since hearing his mother had died. The bird he’d just shot was the most emotion McLaughlin had seen in two years.

When Drake passed through the gate, his shoulders dropped a tiny notch, just enough to make McLaughlin think this cold son of a bitch at least felt relief at being free again.

“I got some news,” McLaughlin started.

Chilling gray-blue eyes turned on him. A gusty wind blew strands of Drake’s black hair loose from the severe ponytail he wore. “What?”

That one word carried more threat than an entire band of armed vigilantes. McLaughlin had faced a lot of seriously whacked-out criminals in his life, but Drake’s unrelenting control and lifeless gray eyes raised the fine hairs along his arms when their gazes locked.

Might as well stop procrastinating.

He took a step back—for safety’s sake—before he spoke again. “Just got a call. Your brother won’t be picking you up.”

Drake’s eyelids lowered a fraction, enough to ratchet up his death-to-anyone-who-gives-me-bad-news look. “What’d he do now?”

McLaughlin glanced away. “My friend Percy Philips called. By the way, Percy will be your parole officer. His information is in your bag. Make sure you contact him no later than the end of the week. He’s got a line on a mechanic’s job for you.” McLaughlin hoped the idea of having a job would soften the news he was hesitating to deliver. He’d asked Percy to keep Drake’s release quiet to give the guy a break before he faced society.

“Didn’t ask for your help.”

“True, but you could use it, and I owe you for fixing my Roadrunner after everyone told me to get a new engine. That car is worth a hell of a lot more now that the original parts work.”

“Back to my brother.”

McLaughlin sighed. He couldn’t delay the inevitable any longer. “Percy talked to a buddy of his in the New Orleans Police Department…”

Drake visibly relaxed and expelled a tense breath. “I’ll spring Nathan from jail soon as I get home.” He turned to look down the only road that led to civilization in this part of Louisiana. “How far to New Orleans?”

“About fifty miles. But your brother isn’t in jail, Jamie. He’s…dead.”

 

Nathan Drake inhaled, taking that blow hard as a steel bar to his solar plexus. No. His brother couldn’t be dead. Not after he’d taken Jamie’s place at the trial, spent two years in this hellhole, convinced everyone from attorneys to jurors to this warden he was Jamie for one reason.

To protect his brother.

Jamie dead. Nathan couldn’t fit those two words together. He swung around, hatred boiling over at everything in his path.

A rifle cocked behind the warden.

McLaughlin lifted his hand, a silent order for the guard to stand down.

“How…” Nathan cleared his throat after that first ragged word. “How did he die?”

“Not real sure—”

That tiny sliver of emotion Nathan had shown dissolved behind a mask of fury that had backed dangerous inmates away. “Don’t. Lie. To. Me.”

McLaughlin sighed. “Percy says the police told him your brother had been found shot at the docks. They believe the shooting was drug related. They think…” He hesitated, shielding something. “Your brother was running drugs.”

Lying bastards, all of them. Jamie never touched anything harder than aspirin. Drugs. One man controlled seventy percent of the drugs through New Orleans: Marseaux, the same prick who had forced Nathan into the only choice he could make two years ago—to give up everything to take Jamie’s place in a cell.

“Look, Drake, I know this is bad, especially since you two are…were twins. Got a pair of twin grandkids, so I understand how close you had to be, but don’t blow this opportunity. You can’t change the past. I know you got a raw deal with the extra months, but the attorney for the guy who jumped you was connected. I did everything I could to get you out in time to bury your mother or you wouldn’t be leaving a month earlier than you should. Unfortunately, no one moves fast in the government or you’d have made her funeral. I know it doesn’t feel like much right now, but you’re a free man again, so don’t screw up. Don’t want to see you back here before the paperwork is filed.”

Lightning popped and fingered across the sky. McLaughlin tilted his head back to size up the swollen rain clouds. “Looks like a wet night for Fat Tuesday.”

Fuck the weather. Nathan swung away and started walking in the direction of the bus station. He paused, but didn’t turn around. McLaughlin had given him a fair shake. Had tried to get him out early. Nathan hated everyone in law enforcement for not taking Marseaux down, but he owed the warden something for at least trying to spring him in time to see his mother before she died. “Thanks.”

“Want the name of the guy who has the job for you?”

“No.”

“Then bury your brother and stay out of trouble,” McLaughlin warned.

“Might do one of those. Either way, you won’t see me here again. Give you my word on that.”

Someone would pay for killing Jamie.

He gave his word on that, too.

 

Terri wrinkled her nose at the stuffy smell of over forty people working too close for her personal taste. She slugged down another cup of coffee, or the closest equivalent they served in this satellite precinct not far from the Broad Street police headquarters. New Orleans still struggled to recover from Katrina and the criminal element had quadrupled the need for law enforcement. This precinct had been formed primarily to handle the overflow of murders and drug trafficking.

Lifting the strap of her handbag to her shoulder, she headed for her car. A shooting pain in her right thigh sucked the air from her lungs. Her leg was letting her know she’d been on her feet for too many hours in the past few days. Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to change.

“Hey, Mitchell!” Sammy lifted off his seat from across the room at his desk. The rookie officer designated as her assistant on the Marseaux investigation waved a piece of paper and yelled again. Noise from overlapping conversation washed away his words.

She changed directions, careful to keep her stride smooth. Walking without a limp wouldn’t be quite so difficult if she didn’t have to navigate around crowded desks and people clustered in open space. And if she hadn’t worn a skirt suit…but sometimes a woman in a skirt still caused men to drop their guard. She’d use any weapon to get what she wanted—the bastard who had set up her and Conroy.

“…another missing blonde. Starting to make me wonder if they’re just lost,” one detective joked as she passed.

Terri slowed enough to make eye contact and narrow her eyes to send a “you’re a jerk” message. The detective’s gaze sobered, but he shot her a look that said he pegged her as another one from the brainless blonde gene pool. Men.

Sammy waited, reclined in his desk chair. Tawny-brown hair in the latest short style, a Colgate grin on his clean-shaven face, and a pleasant personality.

“What you got, Sammy?”

“Address on Nathan Drake and a little background.”

“Cool beans.” She took the paper he offered, which had a few notes neatly written in block letters, and started to walk away.

“By the way, the body’s gone.”

Terri swung back to face him. “What?”

“DEA staff was supposed to pick it up this afternoon for their coroner, but when they got to the morgue the drawer was empty. Everybody’s freaking out. Tony runs the graveyard shift. Said he’s been getting an acid enema over it from the DEA for the last hour.”

She’d seen the body late yesterday at the morgue, less than twenty-four hours ago. Nathan Drake had been stone-cold dead so he sure as heck hadn’t walked out, or…

No, she castigated herself at entertaining for an instant the idea that he’d gotten up on his own. This wasn’t an Anne Rice novel. It might be New Orleans, but dead people didn’t walk around here.

So who had wanted the body? And why was this body so important to the DEA?

“What about security cameras outside, Sammy?”

“Not a thing on any of them. There was one skip in time for about four seconds last night, but they have three cameras covering the entrance since that guy went postal on them a couple months ago. Nobody could make it past all three undetected with only four seconds to do it…unless he was a ghost.” Sammy grinned again and waggled his eyebrows. “Of course, this isss Nawhlinss, home to ghouls and vampires.”

“Yeah, right. Let’s stick to reality. I doubt a ghost stole the corpse. Thanks for the address and the heads-up about the body.” She strolled away, working hard not to grimace with each step. By the time she’d reached her Mini Cooper, Terri had changed her mind about going home for different clothes. If Brady and the rest of the DEA were tied up at the morgue searching for a body, this was her best chance to snoop through Drake’s house.

She started to punch the directions into her GPS, then blinked at the address. The Drake house was close to hers in the French Quarter.

Except the Drake house was on Rampart Street—not the safest area.

Terri rolled her windows down and pulled out of the parking lot filled with unmarked sedans and squad cars.

Cool February air infused with the rich smells from neighboring restaurants fanned her skin and hair. Cajun cooking might have become a household term in most of the country, but those native to Louisiana knew the cuisine of this state was more than gumbo and boiled crawfish. She was happy to see the businesses coming back and the city rebuilding, but the continuous rows of broken and boarded-up windows declared there was still much to do before the city returned to its former glory.

When she passed her house, the one she shared with her grandmother, Terri mentally checkmarked a note for her to spend a few hours at home during the day soon. She worked nights by choice and her grandmother was self-sufficient, but that didn’t stop Terri from worrying over her only real family.

When she reached her destination, Terri continued on past the Drake house to park down the street along the curb. She cut the lights and studied the neighborhood. Just a quiet Wednesday night. Probably more than a few nursing hangovers from a rowdy Fat Tuesday. She unhooked her earrings and removed her watch, then opened the console. Dumping the jewelry inside, she withdrew her handy pack of easy-entry tools for breaking and entering, which fit in the pocket of her small shoulder bag.

The same place she kept her SIG P229 9 mm. Sure as hell didn’t have a spot beneath this black suit.

She tugged on the neckline of her aqua knit top, which fell back into a low scoop. Screw it. Time was flying by. One glance at the side mirror confirmed her lipstick was gone and makeup faded. Good. Most people would dismiss her as an office worker or retail salesgirl at the end of a long day. She snagged a pair of plastic gloves from the box of them she kept on the backseat for unexpected crime scene stops.

Jeans and a pullover would have been nice for this B&E, but a risky waste of time with Brady so hot to find Drake’s body. He might show up any minute just to see if he could find a lead here on what had happened to the deceased.

At least that’s where she’d start if she were in his shoes.

Terri exchanged the short pumps she’d worn all day for sneakers stored on the floorboard of the backseat. The ability to run always improved one’s chance of not getting caught…or cut into pieces.

She wasn’t much for running and didn’t want to strain her bad leg, but it never hurt to be prepared for any possibility. She flipped the strap of her purse over her head and shoulder, securing it across her body. Been a while since she’d used her B&E tools. Now that she worked for BAD, she could bend rules when necessary without any sense of guilt. Only fair.

The DEA hadn’t minded twisting the rules against her. She’d been a fool to trust them just because they were law enforcement.

But she wasn’t cutting BAD any slack, either. From the agents she’d met so far, none seemed to have come up through any normal government channels.

In fact, most of them set off her felon detector big-time.

Who was she to judge? She could be facing prison soon.

Terri locked the car and kept to the shadows created by a full moon, then hiked along the sidewalk past a couple houses until she reached the one next door to the Drakes.

