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 WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT RENEGADE’S ROSE: Book 6 of the Incognito Series “A LASR Best Book! Reading RENEGADE’S ROSE was an exercise in tugged heartstrings, bitten nails from intense suspense, dry mouth from tension and excited elation at the best darned happily-ever-after (HEA) Karen’s written yet in this series. “Hunter Savage is a man determined to be his namesake. He wants to be the most dangerous man in the world, yet Karen gave me a view into his heart and the dreams he dares not reveal. Despite his intentions, his intensive Network training and his duty, he has always had a bright fire burning in his heart that never died, that the Network could never douse; his love for his sister Celine. In this story, I learned about Hunter’s background and it was chilling, sad, and at times I felt a need to comfort the boy who became a man; never knowing love, the comfort of a loving mother’s touch nor ever being told he mattered—that he was loved for himself. How could you not feel for this man? How could you not connect with this character? Karen had me all but crying at the injustice that befell him at such a tender age. That background is intrinsic for understanding the driving force behind his pursuit of the bad guys. In this installment, Kovac figures heavily as the leader of R.E.D., a terrorist group that has plagued The Network all throughout the series and has done something that aims a spike in Hunter’s heart— Kovac kidnaps Celine. Can you imagine losing the one person who helped keep you from losing your soul to The Network's duty machine? “Hunter is led to Tanya, another person who has had choices taken from her and who is forced to live a different kind of duty. Tanya is a character that I liked. When you first meet her, you have certain expectations, as does Hunter. As the story unfolds, you begin to marvel at how Karen’s mind works because Tanya’s duty is similar in nature to Hunter’s. They both have to save someone whose love keeps them human, keeps them sane when everything and everyone around them wants to break them. Karen gives us little teases and hints along the way until a major light bulb pops on and your jaw drops. I had NO idea that…. Darn, if I say anything
 
 else about Tanya, it’ll be a spoiler and I don’t want to do that. I was floored when a major portion of The Network’s chess game was revealed which affects her and Hunter’s sister. Suffice to say that, as with other people who have become, either inadvertently or purposefully, aware of The Network, they too cannot escape its tentacles. On [one of the last pages of the story] there is a line, a phrase that refers to #2, Shannon McKee, and I wanted to give Karen a High Five for writing that. I'm all excited. Finally a character that says in the book exactly how I feel about Ms. McKee. Yes! “BTW, there is a part that might squick a reader out. It’s a courageous and physically challenging moment that, had it not been done, would have altered the story’s path. Still, just the visual thought of Tanya doing what she had to do, makes me shudder. Just saying… “Now, let’s talk romance. [Hunter and Tanya’s] relationship is touching and really awesome. It was passionate, desperate and an emotional roller-coaster. If you’ve read any of the previous books in the series, you know that Karen has their relationships working within the parameters of the world she set up. As much as us readers would have it different, it would lose its integrity if she messed with the rules. That being said, you, the reader, are in for a treat! If anyone can find a loophole, it's Angelo. Bless his chess master’s heart, he produces a scenario that Ms. Shannon McKee is NOT happy about but could do nothing to gainsay. I am absolutely thrilled and I bet you will be too. “You know what else I liked? Karen has Hunter, Celine, Angelo and even McKee talking about Roan Emory [from DEAD DROP, Book 4 of the Incognito Series]. It confirms for me that the HEA of Roan’s story is intact and healthy. I appreciated that touch. Heck, even Justine’s [from UNDER THE SPELL, Book 5 of the Incognito Series] HEA is intact. What a wonderful and masterful handling of this series. I feel like these people are real and most certainly these books read better than any soap opera I ever suffered through. “In my opinion, RENEGADE’S ROSE is the most romantic of the series and a sure fire pleaser for all those adrenaline lovers out there. Who needs coffee when you have the Incognito Series?” ~ Reviewed by Xeranthemum for The Long and Short Of It Reviews
 