Music floated from the neighbor’s courtyard, mingling with the aroma of barbeque filling the air. Terri’s mouth watered. The food in the courtyard smelled better than anything she’d ever cooked in her grandma’s kitchen.

A door squeaked open across the street right before an old man with a heavy gray jacket emerged with his little fluffy mutt on a leash.

Once he reached the street and turned the opposite way from her destination, Terri hurried to the broken concrete walkway of the Drake house.

The well-maintained blue wood exterior snubbed the rougher exteriors of the houses on each side. No obvious Katrina damage to the Drake home. Black shutters were drawn tight over the windows, no slats missing. Like all the other houses on the street, this one was narrow with white gingerbread latticework around the eaves. The quaint dwelling strangely reminded her of something out of an old fairy tale. Everything appeared tidy, except for some dirt and debris piled across the narrow strip of overgrown lawn.

She paused at the locked wooden gate on the side of the house that prevented strangers from pulling into the drive. A simple, cheap padlock held the chain hooked through the rickety wood structure in place. She pushed the gate ever so slightly and peeked through.

No nosy dog came charging up from the small courtyard.

Nathan Drake had probably tended the house while his mother lived here, but not in the past couple weeks, according to the overgrown patches of grass. The only information Terri had found in addition to Sammy’s notes was an obituary notice that Lydia Drake had succumbed to cancer. Very minimal obit details.

She indulged a pang of sympathy for the guy’s loss, but nothing excused working for a drug dealer. And his brother was in prison. What a disappointment for their mother.

At least they’d had their mother longer than Terri had been with hers. She’d gone to bed one night at a girlfriend’s house in north Louisiana, thinking life at fifteen sucked just because she couldn’t get a driver’s permit yet, and woke up to a real nightmare. Her mother had been shot during the night and died before Terri reached the hospital.

A dog howled way off in the distance, waking up her common sense. She had to be quick about this or Brady might catch her. Hell, from the look of this neighborhood, she risked being mugged if she dallied any longer. With her gloves slipped on, Terri moved to the lifeless front porch shrouded in deep shadows and tried the doorknob as a standard move.

The door opened.

Hair raised along her arms. Enter or not?

Glancing around to assure no one was near, she unlatched her purse and slipped her hand inside to touch her 9 mm. She shook off her trepidation and entered, but prepared. The house was dark and quiet. Empty feeling.

Once inside she used a tiny LED flashlight on her key ring to scan the contents. She’d entered through the small living room and headed toward the kitchen, which smelled clean. The counters were spotless, but drawers stuck out half opened. A note had been taped to the refrigerator that hummed with life.

Terri bent at the knees, gritting her teeth over the sharp twist of pain that screamed from her right thigh. She held the light up close to read the note penned in a neat script. Below yesterday’s date, written in marker were the words, “If I don’t make it by tomorrow A.M., Laissez les bons temps rouler.”

The body had been found around noon yesterday. So what did Nathan Drake miss doing, or whom did he miss meeting?

Chill bumps rippled over her skin. Had he known he might not come home?

If so, who had he left the note for? Who else had keys to this house?

A sharp pain jabbed down the inside of her leg. She straightened up and stretched the muscle, easing the ache. Terri headed from the kitchen up the hallway to the living room, where more drawers on end tables had been left pulled out.

Didn’t look as though Brady had been through the place. The DEA was usually a tad bit neater in their covert searches. Which begged the question, “Why not?”

She moved three more steps and paused when she reached a bedroom. Frilly lace drapes hung quietly above a chest with glass figurines on doilies. A bottle of White Shoulders cologne shared space with the figurines. Soft light beamed from a night-light low on the wall, an incongruous glow of life in a house with no living occupants, based on Sammy’s notes. The crocheted coverlet draped over a pristine bed indicated a woman’s room. Nathan’s mother, Lydia Drake?

Not a drawer open. In fact, nothing seemed disturbed.

Terri moved away to the next door, wanting to search the only other bedroom in the small house. A glance in the room told her someone had been staying in there and the simple decoration indicated a man’s taste.

Nathan’s room?

Moonlight sliced through the slats of the shutters on windows. She turned off her key chain flashlight and tiptoed in. When her eyes adjusted, the first thing she noticed was a drawer open on a small table where papers had been disturbed and piled on top of the desk.

Terri reached for the papers.

Out of the darkness, someone with large hands grabbed her from behind.

One thought registered. Shit.








CHAPTER TWO



The intruder had underestimated the power needed to hold her, but he’d shifted her purse to her back out of easy reach.

Terri made a two-punch move. Right. Left. Arms now free, she swung around fast, guessing at the position of his head. Her whole body jarred when her elbow smacked his jaw.

His head snapped back with a nasty cracking sound. He cursed, stumbled backward, but quickly caught his balance and blocked her exit.

Crap. This one wasn’t going down easy. And she couldn’t reach for her weapon without lowering her defense.

She couldn’t make out his face in the dark, but had no problem discerning his size. Moonlight threw shadows past his massive silhouette.

Options ran through her mind. She’d taken her instructor down and he wasn’t exactly a weakling at over two hundred pounds. Not this big, though.

The man shook his head and stood very still, watching her.

Blood pumped furiously through her chest. She licked her lips, hoping the adrenaline charge would give her enough of an edge to beat him.

No matter what, she would make him pay for anything he got.

“You’re a surprising little thing.”

The disbelief in his muttered words stroked her ego until she picked up the underlying anger.

“No, I’m a dangerous little thing.” She positioned her feet and feinted to his right. Her bluff worked to draw him out of position. She gritted her teeth against the inevitable pain, took a step, and threw her weight onto her injured leg.

Then shoved her left knee up hard. Big mistake.

The bastard blocked his groin with both hands faster than she’d ever seen a man move.

Terri lost her balance, hopping to stay off her right leg, but pain knifed up her side.

She sucked in her breath. The white-hot burning in her thigh caused her to hesitate to attack again.

And cost her what little edge she’d just gained.

Quick as a whip, he caught her by one arm and spun her back against his chest. His arms wrapped her like giant manacles, immobilizing her.

Shit!

Terri struggled but knew when she’d been beat. This was the downside of refusing to work with a partner again.

“What do you want?” she demanded and damn if she didn’t sound mad enough to back up the fury in her tone. Her pulse kicked into hyperspeed. She struggled. Panic would not help her, but the fear of being a victim again after the knife attack hid just beneath the surface under a thin veneer of confidence.

He said nothing. His chest expanded with each breath, but she hadn’t been a real challenge for this guy. No one with his lightning reflexes would be winded. In fact, he’d contained her without roughing her up, which took effort.

Hope blossomed in her chest. He might not kill her.

Maybe he was just a thief.

“You find anything good here?” she asked, trying to prod him to confirm his presence.

Still no reply. Great impression of a statue.

She had to calm down and think. Calm equaled control. Her handbag was still intact and had moved back to her hip, but still out of reach while he held her. She glanced around for a weapon or something she could use as one.

The papers and open drawer snagged her gaze. Why go through the drawers of this house? What did people hide of value in drawers?

Jewelry, cash, checkbooks, credit cards…

The possibility of him being a thief was beginning to sound pretty plausible. Maybe he read obits, knew how to locate the houses and hit the ones that looked like easy pickings. She wanted to slap her head for not taking the unlocked door more seriously.

“Guess you’ve combed this place pretty good.” She tried to turn her head. Not going to happen until he gave up this intimidation routine.

She knew the stay silent tactic. Let the other person babble. No problem. She’d play along and talk if that gave her any chance of weaseling her way out of this.

Terri took a breath, feeling back on her game, even if she was in a compromised position. Her best bet would be to convince him she’d also come here for a heist.

“Hey, buddy, I had no idea we were casing the same house. My bad. If you’ll let me go, I’ll stay off your turf.” She tried to flex her arms, but she’d have an easier time flexing against a tree limb. This guy must spend his days as a gym rat.

A lock of her wavy hair tumbled into her eyes. She huffed the curl back and waited for him to make a move. Preferably, not an aggressive one.

“What are you doing here?” The softly spoken words were delivered in a voice as chilling as a block of ice.

She would not let him intimidate her. Her palms were slick, but everyone got sweaty palms, even undercover agents. She’d dealt with dangerous perps back when she was with the DEA.

“Same as you, just looking for something to pawn.” Terri prayed she was right. He didn’t act like someone on crack so maybe he’d just been sifting through the house for loose cash, credit cards, and jewelry. A smart thief wouldn’t want to add assault to the charges if he ever got caught.

An encouraging thought…if he was sharp.

“Right.” He made a sound that was a cross between a scoff and a grunt.

What? He didn’t think she was capable of B&E, just got lucky with the door being open. If he only knew. She could pick a lock faster than he could sneeze. Just ask the judge who sentenced her to a year in juvie when she was sixteen.

“Hey, I can get into anything.” She scoffed right back. “And had I broken in first I wouldn’t have left the door unlocked. So what are you after? Jewelry?” Play along and keep him talking even if he did act as though he was being charged by the word to speak. He’d lower his guard at some point.

“Nothing here to pawn,” he said.

Just as she’d thought. A thief. He hadn’t tried to peel her clothes off. If she acted cool and casual about all this, she might just walk away unscathed.

Unfortunately, she’d never been cool in her life so friendly was the best to expect from her acting repertoire.

“What do you want?” His blunt question made her jump.

She clenched her fingers to keep from snapping at him. “Nothing, really. Just making a quick hit and moving on. I’ve already told you this place is all yours. You’re right, there’s not a thing I can make a dime on.”

“You left a desk job in a suit and put on sneakers to hit a house you hadn’t even cased properly?”

The teasing curl of his voice insulted her, but she was beginning to feel better about getting out of this little mess she didn’t want Brady or anyone in the NOPD to find out about. If this guy had been a serious whacko he probably would have hurt her by now or said something creepy.

“Okay, I admit I suck at B and E.” Not really, but he might take pity on a novice. “And, yes, it’s obvious I haven’t been cracking houses long. I may just give it up after tonight. I’m embarrassed enough. Can I go…please?” She smiled, working the whole blonde act to the hilt.

“Not yet. You owe me for stepping on my turf.”

Terri stopped smiling and held her breath, assessing what he meant. Her throat tightened at the first images that popped into her mind. How was she ever going to trust her instincts around a perp again if she’d pegged this guy so wrong from the start?

“Wh-what else do you want?” She ground her teeth at her jittery words and swallowed against the lump of fear crawling up her throat. Her heart thumped so hard he had to feel the pounding beneath his forearm, still wrapped across her chest.

“Take it easy. I. Don’t. Hurt. Women.”

Terri would have dismissed his words outright if not for the profound tone of insult behind them. The pressure of his grip eased as if he wanted to prove his words by lessening the sense of threat.

Or was she just trying to convince herself she could handle this? In fairness, he hadn’t flexed a muscle, hadn’t made a forward move of any sort on her.

He hadn’t forced himself on her. She felt a little better, but not enough to give him any more leeway than she had already.

What was with this silent treatment?

“Okay, so what do you want?” she snapped.

He shifted.

She tensed when he leaned closer until his warm breath feathered against her skin. Scream for help and risk a backlash or hold still and be patient?

While her brain churned with the frantic debate, he inhaled deeply. Then he breathed the air back out slowly as he whispered against her skin.

“You smell good. Damn good.”

That was it?

Smelling her should freak her out and did on some level. But for some reason his words filled her with a deep sadness. He hadn’t put a hand on her except to stop her from fighting him. If she allowed him this concession, would he let her go?

“I doubt you’ll find me appealing.” She’d first try to deter him from wanting more. “I’ve been up for close to twenty hours and have a hard time believing those deodorant commercials are true. I’m sure you could find a better female to sniff, maybe one with a more expensive perfume than eau de bath soap.”

He inhaled again, slowly, as if he savored the breath, and whispered, “No, you smell natural and real. You smell the way a woman should. Nice.” His husky voice added to the simple action of breathing in her scent had a strangely erotic appeal, spun her nerves into a frenzied tangle. He nuzzled her hair and she went perfectly still. The movement brought them close. Rogue hormones started setting up camp.

And if that wasn’t a stupid reaction to a stranger who held her captive she didn’t know what was.

Brady was right. She needed to get laid if a thief could raise a sliver of sexual interest in her. Bad as it sounded in her mind right now, she was sort of turned on. Had the attack three months ago distorted her emotions to the point she needed to be in danger to feel excited? With all the emotional baggage she already toted around after that night, she hoped not.

Nightmares of knives, screaming, and blood.

She’d been so sure she would die that night.

Buried terror of fighting a man armed with a razor-sharp blade who outweighed her by a hundred-plus pounds burst alive in her mind. She shut her eyes against the images and the sound of her voice screaming when he stabbed her leg, yanking the knife and ripping flesh.

“You’re trembling.” The perp holding her cursed something in Cajun and physically withdrew from her without releasing his hold.

Damn him for unleashing the vulnerability she’d chained down so she could face the world again and function like a normal woman.

“I won’t hurt you,” he repeated, irritated.

She couldn’t hear anything but the pounding in her ears.

Her chest rose and fell faster with each breath. His assurance meant nothing to her. The last criminal she’d believed had led her into a deadly ambush.

“I’m going to let you go. Get the hell out of here and don’t come back.” All joking was gone from his voice. He sounded as cold and heartless as he had when he’d first spoken.

She started to say she’d be happy to vacate the premises, but his arms released her so quickly she just stood there for a second, regaining her bearings.

Terri snatched at her purse and wrenched out her weapon. She spun around to the door, carefully checking the hallway.

Empty in both directions.

No time to waste when she’d been given a break. She hurried back through the house, more than happy to get the hell out.

On her way through the kitchen, she glanced at the refrigerator out of reflex to check the note once more.

The pale yellow paper was gone.

“What the…?”

Why would a thief take that note?

“Leave now and don’t come back.” The words were whispered eerily from the hallway behind her like an unearthly warning.

She ran to the front door and scooted outside, down the porch, and across the street before reminding herself to breathe.

Who was that guy?

She had no idea, but one thing was clear. He sure as hell wasn’t a thief.

 

From inside his mother’s house, Nathan watched the woman flee across the front lawn to the other side of the street. Moonlight shimmered along her shapely form.

Breaking and entering. Right. In that getup?

She was some level of law enforcement. He’d bet Federal, if not for her quick game to pretend at being a perp. He’d have expected less creativity and more posturing from a Fed.

And to have a partner.

What the hell was she doing out here alone, breaking and entering in this neighborhood? Didn’t she realize how reckless that was?

Nathan cast another look at her before she vanished into the shadows. She smelled like a spring day when flowers start to bloom. Like nothing he’d breathed in for the past two years.

Like something he’d wanted to feel next to him in a bed at night. His body stirred to life again, hard and wanting, just pissing him off more.

First woman he’d encountered on the outside and she thought he was going to rape her. Not bad enough he was an ex-con and deserter, now he’d sunk to true scum-of-the-earth level.

Great, just great. The only thing to make him a worse asshole would be to kick a puppy.

Nathan scowled at her and himself. He had no time for women right now. Getting hot and bothered over one connected to law enforcement proved he didn’t have a discerning ounce of blood in his loins.

He lifted the yellow note he’d snatched off the refrigerator.

She’d read the note on her way in. He’d dismissed her interest in it as her just nosing around, but she’d paused to look for the slip of paper again on her way out. Why would she care about Jamie’s note?

The one he’d left for Nathan yesterday when he was still alive. Twenty-four hours earlier and he could have saved Jamie.

A rush of anger cleared the lusty fog. Nathan needed information and bet the skirt that just left knew something.








CHAPTER THREE



“What’s the holdup?”

Duff maintained his calm, but answering this puffed-up lobbyist strained his patience. “New Orleans customs is sitting on a stack of shipping containers. I was told the package would be accessible by now, out of customs, so the holdup’s not on my end.”

“Look, mate, we have a great opportunity here, both of us. One that might not ever come again. I need everything in place in a few days. This next Tuesday is not a soft date. Not like I can just reschedule this.”

Few people understood the importance of timing as much as Duff, certainly not this groomed and spoiled Aussie who made his living pulling the strings on powerful men. Parker’s only concern was leveraging a vote in the Senate for his client Zolono Pharmaceuticals, one of the largest in the world…that wanted to be the largest. Small potatoes compared to what Duff had to handle.

“I’m well aware of your schedule.” Duff paused before dropping his next little bomb. “It’s why we’ll have to go to the backup…plan B.” Duff glanced at the monitor on the desk next to where he stood. The live feed from Parker’s D.C. office shared more than a videophone call would where the person on the other end of the line would know they were being observed.

Parker had been pacing since the minute he’d answered Duff ’s call. Now he stopped at his window with arms crossed. Bluetooth hooked to his ear, he gazed out over a distant view of the Mall that stretched from the Washington Monument to Capitol Hill. Duff knew the view well. He’d checked out the entire office when he’d inserted the hidden camera feed. Parker wouldn’t be enjoying his plush lifestyle much longer if he didn’t swing the pharmaceutical deal. For that, he needed Duff, because Parker’s only weapon was charm.

Duff checked his watch. Time waited on no one. “I need to make a move.”

“I never wanted any part of plan B. We discussed that. Marseaux will go crazy if you touch his shipment.”

“Marseaux assured everyone he’d have that container available by now, that he could get his drug shipment past customs without a hitch. He dropped the ball, so what can he say?” Not really Marseaux’s fault, but the drug lord owed favors and his loss in this would balance out another debt.

“You have a point, but it’s not like he knows the real reason behind the drug shipment, right?” A little note of insecurity crept into Parker’s normally confident voice.

“He knows as much as he needs to. Your call. Say the word and I’ll contact one of my people to get the ball rolling.” As if Parker had a choice? Duff fingered his cell phone, wishing he had his Bluetooth, but the fratelli didn’t allow those in meetings.

Duff glanced across the elegant hotel room where his superior, Fra Bacchus, sat in a crimson leather chair, patiently waiting for him to finish the call.

And watching his every move.

“Once the New Orleans PD gets involved, you’ll have Marseaux on your doorstep,” Parker reminded him.

“I can handle Marseaux.” Duff checked the monitor.

Parker drove fidgety fingers through his hair and paced the length of his sprawling office. Up until two years ago, he’d been the envy of every lobbyist on Capitol Hill, the man with the power, until one big deal fell apart after another. His golden touch had tarnished to cheap brass and would quickly turn into shit if he didn’t give Zolono Pharmaceuticals the votes they needed to approve a bid to take over a struggling midsize firm—a monopoly venture, no matter how he colored the proposal.

Duff frowned when Parker picked up a file on his desk, his face relaxing with a forced calm before he spoke. “By the way, Duff, my contacts in New Orleans said the NOPD has a consultant working with them, prior DEA. A sheila is focusing on high-profile drug operations in the city, specifically Marseaux.”

“She won’t be a problem. If she is, I’ll deal with her.” Duff fingered the focus on the monitor, enlarging the screen until he could see the file in Parker’s hand. Mitchell, Terri. He heaved a deep breath, maintaining his control. Had to. He lived under a microscope.

“But, what if she—”

“Don’t. Worry.” Duff had given this clown more leeway than he deserved. “What if the world ended tomorrow? What if you got laid? ‘What ifs’ bore me. Let me do my job. I’ll get the product in place as promised. We still have plenty of time to hand the serum to my people. But we can’t release any of it until I know for sure we have all the antidote and that the serum will indeed work. You just have to assure me payment is ready for the next step.”

“Payment will be as agreed.” Parker dropped the file on his desk and pinched his brow. “I guess we go to plan B and hope the fallout from Marseaux can be managed. I just…we need to limit the deaths, even if it is for a good reason.”

“Having an attack of conscience? I didn’t think that happened in your line of work.”

“Regardless of what you think, lobbyists play an important role. If I get the votes Zolono needs, they’ll be able to acquire a potential vaccine against breast cancer from a struggling company without the resources to make it a reality. They could change the future of women in this world.”

“Hot damn, you are good. I like how you slide right past how this Senate vote and hostile takeover will catapult Zolono into an international entity that can outpace any competition once the vaccine is turned into a household name. Your CEO buddy kills thousands to save millions. Cherry deal.”

No comment.

Duff glanced at the monitor where Parker was gritting his teeth and shaking his fist at an invisible adversary. Some people just can’t take pressure. “Don’t get your backside up. We’ll move ahead as planned and Zolono’s CEO will never know his role in all this.”

One flick of a control and the camera zoomed in tight on Parker’s face. Sweat beaded across his creased forehead. But the little prick stretched his neck, an obvious stab at relaxing, and managed to sound like he had the world by the balls when he spoke.