 “Award-winning author Karen Wiesner is a master at her craft. As the Incognito Series unfolds, I am drawn deeper and deeper into the lives of the men and women of the Network. Hunter and Tanya’s story is more than just a covert operation. It is the love story of two damaged souls that find each other. As the dynamic story ends, Hunter is shown to be a man of distinction and honor. The ending to RENEGADE’S ROSE was unexpected and a complete surprise. I am anxious to see how Ms. Wiesner weaves the new philosophy at the Network into her future novels.” ~reviewed by Dawn Myers for Writers Unlimited “The sixth Incognito Series romantic suspense thriller stars an obsessed hero struggling to prove his worth as he has misgivings about his skills and a desperate woman in peril whose qualms about his ability to save her and her children lead to increased self doubts. The action is front and center as the attraction takes a back seat to the failed mission and the aftermath to rescue Celine, bring Tanya and her children to safety, and take down the malevolent Black Pope. Fans of suspense thrillers will fully appreciate the latest Network escapades as Karen Wiesner takes a page from Maslow’s Hierarchy as safety comes before love.” ~Reviewed by Harriet Klausner
 
 Other Books by Karen Wiesner Available at Whiskey Creek Press: www.whiskeycreekpress.com “The Amethyst Angel” in Tales from the Treasure Trove, Volume I, A Jewels of the Quill Anthology “A Home for Christmas” in Small Gifts, A Jewels of the Quill Christmas Anthology No Ordinary Love, Book 1 of the Incognito Series “A Rose for Romeo” (Story 1 of the Adventures in Amethyst Series) in Treasures of the Heart, A Jewels of the Quill Valentine’s Day Anthology “The Amethyst Star” in Tales from the Treasure Trove, Volume II, A Jewels of the Quill Anthology Until Death Do Us Part, Book 2 of the Incognito Series Bounty on the Rebel’s Heart, Book 3 of the Incognito Series “Revenge in Amethyst” (Story 2 of the Adventures in Amethyst Series) in Tales from the Treasure Trove, Volume III, A Jewels of the Quill Anthology Dead Drop, Book 4 of the Incognito Series Dame Amethyst Treasures, including “The Amethyst Angel”, “A Home for Christmas”, “The Amethyst Star” and “Creatures of the Night” (bonus novella) “Papa” (Book 1 of the Woodcutter’s Grim Series) in Shadows in the Heart, A Jewels of the Quill Halloween Anthology Adventures in Amethyst Series, including “A Rose for Romeo”, “Revenge in Amethyst”, “Reckless Rose” (bonus novella) and “Christmas in Amethyst” (bonus novella) Under the Spell, Book 5 of the Incognito Series “Blood of Amethyst” {Woodcutter’s Grim Series, Book 2} in Tales from the Treasure Trove, Volume IV, A Jewels of the Quill Anthology
 
 The Network The Network is the world’s most covert organization with underground headquarters in Chicago beneath a front technology company called ETI. Having unchallenged authority and skill to disable and destroy criminals, the Network takes over where regular law enforcement leaves off in the mission for absolute justice. The price for that justice is high, requiring the life of every man and woman who serves. For them, there is no life and no love, only duty. ORGANIZATIONAL HIERARCHY Oversight Committee: #1 (1st in Command): Chase Giovanni, Head in Washington, D.C. Level 1 Operatives: #2 (2nd in Command): Captain Shannon McKee, Liaison between Oversight and the Network #3 (3rd in Command): Angelo Pluzetti, Head of Operations #4 (4th in Command): Captain Ron Blair, Master Strategist #5 (5th in Command): Roan Emory, Head Team Leader/Mission Coordinator (KIA)^ #5 (5th in Command): Hunter Savage, Head Team Leader/Mission Coordinator Level 2 Lead Operatives: Jocelyn Dominica, Psychiatrist Rockwell “Vlad” Vlademar, Weapons Master Cara “Inspector Gadget” Ross, Technology Justine Fielding, Comm & Systems Analyst^^ Dr. Celine Savage, Medical
 
 Level 3 Operative: Lona Reznik, Head of Analysis Level 3 Field Operatives: Alpha Team: Kirsten Ulrick, Leader** Ashton Barnett, 1st Position** Beta Team: Noah Harlow, Leader Rhiannon Murray, 1st Position Fiona Verbena, 2nd Position Level 4 Field Operatives: Kyle Vincent, Red Team Leader (MIA)* Dez Luttino, Green Team Leader Level 5 Field Operatives: Natalie Francis, 2nd Position, Green Team*** Level 6 Field Operatives: Reb Porter, 4th Position, Green Team*** *No Ordinary Love, Book 1 **Until Death Do Us Part, Book 2 ***Bounty on the Rebel’s Heart, Book 3 ^Dead Drop, Book 4 ^^Under the Spell, Book 5
 