“I should hope so, since you came highly recommended for a discreet operation. And, I don’t want Marseaux coming to D.C.”

Discreet. Hell of a way to describe a covert operation for mass execution. “Anton Marseaux is a businessman. He won’t like what happens, but he’ll understand. He has no knowledge of you, so no worries—right, mate?” he mimicked. “I’ll have your product in place by this weekend, in time for Tuesday. Have your next installment ready.”

“That’s cutting it close, but this weekend should work. I’ve got a meeting with the client on Friday. I’ll have the funds ready to wire after that.”

“One more thing, Parker. Don’t contact people to check up on me. It just pisses me off. Not a smart move on your part.” Duff cut a look at the monitor in time to see Parker yank on the collar of his pale blue silk shirt. Baggy eyes had turned his thirty-two-year-old face into a man closing in on middle age.

“Fine. Just keep me informed.”

Parker hung up, then swiped his desk clean of files and pens. Temper, temper. Duff punched a button, ending the transmission.

He closed his cell phone and turned to Fra Bacchus. His short but dangerous superior sat in a reclined position, as at home on the top floor of New Orlean’s finest five-star hotel, as an eagle perched in its nest above the world. Gray hairs invaded the short brown hair on his head. One eye drooped slightly, giving him a perpetual look of not quite getting what someone said, which was far from the truth with this genius.

“Parker’s snooping in New Orleans,” Duff informed him.

“He will find nothing more than any average person who noses around, because he is, after all, only average.” Narrow fingers on one hand tapped against the Fra’s robe-covered knees. Hands Duff had been on the punishing end of until he’d proven himself a top general for the cause. He suppressed a shudder at how strong and invasive those fingers could be.

“Of course, Your Exalted.” Duff crossed the room to refill the Fra’s wineglass. “I may have to…remove the Mitchell woman.”

The Fra stopped tapping his knee. Duff held his breath. Had that been transparent?

“I’ll let you know if that is necessary.”

Duff nodded and allowed his lungs to release a tense breath. No unnecessary deaths. Committing one was a serious infraction the Fratelli took painful measures to prevent.

“Is everything in place?”

“Yes, Your Exalted. I have forwarded the tip on the drugs to a snitch in New Orleans who is probably already counting his wad of cash from an NOPD detective.” In a few hours, law enforcement would be crawling all over stacks of metal containers in the shipyard, searching for drugs they would locate in the one next to where the Drake body had been found.

That would draw the attention of the Mitchell bitch.

Good. Duff smiled to himself. He liked blondes.

His favorite shade of fear.

“Very well. You may go, Duff.”

When Duff reached the door, the Fra called to him.

“Yes, sir?”

“Please don’t disappoint me, Duff. You know how I hate that.”

Duff caught himself before he cursed. The Fra always used those specific words right before he’d commence with the “punishment proceedings,” as they were called. Duff ’s palms sweated with memories of being tied spread-eagle against a wall.

“No, sir, I won’t disappoint you.” I’d slit my own throat first.

 

Nathan finished closing drawers in the house. Jamie wouldn’t have left him a note anywhere this obvious, but he couldn’t risk not checking. His throat muscles clenched to the point he couldn’t breathe. First Mom, now Jamie. He’d let everyone down.

He should have taken the beating in prison so he would have gotten out two months ago.

Had he done that, Jamie would be alive now.

Dammit. He should have done a lot of things, but second-guessing decisions had never been of any use. He could accept his mom’s death to some degree, but not Jamie’s. Someone was going to pay for getting his brother involved with the Marseaux family again. Nathan knew that bastard had drawn Jamie in somehow. His brother’s note on the refrigerator had said “If I don’t make it by tomorrow A.M.,…” Jamie knew he was supposed to be at the prison in the P.M. and they’d used that same code of initials—A.M.—for Marseaux during the trial. Nathan wouldn’t fault Jamie, because someone had duped his brother. As clueless as Jamie could be, he wasn’t that stupid. Someone caught Jamie when he was vulnerable and hurting after their mother had died.

Nathan winced from anguish tearing through him again at the thought of his brother not being here to greet him. At the thought of his brother lying dead on the ground like disposable trash…

His grief turned to rage. The bastard who shot Jamie had made a dangerous mistake and he would pay for it tenfold. In blood and with his flesh.

Nathan stared around the room where moonlight spilled in. Where was Jamie’s personal hiding place in this house? When they’d played as kids, Nathan had found Jamie’s secret stash of possessions when he picked the same spot for concealing his personal booty. After that, they just shared any hiding place since one would never take anything from the other.

Knowing his brother, Jamie’s new spot would be well concealed.

Nathan checked his watch. Twenty minutes after eleven—he was out of time. He had a half-hour drive to make and didn’t want to be late.

After locking the front and then back door, he went to the garage, where two vehicles sat side by side. A six-year-old Chevy Lumina that had once been a shiny cinnamon red had lost its polish. Now it looked more like a well-savored Tic Tac.

The second car was hidden beneath an all-weather beige chamois cover. And the instant he saw the shape, he knew what it was, even though his mind denied the possibility. His breath caught as anticipation filled him.

Nathan approached the cover reverently so that he could touch it again. His fingers sank into the supple chamois, which was like touching the finest velvet. Only a woman’s skin was softer, but not by much.

Soft as the skin of the B&E artist he’d just touched…and wouldn’t again, unfortunately. Forget the woman. Nathan traded the frustrating thought for an endearing one.

He couldn’t believe his brother had kept this…

A ’72 AMC Javelin. Even though his father had told him to never covet a possession, this car was everything to Nathan. Sliding the cover back, pleasure filled the empty pockets of his battered soul as he saw the gleaming black paint. Even in the dim light, his baby shined and beckoned him like a lover. There wasn’t a piece of this car that he hadn’t held in his hand at some point.

Not a single part he hadn’t cradled when he’d done his frame-off restoration.

His breathing ragged, he finished removing the cover to expose the gleaming blower that jutted out from the hood almost a foot high. Unlike the side pipes, which he’d ordered in matte black, this was the only part of the car that stood out against the stark black. And when he held the throttle open, this machine rumbled like thunder. It was so deep in sound that he could feel it all the way to his bones.

That sound of power, that unique feel of raw, unbridled potential…

With perfect, clean lines and a chassis built for speed, this was the car his father had bought as a teen but never had the money or time to restore.

Nathan had told Jamie to sell this for the money it would bring.

Thank God for once his brother hadn’t listened to him, and the fact that Jamie hadn’t brought a sting to his eyes. His brother had known what the car meant to him and he’d saved this one piece of Nathan’s former life for him.

His gaze blurring, Nathan glanced around the unfamiliar garage until he found a tall cabinet next to a workbench. Without a doubt in his mind, he strode over and wiped his hand over the top left edge until his fingers bumped a key on a leather ring.

He and Jamie had always left the car keys where they could find them easily. Searching thin drawers on the tool chest, he located a stash of wire ties long enough to work as handcuffs. Four folded shop rags sat in a stack at the end of the workbench. He grabbed the stack. On the way back to the Javelin, Nathan opened the Chevy doors and stuck his head in to retrieve the garage door opener.

White Shoulders cologne danced through his nostrils.

His mother’s favorite. He and Jamie had never failed to buy that for her birthday after their dad had died. Unimaginable pain and guilt speared him as he remembered the past. He longed to see her pretty face full of life one more time. To hear her tinkling laughter.

To tell her he loved her and was sorry he’d failed to keep Jamie safe. Two years of hell in prison was nothing compared to coming home to an empty house and knowing all that truly mattered to him was gone. He’d given up his freedom, his career.

Jamie had given up his life.

Rage punched its way past the hurt and pain to remind Nathan why he was here and what he had to do.

He swallowed the lump in his throat and snatched the plastic garage door opener from the visor. Paybacks were hell and, in this, he was the devil out to collect that bill.

He shoved the car door shut and climbed into the Javelin.

One turn of the key and his baby fired up without hesitation. Jamie wasn’t a half-bad mechanic in his own right. He’d kept the battery charged and the engine tuned. Throaty mufflers rumbled as low and predatory as a black jaguar stalking its mate, owning the night and anything in its path. The vibration in the seat made his heartbeat race.

He pressed the small black box and the garage door raised.

The engine revved softly. His pulse vibrated with the feel of freedom and the power now his to control. He shifted the car into gear and drove slowly out to the street, closing the garage door behind him. When he reached the next block, the engine was warm, oil flowing through the valves, and the road was clear.

Nathan stomped the accelerator and dumped the clutch, laying a strip of rubber for fifty feet as this bitch screamed with power. Adolescent, but he didn’t give a damn right now. He needed to hear this car purr and roar.

Nathan shouted, drunk with exhilaration. He was finally in control again. His life was his own. No guards or anyone else telling him what to do and when to do it. No one shouting orders or insults.

Time to ruin a few people’s lives, the way they’d ruined his and Jamie’s.

He navigated the streets of New Orleans with ease, then parked his car down a deserted street connecting a maze of alleys in the Warehouse District. After locking the car, he shuffled between buildings squeezed so close together a rat would get claustrophobia. Two blocks over he emerged next to a Dumpster that reeked of rotting food. Best place to wait since the smell alone would drive others away.

Decaying food was nothing compared to the things he’d experienced in the army or in prison. Few odors would ever match the one of that cave in South America.

Not a memory he wanted to relive, but one that had come back to life with the news reporting how a settlement in India was wiped out mysteriously this week. Those deaths were too similar to the ones in the South American village two years ago.

Same pattern of dying, right down to the grotesque bodies.

Nothing on the news about biological warfare, but he’d had plenty of time to think about those South Americans killed by an unknown virus that had not shown up anywhere else. Until now, and, from what the news reported, ten months ago when an entire village in the Congo had died of a mysterious virus.

Too many coincidences. Intelligence agencies and the military had to be thinking biological warfare. They should…

Nathan caught himself. He had to stop trying to solve the world’s problems. Didn’t he have enough of his own to keep him busy? He had maybe five days—if he was lucky—before he’d be faced with disappearing permanently.

The low putter of a big engine with custom pipes approached. Nathan tucked deeper into the crevice created between the Dumpster and the wall, and waited.

A Hummer rolled into place, right where it had parked earlier today. Some vermin were creatures of habit, Bennie Larriot being one. Same place he’d been for five years. Just a new set of wheels. True to form, neither Bennie nor his driver had been packing earlier. Being an attorney—one of Marseaux’s—Bennie took no chances with being caught with a weapon in the car.

Nathan had no doubt a weapon was hidden in the car any more than he doubted the possibility of easily finding it.

Narrowing his eyes, Nathan steeled himself for the coming fight. He had the wire ties and a shop rag tucked inside the waistband at the small of his back, ready.

The driver got out, scanned the tight area, and dismissed any threat as nonchalantly as he had before. No bodyguard would be better than a lazy one. The driver stalked around to open the passenger door.

Nathan made his move the minute the driver turned his back to him. Launching himself from the shadows, he slammed the bodyguard against his head to daze him and kicked the back of his knees, taking down two hundred fifty-plus pounds in less than three seconds. The guard’s head bounced against the ground, finishing him off.

The shocked expression on Bennie’s face lasted the same three seconds before he produced a switchblade.

Nathan was faster. He wrenched Bennie’s arm up and back. When the pig opened his mouth to scream, Nathan shoved the shop rag into the gaping hole, then hit Bennie upside his head hard enough to knock him out. He loaded Bennie into the backseat, where he wire-tied his hands and feet, then lifted the keys off the unconscious driver and drove the Hummer away.

Nathan planned to find out how Jamie had become entangled in Marseaux’s plans. Who had drawn his brother into this bunch? The NOPD and DEA had never been able to nail Marseaux. If Nathan uncovered anything that would help put the drug lord away, he’d send the evidence to someone.

That is, if there was anything left of Marseaux to arrest once Nathan was through with him.

He wended his way through the streets, where the midnight crowds could fulfill their fantasies with easy sex and euphoric drugs. He parked the Hummer next to Le Morte Noir—the Black Death—the name he and Jamie had jokingly dubbed the Javelin after a late-night cruise for frog hunting.

Pushing the memory aside along with the bitterness that followed, he unloaded Bennie, then drove the Hummer a mile away to what was left of the Ninth Ward, where he’d grown up.

Local chop shop owners wouldn’t believe their luck when their street scouts found this sitting duck out in the open. They’d have this baby fully dismantled in twenty-four hours…or less.

Nathan hiked back to his car and fired up the Javelin. He drove a circuitous route until he reached his carefully thought-out lair. The last place anyone would look. He parked behind the silenced printing company abandoned in Katrina’s wake.

After his father died, his mother had worked here to put food in their mouths and clothes on their backs. Jamie and he had run amok in this same parking lot after school, waiting for their mother to come off shift so they could go home and eat watered-down soup.

He managed to get Bennie out of the car, grunting under the titanic weight. So what if he banged the bastard’s head a few times? The least of Bennie’s worries after tonight would be a painful headache.

It took several minutes to get Bennie inside the trashed cement-block building and lug him to the proper room, which he’d already set up in expectation of the next couple of hours. Hanging the bastard by his wrists wasn’t quite so simple, but a half hour of sweat had Bennie right where Nathan wanted.

The pig could hang there, drooling, a minute while Nathan finished the last details of his surprise. He grabbed a screwdriver to remove set pins on the miniature stage floor beneath Bennie. The whole contraption was only five feet across. Plenty of room for an entertaining show.

Manic scratching and chattering from rats looking for a meal and freedom disrupted the peace. Given the number of rats who used to call his house their home, the sound was almost comforting to Nathan.

He patrolled the exterior once, assuring himself no one was near. The owners had built this far outside the city’s center to save money. Nathan appreciated their planning now. He returned to the corner he’d cleaned up for this exercise and sat on a ragged bar stool.

After Bennie, the next on his list was Thibadeaux “FinMan” Finney, an equal-opportunity snitch with ties to any organized crime family that paid his price. He managed to stay alive by keeping a goon squad of bodyguards supplied with drugs. He thought they could keep him safe.

But there was nothing and no one who could keep the devil at bay once it was time to give him his due. FinMan had a few more hours of peace.

Then the devil would be beating down his door.

For now, Bennie had napped long enough.

Nathan lifted a pitcher of cold water sitting at his feet and splashed him in the face. Bennie came to, spitting and coughing, slinging wet hair from his eyes. Water dripped from his chin onto the plywood board thirty inches below his dangling feet. Chicken wire with small holes surrounded Bennie in a circle five feet in diameter, six feet off the floor.

Bennie still wore his boxer shorts just because Nathan didn’t want any more information on that flaccid body than he already had. Especially with a barrel gut on Bennie that hung out like biscuit dough from a half-popped can.

“What the hell is this? What do you want?” Bennie shouted curses and demands without relief. He twisted back and forth, causing the ropes tied to his wrists to cut his skin.

The only light in the room shined on Bennie, right into his eyes. Nathan kept the hood of his sweatshirt jacket on and moved close, but not close enough for Bennie to get a glimpse of someone from his past just yet.

Nathan curled his lips into a smile of contempt, ready to get down to business. “Bennie!” He waited for Bennie to shut up, then said, “Heard about all the homeless boys you’ve taken in. Real benefactor, aren’t you? Bet they didn’t think so after you raped them. I tried to copy the way you tied them up when you left those kids alone. Did I get it right?”

“Fuck you, asshole. You’re a dead man,” Bennie warned, but his voice quivered when he delivered that boast. He squinted into the light.

“What do you know about Nathan Drake?”

Sweat poured down Bennie’s face. “Stone-cold dead. You working with that DEA bitch? I had nothing to do with Drake.”

Could the attractive B&E poser who broke into his mom’s house be DEA? “What DEA bitch?”

“Gimme a break. Like you don’t know. Everybody knows her. She’s been busting everyone’s balls about Drake. What? She wag her hot butt at you? Huh? You get any of that? If not, you lose. I heard she’ll swap that ass for any amount of information.” His nostrils flared as he fought even harder against his bindings. “I’m gonna kill that whore and you, too, if you don’t let me go.”

This piece of shit deserved some serious lead therapy—if only Nathan had a gun.

Bennie’s lucky day.

Nathan had never enjoyed shooting a man, but that feeling might pass once he faced Jamie’s murderer. He reached up and pushed the hood off his head and leaned forward to let the light catch his face.

Bennie gawked. His beady eyes rounded to the size of black dimes. “You ain’t dead,” he whispered. “Men at the docks that found you said you had a hole in your head. Deader than a doornail.”

Frantic clawing broke through the red haze of anger Nathan barely kept tethered. Bennie’s gaze shot straight down to the origin of the sound—the plywood floor beneath his feet.

A thin piece of wood that was a removable false bottom to the enclosure.

“W-w-what’s that?” Bennie stuttered, not quite as cocky.

He’d find out soon enough. “Who sent the shooter? Who wanted me dead?”

Bennie trembled. His gut heaved with panicked breaths. “I-I don’t know.”

“I think you know something.” Nathan reached down and stuck his fingers into the holes he’d cut for a handgrip and slid the board out of the way.

Bennie’s eyes bulged and sprung tears.

Two years ago, Jamie had researched everyone he could on Marseaux’s payroll while Nathan took his place during the trial. What Jamie had lacked in street sense he’d made up for with amazing research and computer skills that led to an interesting tidbit on this warthog.

Bennie feared rats more than death.

The floor of the enclosure moved with wall-to-wall street rats, hungry and vicious rodents. With the lid out of the way, they started biting at each other and crawling all over one another, leaping.

“Get me outta here.” Bennie swung back and forth, kicking his feet.

Bad idea. That excited the rats even more.

“Not until we finish chatting, Bennie. I’ve got plenty of cheese and nowhere to go until you tell me what I want to know.” Nathan swung the cheese down to where Bennie’s legs dangled.

One of the smaller rats leapt up to brush Bennie’s right foot. He screamed like a little girl and jerked his legs higher, an impressive sight given the girth of his Michelin-style belly. “Marseaux…had to be him.”

Nathan waited for more, but Bennie denied him. He teased the rats with the cheese, stirring them into a bloodthirsty rage before he jerked it up and hooked the string to the front of Bennie’s shorts.

His captive wailed, jerking his feet up.

“Scream all you want, Bennie. No one will hear you out here.”

“I-I told you. Help me!”

“Help you? Like you helped those poor homeless boys just wanting a place to sleep and eat?” Nathan shook with the need to make this pedophile pay for hurting defenseless children.

Death wouldn’t clear his tab, but a dose of terror would be a fair down payment.

When Bennie couldn’t hold his feet up any longer, a rat jumped straight up, claws digging into the pudgy big toe. “That’s all I, ahhh—” he cried out, eyes and nose running.

Three more rats jumped, two catching hold. Blood trickled down his foot.

Bennie screamed.

While Doughy exercised his lungs and struggled to walk on air, Nathan considered his next options once he was finished here. He fished a business card from the chest pocket of Bennie’s jacket and moved the black type under the light.

TERRI MITCHELL, LAW ENFORCEMENT CONSULTANT. Nothing about the DEA, but undercover operatives didn’t advertise. The card had a photo—didn’t do her justice—and a cell number.

Plenty of information for Nathan to go on to find out what his little B&E babe knew about Jamie’s death.

Nathan put the card away. Bennie was blabbering something about the dead bodies walking around. “Where did these guys see my body? What shipyard?”








CHAPTER FOUR



“I’m on the way in, Sammy. What’s the status on the container at the docks?” Terri flipped open a notepad as she drove to headquarters. With commuters headed for home clogging the roads downtown, she could have walked from her grandmother’s house to the police station faster.

“NOPD and DEA argued over jurisdiction and right of evidence possession, but we won the battle for once. Captain Philborn ordered a tractor trailer to pick up the container. It’s on the way to our secured yard right now. I got a note here for you somewhere.” The sound of paper ruffling and low muttering followed.

“I’m not surprised the captain got his way. He’s pretty persuasive.” Terri swerved into a faster lane.

“Nice to see us get a break once in a while, but only fair since the tip came from a contact that belongs to one of our guys. Damn, where is that message?” More fumbling noises.

“Clearly belongs to the NOPD,” Terri agreed, not the least bit guilty about her role in all this.

After Sammy called this morning to alert her about the drug bust at the docks, she’d phoned the head of the BAD agency, Joe Q. Public—yes, that really was his name and anyone who teased him for it regretted the error shortly thereafter—for some assistance. Joe had a friend in the DEA who owed him a favor so the pissing contest was shut down quickly. She’d had just enough time to get Grandma to a doctor’s appointment and back, grab a late lunch, and change into her just-the-facts charcoal gray suit. One with pants instead of a skirt this time.