 Chapter 1 “We’ve got him,” Hunter Savage said under his breath. Instinctively, his hands clenched in victory. “We’ve got the Black Pope. And he’s mine.” “Alpha and Beta Teams?” Lona Reznik guessed, knowing as well as he did that only the best would do for this mission. Hunter shook his head without glancing up at the Head of Network Analysis. “Just Alpha. I don’t want Kovac catching even a whiff of us.” “I’ll call over to Comm.” “I want the teams assembled in under two hours,” he said, already stalking away. “Who do you want reassigned to the Michum mission?” Lona called. He turned back for an instant, and she said, without betraying a hint of emotion, “Justine will ask.” The thrill of victory brought with it an intense desire he knew better than to indulge. Later. “Green Team.” Trying to tamp down on his growing excitement, Hunter made his way out through the underground compound where the Network was headquartered. As the most covert organization in the world, sanctioned by the American government, though known only by the highest officials, their primary mis1
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 sion for the past four years had been to bring down their arch enemy, R.E.D.—Revolutionary Echelon Defenders. Little was known about the terrorist group, but their Remote Command Centers (RCC) were heavily guarded and always mobile, to throw the Network off their location. The head of R.E.D. was believed to be a notorious figure aptly named the Black Pope. Rex Kovac. Only the highest level operatives within the group claimed access to him. Kovac had his hand in everything from Mexico politics to banking and sports, and, of course, terrorist activities. As his nickname implied, the man followed his own code of ‘morality’, requiring that everyone around him do the same. Both worshipped and feared by the people of Mexico, the man’s only Achilles’ Heel seemed to be his scandalous, public affairs with the crème of the crop. His wife, former renowned belly-dancer, now a recluse, Tanya Kovac turned a blind eye to his indiscretions. She’d stood beside him mutely since the two had begun making headlines together. Captain Shannon McKee and Angelo Pluzetti—the Head of Network Operations and 3rd in Command, waited for Hunter in McKee’s office. “You got a solid location on Kovac?” McKee, 2nd in Command and Liaison between Oversight in Washington, D.C., said the words in disbelief. In the four years they’d been aware that Kovac headed the elusive group, they’d never gotten more than a fuzzy photograph of the man’s back. He was that well insulated. “We’ve verified that Kovac is in one of his secure retreats in Haiti.” “How accurate’s the intel?” Angelo asked. “Within ninety-nine percent. We’ll get him this time.” Once upon a time, Angelo had both intimidated and inspired Hunter. He’d been the one to bring him and Celine in2
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 to the Network long ago…so long ago, Hunter no longer thought about it. But he’d never forget. Now that Hunter had moved permanently into Level 1 status, 5th in Command as Head Team Leader/Mission Coordinator, he no longer felt the same intimidation he once had of his mentor. Yet he’d always feel grateful to Angelo, who’d believed in him and helped him find the confidence to succeed in a place where only the elite rose to power. “My team will be mobilized to move out in under two hours. I’ll lead them myself. Our window of opportunity won’t be open long.” “Kirsten can lead the team. We need you in Comm,” Angelo said. Hunter shook his head. “I can’t risk it.” There was too much riding on this. If they got the Black Pope…if he did… “Then I’ll take Comm.” Hunter nodded toward his mentor. “How soon can you have the mission parameters established?” McKee asked. “An hour.” She nodded. “We’ll be in Tactical at that time then.” Hunter noted as he left that neither of them tried to remind him what was at stake. Did they trust him to handle this? He’d been only too aware that his predecessor had been called the most dangerous man in the world. The title had fit Roan Emory accurately. But Emory was dead. R.E.D. had put a hit out on him three years ago. In the process of relentlessly pursuing and taking out the Network’s best operative, R.E.D. had nearly disabled them beyond repair. Hunter was now in the role of the most dangerous man in the world. His superiors had bestowed on him a responsibility he’d taken seriously. He’d been training for this since childhood. He couldn’t fail to recognize his destiny. Since Emory’s 3
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 death, Hunter had gone after R.E.D. with a vengeance, taking out half of the organization and reducing their power considerably. But not enough. Emory had said it four years ago: Kovac was the key to toppling the organization. Now Hunter had a chance to do just that. He could prove to himself and anyone who doubted it that he was equal to his predecessor. Beyond a shadow of a doubt, he would earn the title of the most dangerous man in the world.
 
 4
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 Chapter 2 With the mission briefing completed and awaiting final approval from his superiors, Hunter grabbed a rose from the Psych Department. Jocelyn Dominica, Network psychiatrist, always kept numerous vases of them in the department. With it tucked inside his arm, he headed back to Analysis. The department was buzzing with excitement as they continued to monitor and verify Kovac’s whereabouts in Haiti. Just as he’d hoped, Lona was in her office at the moment. They’d been together for only a short time. Last night had been their third spent in each other’s arms. Relationships were forbidden in a place like the Network. Hunter was only too aware that they also remained nearly impossible to continue in the organization. Consequence for getting caught: a bullet in the brain. Yet he’d taken a chance again. Lona was the first woman he’d allowed himself to become involved with since the disastrous Fiona Verbana affair over eight years earlier. Lona was slightly older than him, but he’d noticed her dark, sensual eyes, her wit, and the way her smile brought something real to the surface inside him for the first time in many years. The soles of his boots resounding on the concrete, he thought about the first time they’d seen each other in the privacy of her suite above ETI. She’d forbidden all talk 5
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 of current and upcoming missions or work of any kind, and he’d relaxed in a way he couldn’t remember doing ever. Over the exquisite dinner she’d prepared, they’d spoken of a mutual love for music and personal tastes. Later, they danced, wrapped in each other’s arms as if it was the most natural thing in the world. The scent of her hair had all but drugged him, as surely as the petal-softness of her supple skin. Would he ever forget the way she’d sighed when he stroked the back of her neck, slid fingers into her hair? The way she turned her face up to him, her mouth slightly open? When he kissed those generous, warm and moist pillows, he knew how right it was for them to be together. They made love for hours, exploring and pleasuring each other until they were both sated for the time being. The next morning, they returned to their duties, professionals who could separate their personal lives from their work. Yet he felt stronger, almost invincible. The same had happened both of the times they spent together since. Quickly, he reined in the surge of arousal that came with the memory of how wild their lovemaking had been the previous night. Nothing was taboo, nothing was too intimate… And today he’d found Kovac. He felt truly invincible. Taking the chance again had been worth it. She looked up expectantly when he walked into her office. “Mission brief complete?” she asked. He nodded. “Awaiting approval.” Moving into the room, he rounded her desk, where she stood before the oversized halovideo with the sat scans of Haiti up. Her gaze focused on the rose in his hand. The last thing he expected was her frown. He decided she needed to know his intentions, and he shifted close enough to stroke her face 6
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 with the rose petals. “After the mission, I’d love to make you dinner in my suite…if you’re free.” Her frown didn’t lessen. She ignored the rose, her gaze instead meeting his. Her expression was anything but inviting. Not sure what had her in this mood, he withdrew the flower and dropped it on her desk. “You don’t know when you’ll return from this mission,” she said in a cold tone. He shrugged, still feeling invulnerable. “Shouldn’t take too long. We could—” She straightened her spine, taking a step back from him. “There is no ‘we’. I don’t even know what you’re talking about, Hunter. We’ve been together…two times. It’s hardly—” “Three times,” he corrected deliberately, reclaiming the step she’d taken away