Joe hadn’t jockeyed the container out of the DEA’s hands just to give the NOPD first shot. He wanted the contents examined by a BAD representative first, and she intended to be the one he sent in. She needed first crack at it to see what else might be inside besides the drugs.

Could this be the shipment Conroy had been trying to tell her about the night they were ambushed? The one with something more than a shipment of cocaine, something deadly? If Conroy had lived, Terri would have met the woman who told him a bizarre conspiracy story that involved secret material being transported with one of Marseaux’s drug shipments.

One thing bugged Terri. Why had the snitch waited so long to make the call to tip NOPD about the drugs? Why now?

“Here it is.” Sammy triumphantly read off Brady’s name and phone number.

“Anyone else call?” She’d deal with Brady in due time. Maybe he wanted to talk about the body…or drinks. She hoped not.

“Someone called here asking about you this morning.”

“Yeah? Who?”

“Didn’t say. The call was routed to me. This guy wanted to know if you were with the NOPD. I told him you consulted. Then he asked what kind of consulting work you did. I told him I couldn’t share that type of information.”

“Good. Probably someone I interviewed about that body from the docks, which reminds me—did the DEA find the body?” She tapped her brakes and grumbled at the sluggish movement. Terri hated the traffic but loved the city. Good thing, since she wouldn’t move away from Grandma, who had lived in the French Quarter since long before it became chic to own a condo there.

“Nope, nothing yet on the stiff. And that guy who called asking about you, I don’t think he was someone you interviewed.”

“Why not?” She lifted her cup of coffee and took a sip.

“He asked if you consulted on B and Es.”

Terri spewed coffee on the steering wheel and cursed. Good thing she’d only taken a sip. She stuck the cup back in the console cup holder and grabbed a napkin, wiping her pants leg.

“You okay?”

No. She swiped her hands and steering wheel, then growled over the spots on her clothes. “Yeah, I’m fine. Someone cut me off and I spilled coffee. That guy sounds like some lunatic. Just ignore it. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

She hung up and brushed her palm across her forehead and the top of her hair. How had that perp found her? And who was this character? Why would he track her down at the police station?

He wasn’t behaving like a common thief. He was starting to sound like a stalker.

Or someone from another agency.

And he was really starting to tick her off.

She parked the car outside in the lot reserved for everyone working in the temporary precinct and moved as quickly toward the two-story building as her leg would allow her. Her leg muscles seized up when she sat for more than fifteen minutes and hurt like a son of a gun when she stretched them.

Once she reached her desk, Terri eased down onto the chair, grimacing when she hit that one point in bending that turned her stomach with the sharp ache.

Her phone rang before she had her hands free. If this was that thief from the Drake house, she’d…

What?

She didn’t know, but the minute she did he’d get an earful. Snatching up the receiver, she answered briskly: “Terri Mitchell.”

“This is Sammy.”

She stretched her neck to see around people between her and Sammy’s desk, where he grinned and flapped his hand in a wave. “What do you need, sweetie?”

“You got a visitor on the way up.”

“Who?” But she knew the answer before Sammy said, “Josie Silversteen from the DEA’s office.”

The woman was already leaving the elevator, snapping toward Terri with determined steps. Five-eight even without the slut shoes she strode forward on, Josie’s navy-and-red–striped business suit fit her perfectly shaped body. She had the look of a corporate viper with an ax to grind.

She paused at Terri’s desk and gave her a withering stare. “Want to tell me what happened to that Drake body?” Long brunette hair swept across her shoulders when she leaned her head down and made a show of wiping off the wooden chair situated for visitors.

Terri blinked a minute, trying to get her bearings. What was Satan’s spawn doing here? What would make the Queen Viper come down from on high to visit the little people?

Josie snapped her fingers in the air as she sat down in the chair, somehow without splitting the overly tight skirt. “Mitchell, you here or what?”

Terri blinked twice and quelled the look she really wanted to give Josie. “I’m here.”

Josie let out that irritating noise Terri hated. The one that sounded like a gruff spurt of steam escaping a teapot. “Do I gotta repeat myself?” she said in a Jersey snark. “What’s the matter? Can’t you follow along or what? Here, I’ll use small words so that you won’t get lost again, capisce?”

Terri curled her lip at the sarcastic terror who had given one hundred and ten percent to making every day of Terri’s life at the DEA miserable. Josie had even campaigned for her position from the first day Terri spent in the hospital after the attack.

And got her job, damn them all.

Silversteen could put on that phoney street slang, but she was from old money in New Jersey. Why couldn’t she have stayed in the lap of luxury and not been a sandspur in Terri’s hide?

“Okay, real slow this time, Mitchell—”

Terri glared at her. “This isn’t the morgue. What? You get lost or something?” She mimicked Josie’s accent. “If you got stiffed on a body, that’s your problem, not mine. No pun intended.” Terri tapped her fingers on the desktop, ready to end the unscheduled meeting.

“Very funny, Mitchell. That Drake killing is our”—Josie tapped a maroon fingernail against her chest—“jurisdiction. Did one of these NOPD boys pull a fast one?”

“Why would they?” Terri slapped her hand down on a stack of reports and leaned forward. “Look, I’m busy and not interested in your missing body. Why don’t you call Dolly Parton, Jane Fonda, and Lily Tomlin to put together a search party for the hospital bathrooms and stop wasting my time?”

Josie studied her perfect manicure. “You’re the last one to see the body. In fact, Brady said you were giving the corpse hot looks. Never been into necrophilia myself, but I guess it’s hard for a gimp to get laid.”

Terri’s face flamed with embarrassment. Beautiful, wealthy, and not half bad at her job, Josie went right for the buttons that destroyed feminine confidence in other women and never missed an opportunity to exploit a weak spot. Terri clutched the edge of her desk to keep her fingers busy so she wouldn’t use anything around her as a weapon.

“Oh, sorry,” Josie cooed in a phony tone and splayed her hand above her immense bust. How did a woman stay that skinny with boobs the size of cantaloupes? “My bad for mentioning your leg. So how’s the rehab going? I’m surprised you’d come back around an investigation after, well, you know…the screwup.”

“I didn’t screw up.”

“Tell that to Conroy’s widow.”

Now that burned on a level so deep it was all Terri could do not to reach out and start ripping out Josie’s brunette mane. Her knuckles turned white from the pressure of keeping them in place. “If that’s all you came to talk about, you know where the exit is. Or should I reacquaint you with the street, butt first?”

Josie lifted her delicate brows and cocked her head slightly in a look that let Terri know she didn’t take her as any kind of serious threat. Big mistake there. Terri could have had her skinny ass down in less time than it’d take to dump a cup of coffee. “No, that’s not all. Talking to me right now would be in your best interest.”

“Why?”

“In case you’ve forgotten—I know, a problem for blondes—you’re still under investigation. Refusing to work with the DEA could be considered a hostile attitude.”

Terri’s street fighter genes simmered, wanting to burst out of her skin and show this viper exactly how hostile she really was. “I haven’t forgotten and I haven’t been hostile.” Yet. “So get back to your point in this visit.”

“That is my point,” Josie purred. “I’m now heading the investigation on you and Conroy.”

“What do you mean, Conroy? He’s dead, for crying out loud.”

“This investigation has moved in another direction that I’m not at liberty to discuss. We know someone was sharing DEA information with Marseaux. Right now, all evidence points at one of you two. So if it’s Conroy, poor Sally won’t get any benefits.” Josie’s lips pooched in a fake expression of concern. “However, if it’s you…” She smiled, genuinely excited. “You’ll have all the benefits allowed any other Federal prisoner. Now, you want to play nice or push me to hunt answers elsewhere?”

Stunned at the audacity of that threat, Terri couldn’t believe the length Josie would go to bury her. Bad enough that she and Conroy were both suspected of working with Marseaux, but to deny his widow benefits would be the final insult.

Sally had serious back and kidney problems. The one plus for Conroy’s widow was that Josie would use the full force of the law to nail Terri first.

Much as she’d like to blow off this pain in her butt, Terri had to play smart to win. That meant keeping Josie close while she searched for a way to clear her and Conroy’s names.

“Why are you clueing me in on the investigation?” Terri asked.

Josie’s eyebrows shifted in amused surprise. “Good question. You do have a brain, after all. I know you think I’m out to get you, but everything is not always about you. I’m going to find the leak in the agency and the missing Drake body. If you want a fair shake on this investigation, then don’t work against me.”

“I’m not so naïve as to think your wanting to work together has anything to do with getting a fair shake and everything to do with how many rungs you can hike up the DEA ladder in that streetwalker skirt. What do you want to know?” She’d asked that with the same enthusiasm of answering phone solicitations.

Josie came as close to frowning as Terri had ever seen but managed to stop before she creased her perfect brow. “You know anything about a guy called FinMan?”

Yes, but Terri didn’t want to share much more with Josie since FinMan was one of Marseaux’s street weasels. “I’ve heard his name mentioned around here.”

“He’s a contact I’ve been grooming. Sells to everyone, but mostly drug runners. Called me this morning pretty shook-up, which is saying a lot for a man in his profession. Said he had a visitor around two a.m. who strung him up by his ankles to make him talk.”

“Doesn’t sound so bad to me.” Terri smiled to herself over this creep getting a taste of his own treatment. She’d heard more than she cared to recall about FinMan’s kinky side and how bad he’d hurt several hookers. He deserved to be strung up naked, and worse.

“It might if you were male, hanging upside down naked and got nervous, then whizzed all over yourself. Gravity is not your friend at that point.”

“Eww. Save those tidbits for when you’re in the men’s room…updating your contact information.”

Josie leaned back and offered her a droll gaze. “You know, Mitchell, you weren’t this clever when you were at the agency.”

“No?” Terri mirrored her movements, placing her own hands on each arm of the rickety chair. “I thought it was pretty hilarious every time I outshot you on the pistol range and closed more cases than anyone else in my department. Now that I don’t have to deal with backstabbing coworkers, my sense of humor has only gotten better.” Probably not smart to poke at a cobra, but Josie would suspect Terri if she turned all girlfriend nice.

“You nailed a lot of paper targets, but missed the mark big-time on your last mission.” Josie crossed her legs and leaned forward, propping her arms across her knee. Her voice dropped a notch. “It’s one thing to kill a practice target and another to eliminate a threat. I wouldn’t have let someone take my partner down from behind.”