from him. No way would he allow her to forget even one moment. Her unwarranted attitude forced an edgy uncertainty into him. Was this the same woman who’d lain beneath him, writhing and moaning his name like a liturgy only hours ago? Her dark hair had been in a tangle against her pillow, beads of perspiration between her gently bouncing breasts. At this moment, he could imagine those drops of sweat freezing to ice with her coldness. Her eyes narrowed. “Where do you think you are, Hunter?” Was that what caused her complete about-face? She was worried about getting caught by their superiors? McKee was enforcing Network law, but they both knew that Angelo, Jocelyn, Celine—most of those at Level 1 and 2—overlooked relationships as long as they didn’t affect mission performance and weren’t flouted. As a Level 3 operative, it was more of a concern for Lona than it was for him. 7
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 He put his hand on her arm and stroked it. “I’ll protect you, baby,” he promised in a soft tone that matched his caress. She shook his hand off. “I don’t require protection. I enjoyed our times together, but that’s all it is—time, Hunter. It doesn’t mean anything. Nothing means anything here, except what we do in the pursuit of justice. Your mission is what matters. Or have you forgotten?” Forgotten? She’s got the nerve to suggest I’ve forgotten my mission? Her cruelty abraded like sandpaper to his pride. She’d said exactly the wrong thing to exactly the wrong person. Hell, he’d been right eight years ago when he’d been burned badly by allowing himself to feel. To want more than he could possibly expect in a place where there was no life, no love. Only shadows and unsatisfied longing existed here. Hunter turned and walked out.
 
 8
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 Chapter 3 He tried to forget over the next half hour, tried not to think of the way her face looked when they lay quietly in each other’s arms, half asleep and content. The way she purred when he woke her by stroking her nipples until they turned to absolutely fierce points, begging for his consummate attention. Her husky chuckle when he came up behind her in the kitchen of her suite, removed the dishes from her hands, and pulled her body back into his. When his fingers slid down inside her panties, she’d been waiting for him, so eager, she’d already been half-there when she turned right into his kiss. No other woman had ever begged him the way she did, before, during and after. No one made him feel like he was the only man who could possibly satisfy her. Damn, she was good if that’d all been just an act. He didn’t want to remember any of her softness—a softness that had convinced him she was vulnerable to him. That she felt the same things he did. Maybe not love, but enjoyment. Satisfaction. Maybe even peace. What did I expect? In a place like this? Only my sister’s soft and vulnerable. She’s been trained, too, but she’s insular. Celine doesn’t go out in the field, where it’s absolutely necessary to be in control, disciplined, unyielding. Lona’s inside the compound, but she goes out into the field. She’s the way she has to be to survive…but what the 9
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 hell was all that if not…a beginning? The start of something that might last, might turn into something more? ‘All it is is time, Hunter. It doesn’t mean anything.’ None of that meant anything. How could it have meant nothing to her? Even when it was time to head to Tactical for the mission briefing, his mind wouldn’t let it go. He saw Alpha Team leaders, Kirsten Ulrick and Ash Barnett, secret lovers in the sense that their superiors had never caught them, and he wondered what barriers they’d each had to get past to allow themselves to be vulnerable to another. No, the threat of a bullet in the brain if caught only stopped new recruits. Level 4 and higher…they were the best operatives. They knew how to avoid getting caught. He saw Jocelyn Dominica and remembered what he hadn’t thought about in years. She’d initiated him into his sexuality when he was eighteen. She’d seduced him, over and over, all night, leaving him so exhausted, he hadn’t noticed her departure. When he saw her the next day, he might as well have been dead in her eyes. She convincingly acted like he was nothing more than a recruit, a trainee, an operative, from that day forward to this one. If she remembered their night together, the level of intimacy they’d shared, he’d be surprised enough to fall off his chair. It’s the kind of men and women the Network trains. They want machines. A machine doesn’t feel anything. I don’t wanna feel anything. Ever again. When Lona arrived, she deliberately took a chair on the opposite side from where he sat at the long, semi-circle briefing table. For a moment of pure insanity, he stared at her and sensed her discomfort. He wanted desperately to bring her to the point where she couldn’t function under his gaze. But he forced his glare away. 10
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 Focus on the mission. It’s all that matters. Hunter picked up the remote control and pushed a button. The halovideo popped up in the center of the briefing table. He keyed in the images he needed to brief his team on the Black Pope mission. Once this assignment’s complete, once I have Kovac, and my position as the most dangerous man in the world is secure…I’ll be the machine I need to be. Nothing else will matter but my duty to Celine and to the Network.
 
 11
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 Chapter 4 “Hunter?” The one voice that could penetrate his single-minded focus made him halt in the long hallway leading toward the outgoing mission locker room. He turned back to see his sister hurrying toward him. At twenty-five, five years younger than him, Celine still looked as frail to him as she always had. Though five-eleven, she had a willowy, delicate figure. She’d undergone the same training he had, the same training all Network operatives were required to complete and continue—there was literally no such thing as an out-of-shape operative. He knew Celine was strong, capable. Yet he’d always been relieved her talents led her away from field operations and into the medical field. She reached him and threw her arms around him. “This is a trap,” she said in a whisper, holding him almost as tightly as she had when they were children, alone in the streets, without a friend in the world. “The odds that Kovac is there—” “We’ve verified it a dozen different ways, Celine.” He eased back to look into what would forever be a childlike face to him. Her lavender-blue eyes were filled with tears. Hunter pushed strands of blond hair back from her face. “He’s there. I’ll get him this time.” 12
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 “Why now?” she demanded desperately. “How do you know they’re not going after you personally? You’re the one person they’d target. Maybe it’s payback time.” Celine was without question the leading specialist in medical advancement in the world. Originally, Roan Emory had been recruited for the same purpose, but his own talents had proven the man was without equal in field operations. Celine’s team worked exclusively for the Network and its purposes. However, when warranted, her research was given to an outside source which then presented the ‘miracle’ to the medical world at large. Unlike Hunter, Celine’s goals were nearly all altruistic. She seemed to have no interest at all in personal glory. Her innocence and purity were part of why Hunter felt so protective toward her. Terrorist organizations knew the Network’s medical and scientific advances were extraordinary. They knew about Celine in reputation if not in name. Hunter was constantly alert to the fact that she could be targeted if she left the compound. Thanks to his diligence, she knew no life outside the underground bunker, the main level company that fronted the Network—ETI—and the heavily-guarded private suites they kept above the leading technology corporation. “It doesn’t matter,” he said in the soft, consoling voice that always calmed her. “You know we have to move on this. I’ll be back in a few hours.” Her stubborn chin thrust out, and he knew she was thinking he’d be back…in pieces. “You’re as good as Roan Emory ever was, Hunter. You don’t need to prove that to anyone. Everyone knows it. You just need to believe it. That’s why you’re doing this.” “It’s my job, my duty. That’s why I’m doing it.” “There’s more to life than the Network, Hunter. I know they don’t want us to believe that, but there has to be more 13