Muscles squeezed tight around Terri’s heart every time she was reminded of Conroy’s death and that night. She wished she could remember all the details, but she’d been knocked out from behind and came to with a knife-wielding madman hunched over her. She had to live with her mistakes and those nightmares, but she didn’t have to put up with Josie’s garbage anymore.

“Whatever. I’ve told you what I know. If you’ve got nothing else to discuss, Silversteen, I’m done.”

“Much as I’d like to spend my investigative time on someone better qualified than you, I can put a case ahead of any personal differences. Even if it means wading through all your crap to find the missing body and close this investigation. But if you can’t put the job first or want me to come to my own conclusions, just say so.”

Terri drummed the tip of her pen on a stack of reports. Just find out what she wanted and move on. “Okay, I’ve heard FinMan mentioned around here and that he has a couple full-time bodyguards. How does he figure into the missing body?”

“More than a couple bodyguards, and this phantom guy took them all out, except one that was out of town, without being seen or touched, and got to FinMan.”

Terri paused her hand. “What do you mean, ‘phantom guy’?”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you, blondie. He said the dead guy at the morgue had come after him. Strung him up and threatened to cut off just enough of his nuts to make him bleed very slowly and never get hard again.”

The dead guy was alive? No, not even possible. “I can see how that probably freaked out FinMan, though I doubt any of the local prostitutes would have taken up a collection for an implant. Who’d he think the guy was?”

Josie huffed. “You really are slow. One more time, FinMan said it was the dead guy.”

Terri pulled her arm back. “That’s impossible. What did Brady say?”

“Screw Brady. He’s working for a different department and doesn’t share, so why should I? My boss wants this body found pronto. I plan to kill two birds with one shot since most of the places I’m going for background on you and Conroy might know something about the body. So if you hear a word on that corpse, you need to call me first. Got that? In fact, a word to the wise, don’t go getting chummy with Brady again.”

Terri had no interest in being chummy with anyone, particularly Brady, but where did this twit get off telling her who she could talk to or not?

“Are you threatening me?” Terri slowly rose from her chair. She was a vision of calm even though she wanted to flatten this witch into a furry brown doormat.

“No, don’t confuse that statement with something as simple as a threat.” Josie stood and glared down her narrow nose at Terri. “You share anything I’ve told you with Brady and I promise you I’ll come looking for you. You’re fair game now that you aren’t a Fed anymore, and you’re at the top of my investigation list. Use your head for once. Don’t get in my way.”

“Don’t worry, just as long as you stay out of my way,” Terri snarled right back.

“Oooohhh, I’m worried. You gonna kick my butt with your one good leg?”

No, but I might gouge out your eyes and play marbles with them. “Good luck finding Drake’s body. At least he won’t have a problem getting hard for you.” Terri tried to catch those last words before they escaped, but as usual her temper had raced ahead of her brain.

Conroy had been one of the few male agents who failed to hit on Josie during her first year. That he was happily married meant nothing to her. Josie had caught him in a black mood, drinking alone at a local watering hole while his wife was out of town. She pulled out all the stops to get him in the sack. He’d said no. When she called him a limp dick, he smiled and told her he only had a problem getting it up around a slut.

Josie lifted her purse, her face a blank mask of calm. “Enjoy your freedom while it lasts, Mitchell. Tic-toc.” She strolled from the offices with the regal bearing of a queen.

Terri made a childish face at Josie’s back.

The room quieted near her. She glanced around and caught a couple gazes straying her way, so she glared them into submission, then plopped back down in the chair.

Dammit! Whoever had decided to put all of them in a common room should be cursed with a plague on their privates.

The phone rang again.

She snatched it up. “What?”

“Damn, Terri, don’t bite my head off.”

She relaxed at the smooth Latino accent. His was the only voice that could have soothed her fury. “Sorry, Carlos. What have you got?”

“Plenty of fine wine and silk sheets with a high thread count.”

Terri smiled. Carlos Delgado had been the first agent she’d met at BAD when Joe’s partner, Tee, showed Terri around. Carlos had a half smile that meant anything from he couldn’t take you seriously to he’d like to strip you naked. As a woman, she’d immediately read the latter into his expression, which had drawn a sigh from her but nothing more. She knew better than to get involved with a teammate, even if he did put a Latin god to shame.

“You do brighten my day, Carlos.”

“Anything to be of service to you. And I mean that in every sense of the word.”

Terri chuckled, forgetting her anger for the moment. “What’s up?”

“It’s obviously going to take a lot more work to get dinner with you, but I’m a patient man. Back to business. The container is in the yard. Joe tied up Philborn with paperwork for two hours—starting now—before the crime lab can dust for prints or remove any evidence. We need someone inside to do a survey and take photos of everything, not just the drugs.”

“I’ll head over there now.”

“Wait for me to pick you up. I’d be there already if not for the damn traffic crossing Lake Ponchatrain.”

“I don’t need anyone to go with me. If I go now that’s at least an extra half hour.”

“Joe and Tee agreed to let you work solo…to a degree. Everyone has backup at some time, Terri.”

“Even you?”

“I do if I think I need it.”

“Then give me the same latitude.” Terri lowered her voice and turned away from big ears. “Admit it, Carlos. You wouldn’t stop another agent from going to the container alone with this short window of time. Don’t treat me like I’m not capable of doing my job.”

Carlos grumbled something in Spanish under his breath that she had a feeling translated into how difficult women annoyed him. “Don’t make me regret it.”

“I won’t.” Nice to win one small battle. “Give me the address and I’m out of here.” Terri scribbled the address on a small notepad.

“One more thing. We’re getting some strange intel connected to Marseaux. Keep your ear tuned for anything odd to do with the Drake body.”

How could one corpse be so popular?

“What do you mean?” She kept her voice down and turned around, eyes scanning the room for anyone who might be listening to her conversation.

“Hooknose Rodaine landed in the hospital with a concussion and cracked ribs.”

That didn’t surprise her. “He must have snitched on the wrong person. Why the concern?”

“I couldn’t care less if he floated up the Mississippi ass first since he’s not one of my contacts. He’s tight with the Marseaux bunch, but that’s not the weird part. Johnny Boy on the south side ended up in the hospital, too, with a broken arm and crushed kneecap. His story matches Rodaine and those two hate each other.”

“What story?”

“They both claim a ghost tried to kill them.”

Terri went still. “What kind of ghost?”

“They say it’s Drake’s spirit come back from the grave. And get this—they claim the ghost rides around in some souped-up ride. No one has seen the car, but they say you can tell he’s near by the sound of his mufflers. See what you can dig up on this Drake character. I’m thinking Drake was more than a mule.”

Tiny bumps pebbled her skin. She rubbed them, feeling a chill wash over her. What was going on? “That makes three.”

“Three? Are you serious? Who else was attacked?”

“FinMan, everybody’s favorite information peddler.”

“I know him. Works for the highest dollar of the day and has a bunch of slabs of beef he calls bodyguards.”

She nodded. “That’s him. I heard from a DEA agent FinMan claims he was strung upside down by his ankles, naked, and threatened with no future as a porn star if he didn’t talk.”

“Really?” Carlos chuckled.

“He claims it was the dead guy, too. What do you think is going on?”

“Probably somebody who either is a good makeup artist or has one and wants to screw with these guys.”

“Maybe, but it doesn’t make sense.” What was the thread that tied all these people together?

“Yeah. What does this guy want? No one will tell what they said to Drake or whoever it was who jacked them up. They all swear they gave up nothing. Better to suffer in silence than have Marseaux think they caved and squealed anything about him.”

No kidding. Marseaux would do a lot more than just threaten. “FinMan was strung up prior to the drug bust so you have to wonder if he panicked, spilled the beans, and is behind the leak on that.”

Terri glanced at her watch. Was Carlos keeping her on the phone until he arrived?

Probably so.

“Thanks for the call, Carlos. It did a world of good for my feminine ego. I gotta go.”

“You know, I could stroke so much more than just your ego.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Terri laughed, ignoring the offer.

She hung up and hurried down to the garage and moved the large canvas tote bag with all her investigation paraphernalia to the front seat before driving over to the lot. The sun disappeared too soon on winter days, leaving the world dark and gloomy beneath a canopy of clouds.

New Orleans always looked spooky this time of year. Yet she couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. She really loved this city, which was more than just a home. This place was part of her.

Once Terri reached the lot, she showed her ID and was heartened to learn she’d been given access. Joe was brutally efficient.

She signed in, accepted a key for the lock, and drove past a set of storage buildings that had been donated to the city with this chunk of land. Slick cars, fast boats, and other illegally purchased confiscations covered two-thirds of the landscape.

The white container sat perched on a small rise, the metal box looking as out of place as a lost white elephant amidst all the sleek vehicles from drug hauls.

Terri parked in the gravel area. She grabbed her tote bag and a honkin’ big battery-operated lamp that would light a ten-foot radius. When gravel changed to soft dirt, she chose her steps carefully to keep from aggravating her thigh.

Who decided the container had to be uphill? She shivered against the wintry breeze sliding across the ground and swirling in open spaces. Should have brought her wool overjacket, but she’d been in too big of a hurry to get here. Besides, it shouldn’t take long to determine if there was anything she could learn from the drug shipment that would have a bearing on her covert investigation for BAD.

When she reached the container the lock hung slightly open on the door. Hadn’t the security detail delivering this box made sure the lock was set? Just because it was inside a secured lot didn’t mean they could leave the container so easily accessible.

The left door creaked when she whipped it open and shoved her head inside. A light shining in the rear area flashed up to blind her.

Footsteps pounding toward her from behind registered.

She froze. Time blurred and slowed in her mind, but everything happened in milliseconds as she reached for the 9 mm in her tote.

Hard fingers clasped her arm first and yanked her back from the container.

A bullet pinged off the door where her head had been before she’d been wrenched backwards.

Terri stumbled, losing her balance when her foot caught on a rut of clumped grass and roots. The tote fell from her shoulder. On her way to the ground, she saw a black silhouette against the bright white container right before her head hit a hard edge. Sharp heat stung her scalp.

Stars swam in a black sea behind her eyelids.

 

Nathan grimaced when he heard the woman hit the ground with a solid whump. A soft groan of pain slipped from her lips. Dammit. He’d barely reached her when she’d pulled the door open. She’d left him with no option except to yank her away before the perp in the container took a shot and her head exploded into tiny pieces of skull bone and brain matter.