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 than…duty. Remember what happened to Roan Emory? He was nothing but a machine in the end, bent on destroying the enemy or himself. He had no other purpose. Maybe it was for the best that death finally caught up to him.” She talked about Emory often, and Hunter didn’t have time for it now. His team was already suiting up, preparing to move out. “Go back to Medical, Celine. I’ll see you as soon as we get back.” He could feel her gaze on him as he strode away, and he didn’t have a single doubt she’d run to Angelo and try to stop this mission. Much as Angelo gave Celine special preference and privileges, he wouldn’t bow to her this time. Celine was right about Emory. The Network had bred an unstoppable machine that couldn’t be destroyed or disabled. Emory’s own invincibility had become his downfall. To ‘save’ him, the Network had tried a number of situations to relieve his pressure. They’d given him a sex partner. For many years, the relationship had fulfilled the Network’s purposes. Emory was more content, less restless, and his efficiency level on missions increased unbelievably. When the benefits ebbed, they put his lover in the unenviable position of needing Emory’s protection from the inside of the organization. Having someone to look out for and take care of had again given the Network the best of the man-machine. Nevertheless, toward the end, none of their ‘patches’ proved to be of benefit to the Network. Emory had been on a downward spiral that no one and nothing could have saved him from. When he died, it was a poignant lesson to Network superiors and operatives. “But you’re the only one who envied him, Hunter. Dear God, you actually want to emulate him!” “What happened to Emory doesn’t have to happen to me,” Hunter had responded the first time Celine claimed it, and he quickly learned from her reaction to the truth never to 14
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 say it again. Roan Emory couldn’t cope with life as a machine. It was a life Hunter wanted above all. Anything to not feel the desolation, the horror, of a life filled with emotions—regret, pain, betrayal. Fear. Never again would he feel fear. He’d rather die than experience that again. Never again would he let himself get involved. Even if I didn’t love Lona…she made me feel. She made me get involved, made me believe she felt the same. That can’t happen again. Hunter entered the mission room and went to his locker, noting each of his team members were suiting up. Alpha 4th position was down, not expected to leave Medical for another week. He’d assumed Fiona Verbana would replace him before all the stuff with Lona had happened. Though a part of him wished he hadn’t, he knew she’d perform well. It was what she did—perform well. Always. I was warned about her eight years ago, but for those weeks together she all but worshipped me. Why in hell do I seem to need that in a lover? Fiona dropped him for the next stud, fast enough that Hunter never had a clue it was coming. He hadn’t loved her. Hadn’t loved Jocelyn or Lona. But all of them had touched him, shown him inside to a vulnerability he knew he needed to distrust now. It shouldn’t have bothered him that none of it meant anything to the women he’d chosen. But it did. Getting Kovac is all that matters. Focus on that. Lucy Carlton, the operative he’d placed in 7th position on Alpha Team for this mission, had been in abeyance for the last year. Hunter saw that she was the first outfitted and ready. Lucy had once-upon-a-time held the nickname ‘the Rebellion Hellion’ by most of the recruits. She’d betrayed the Network and the American government a year ago by selling 15
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 U.S. government secrets extracted from Network intel to the Japanese. But, in the time since, the nickname ceased to apply to her. She’d been a model operative, obeying all orders to the letter, losing her foolish cockiness, and succeeding in every mission they sent her on. Abeyance operatives were sent out on no-contest missions until, essentially, they were killed in action. Most abeyance ops didn’t last a month. In only very rare instances, an operative could earn back a low level status for exemplary skills in situations he or she should have died in but hadn’t. Lucy had survived for a year, something that was very nearly unthinkable. Hunter had assigned her to this mission personally, inserting her as last string in the team to test her. If she died, so be it. If she survived, she’d be taken out of abeyance and given an elusive second chance to prove her worth as an operative. She was a more than capable recruit. Her self-confidence equaled her skills. She’d perform ably today. If he didn’t believe that, he never would have put her on Alpha Team. He wasn’t worried about her compromising what he believed would be the