All he could do for her right now was stand between her and the threat that would surely come looking to finish the job.

The single overhead halogen on a tall pole at one end of the gravel parking lot sent a mere hint of light to this area. Nathan couldn’t see her face, but hoped the worst she’d end up with was a bump on her head.

He plastered his body against the closed door on the right, waiting for the shooter to come out. The tip of a gun peeked into the opening, then a shadow slashed across the open door.

Nathan latched onto the arm and jerked the body fully outside. The shooter swung around fluidly, hitting Nathan with a bone-jarring kick to his side. Nathan sucked in a sharp breath and returned the favor with a kick of his own and two quick hand jabs to the arm he was pretty sure still held a gun. When metal hit a nearby car, he had a microsecond for a quick assessment of his opponent.

Fast, skilled, and deadly. Professional. This was no thug or goon. This was someone who made a living hurting people.

The air whooshed with flying hands and feet. Nathan blocked one blow, catching others against his face, chest, and arms every time he made a wrong move.

With so little light, he fought blind, but didn’t think the other guy had any night-vision gear so neither had an advantage.

Nathan dove forward on the attack, slamming solid hits and kicks with blinding speed whenever the dim light shed a small amount of aid.

Grunts of exertion and the thud of one blow after another filled the night air. Nathan had endurance, but this guy had speed, which Nathan had lost in prison with the lack of any training beyond weight lifting.

His best offense was to attack more aggressively and hope for a break. He got in one really solid lick that sent the guy stumbling backwards, but the son of a bitch hit the ground, rolled, and scrambled away in the darkness.

Nathan waited, trying hard to catch his breath. Where was that bastard? Had he left or was he hunkered down, waiting?

A moan behind him drew his attention. He backed up, keeping an eye out for any movement. When he reached the Mitchell woman, he knelt down and lifted her upper body into his arms so he could feel the back of her head. A lump, just as he’d thought, hopefully not bad enough to be a concussion.

Her head lolled against him and her hand came up to his chest. She grumbled incoherently. He stilled with the strange feeling her simple contact stirred within him. He hadn’t been touched by a female in a long time. Her hands gripped his shirt as if she needed to anchor herself or reached for comfort.

Nathan instinctively drew her closer to his chest, an ingrained need to protect her.

Something scuffed the ground not far away.

His attention snapped back into gear.

He scooped her into his arms and slipped inside the container. With only his hands as weapons, he had no way to neutralize a threat with a gun and he’d bet his attacker had located his weapon by now.

But a professional wouldn’t make the mistake of coming inside this container without knowing if Nathan was armed or not. He wouldn’t leave, either, if what he’d come for was still inside here. At least, not if there was hope of retrieving it.

As soon as Nathan determined that the woman was okay, he wanted to survey the contents and see if anything was disturbed.

He shifted the supple body in his arms, ignoring the desire to feel her hands on him again, but with purpose.

Don’t go there.

This hadn’t been his plan when he’d followed the container from the docks to this yard.

After a short time of hanging upside down and naked, FinMan had given Nathan the scoop on Marseaux’s latest drug shipment sitting at the docks. Nathan had reached the container yard in time to see police swarming around one in particular. The NOPD had guarded this container until a tractor trailer showed up, then transported it to this holding facility. He’d cased this place for two hours, waiting on nightfall.

Just when twilight had faded and the only light to flicker on had been the single pole light in the parking lot, he’d started to clip the fence wires and enter.

That’s when he saw the other intruder scuttle from point to point across the uneven terrain. He’d held back and waited in hope of following the guy.

A decent plan until Terri Mitchell showed up. Nathan recognized her the minute she’d stepped from her car and started up the hill. She had the sexiest walk he’d seen on a female since he couldn’t remember when, one he wouldn’t soon forget. Unfortunately.

He wouldn’t forget her scent, either, or her soft skin.

Or a mouth that begged to be kissed. He could steal one, but that just didn’t seem right, even if she was a cop.

She stirred against him. Her sweet body invited thoughts he hadn’t entertained in years, literally. Like how much he missed spending the night in a soft bed with a woman he could devote hours to pleasuring. But a woman like her would probably want more than a hot roll between cool sheets.

More than a man as cold and dead inside as he was.

The Mitchell woman stirred with a start, panting.

He considered putting her down, but wasn’t sure what she’d do once she came to in the dark. There wasn’t much room to move around in this space if she panicked. He knew the minute she was conscious by how fast she stiffened in his arms.

“Put me down.” Her order had a ring of unease to it.

Nathan lowered her feetfirst, steadying her until she jerked away out of his grasp. Her shoes scuffed against the wood floor of the container, backing away from him.

He spoke to her softly. “Stop, before you fall again.”

“Who are you? What do you want in here?”

“Keep your voice down. And before you go all badass cop on me, I’m the one who saved your life outside.”

“How do I know that?”

Was she serious? “Let’s use some logic. You stuck your head in here. Someone tried to use it for target practice, but I yanked you away before you ended up headless. If I was the shooter, you’d be dead now and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“You’re that guy,” she whispered, surprised. “The one in the house. Nathan Drake’s house.”








CHAPTER FIVE



“Shh.” As soon as he spoke, Nathan wondered why he’d bothered. He doubted that would keep this Mitchell woman from talking, not now that she’d realized he was the one she’d met while breaking into his mother’s house.

He wasn’t saying another word. Hell, he’d just said more than he had in the past two years.

“What’s your tie to Nathan Drake? Do you know where his body is?”

“Keep talking and the shooter will catch us with our guard down,” Nathan whispered. He shouldn’t have to tell her that. Wasn’t she in law enforcement?

The container fell so silent he thought she’d stopped breathing.

She shuffled back another step until her foot bumped something he guessed was the wall.

“Be still.” He couldn’t see her but all noise ceased until he caught the sound of her short breaths. She was rattled and barking at her wasn’t helping. Way to go, Drake. Had he forgotten how to be civil to a woman? To be honest, yes. He hadn’t shared a social conversation with anyone in so long he’d obviously forgotten how to converse without making it sound like a threat.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said quietly. He’d never harmed a woman in his life and didn’t care for feeling like a threat to one now.

“Okay.” She kept her voice just as soft.

“I’m moving closer to talk. Don’t panic.”

“Okay.”

One-word answers. She was still afraid of him, but he didn’t have all night to soothe her. She didn’t make a sound as he moved forward again, slowly. He lifted the hood of his sweatshirt jacket back over his head, then stretched his hand out high above where her head should be so he would touch the wall before he bumped into her. When his fingertips bumped a hard surface, he stopped and leaned down.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“For you to calm down.”

“Why are you angry?”

“You don’t have enough time to hear the list. I’m going to take a look at the contents of this container and see if I can determine if he got what he came for. You could help.”

No response. He hadn’t slept in almost two days of being on the move, but his time was limited. Once word got around that the Drake ex-con was on the streets and not checking in with a parole officer, his time would be up. He’d have to go to ground. He wouldn’t gain any real time by physically checking in with his parole officer, and couldn’t risk picking up a tail sent by the law or Marseaux’s people.

Which meant he had to move this along faster.

Nathan checked his anger and worked on sounding patient while he explained, “The guy who tried to kill you will be back if he didn’t get what he came for.”

“So look at the contents.” She sounded less nervous and maybe even annoyed herself.

“Not without you. I can’t protect you if you’re between me and him or out of my reach.”

“I don’t need your protection.” Annoyed and cocky this time.

“You got a gun?” He knew the answer. If she’d had one, she’d be pointing it at him right now.

Silence.

“Neither do I,” he told her. “I’m going to take your arm so I’ll know where you are while I’m moving around.”

“No.”

He clenched his fingers. Patience. At least she was talking, even if she still acted like he was going to drag her off by her hair.

“What if you hold my arm?” he asked, searching for a way to get her to cooperate.

No reply.

Her lack of faith in a man who had just saved her life wore on him. After two years of defending his personal space and refusing to be touched, even if it was a simple handshake from another inmate, Nathan felt an odd urge for this woman to give him that one concession.

To acknowledge that he deserved to be accepted as a decent man and not feared.

“Please, take my arm,” he urged gently and waited, one second, two, three…

A delicate hand bumped his arm, jerked back, then the fingers returned to slide down his arm to wrap around his wrist and flame his skin everywhere she touched.

He hadn’t realized until that moment how much he’d missed the connection to another person. To a woman.

If he was still alive when this was all over, he might try to find a woman he could spend a night with. One who would understand that he wasn’t worth investing any serious energy in, someone who would expect nothing from an emotionally bankrupt man.

Add fifty bucks and that would be a hooker, Einstein.

Nathan jerked his mind back on track and reached into his pants pocket. He removed a tiny LED light and squeezed it on, scanning the interior of the container. The only area disturbed were boxes in the back section to the side of a generator framed inside four-inch steel tubing. One section of the tube frame had been cut open, leaving jagged edges. They’d used an acetylene torch. A cardboard box had been ripped open.

He moved around cautiously so he didn’t break the fragile contact she allowed. Shining the beam of light ahead of them, he led her down the middle and kept an eye on the door. When they reached the area where the package had been opened, he looked closer.

Two teak carpenter tools—a hand plane and an L square—were lying beside a crate. Fancy carved stuff that no real carpenter would use.

She released his arm and leaned past him to look, but said nothing.

“Does this make any sense to you?” he asked.

She glanced up and squinted at him, but he kept his face shielded. The tiny light caught the soft curve of her lips. Pretty mouth.

“Uh, no, I have no idea why he was searching here,” she mumbled.

Liar, but Nathan wouldn’t risk losing what ground he’d gained with her by saying so. The guy outside probably hadn’t gotten what he came in for because that was the only box open. If he’d been finished, he wouldn’t have missed that shot.

He’d have been heading out, weapon ready.

The Mitchell woman stood upright without speaking a word.

“Do you have a radio?” Nathan asked her.

“No.”

“Aren’t you with the NOPD?” He shined the light up to illuminate her face, but not straight into her eyes.

“Not directly.”

“Where’s your purse? Didn’t you bring any mode of communication?”

“My purse is in the car. I didn’t think I’d need it to inspect a metal box,” she snapped and brushed hair from her eyes, though the mass of blonde curls teasing her shoulders seemed oblivious to any kind of coaching.
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