most important operation of his career. Hunter finished suiting up without a word to anyone, lifting his head only when Lucy muttered, “Trigger pull’s too heavy for me.” She was examining the handgun she’d been issued, dry-firing it. Much as he tried to see all operatives as machines instead of people, Hunter couldn’t help noticing the changes Lucy had made in the past year. She’d been through several major reconstructive surgeries, altering her appearance a little at a time, to the point where she really bore no resemblance to the dark-haired, Oriental-featured kid she’d come in as when recruited. There was a refined beauty to her that seemed almost vaguely familiar to Hunter, and he’d never been able to figure out why. Superficially, she now also had 16
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 startlingly blond hair, blue eyes, a more sleek, willowy body. Though he was a high level recruit, he could only guess she was in prep for an upcoming mission. But he still wondered why his superiors had approved her presence on this Alpha Mission if it meant they could lose her for the future mission they planned to send her on. When they returned, he’d bring it up with Angelo. “Get a replacement from Weapons,” Hunter ordered, and she vacated the room quickly, knowing the van would be leaving in nine minutes sharp. He led the team out of the locker room toward van access, where they waited outside the airlock for Lucy. Long minutes later, Noah Harlow, the leader of Beta Team, came down the hall, already suited up. “Where’s Carlton?” Hunter demanded. Harlow shrugged. “#3 called me in for 7th position. I don’t know anything else.” Hunter never approved of last-minute changes. It changed the dynamic. If Angelo had sent anyone else but Harlow, on any other operation, Hunter would have refused to initiate the mission until he’d ascertained the target would still be acquired with the change in team dynamic. Angelo had clearly known Hunter would balk if he sent anyone else. They couldn’t risk sending in a team that had any weak links. Angelo knew that as well as Hunter did. Harlow was the only choice for a replacement. But why had Lucy been replaced at the last minute? Because they couldn’t risk losing her for the future mission she was being groomed for? Why hadn’t they pulled her before the briefing then? Damn that he’d have to wait until he was back in the compound to find out the answer. And he now had to brief Harlow as best he could in the van. 17
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 Chapter 5 Hunter’s team moved to their final mark. The Haitian home was isolated, elevated and heavily fortressed. They’d disabled the expected electronic security and taken out all the hostiles encountered at each mark. The final mark would mean confrontation, and they were ably prepared for it en force. There were no guards, no one around at all. Kovac would be as heavily guarded as the American President. So, if he was here—and he had to be; everything they’d encountered thus far had indicated the fact—where was his cavalry of personal bodyguards? Either Kovac had vacated recently, their intel had been faulty, or it’d been fed to them by Kovac himself and this was a trap, just like Celine had insisted it had to be. Kovac had given them everything they expected up to this point to make sure they got to their final mark. Hunter didn’t want to believe Kovac could trick him. For the first time, the ruthless bastard had been close enough to spit on. “I don’t like this,” Kirsten Ulrick, Alpha Team leader, said, close by him in the foliage. Neither did he. “Fall back to the perimeter and move out from there,” he ordered. 18
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 Ulrick relayed the command, but she herself didn’t follow suit. And, if she didn’t go, neither would her 2nd Position, Barnett. Hunter wasn’t a man used to having his orders ignored, especially today when he couldn’t risk insubordination. “I said fall back.” “This is a trap, Savage. If you go in there…” Kirsten started. Dammit, he knew it was a trap, but he couldn’t leave here with nothing. Terrorists always left a residue. If he could pick up a trace, they could follow. No way will I lose Kovac. If I can get that trace, this’ll be worth it. If not, I’ve failed. And I’m not ready to accept that. Accept that I’m only a shadow of Roan Emory. ‘I’d rather die’ hovered at the fringes of his consciousness, but he refused to acknowledge it. “Fall back,” he repeated, and this time she didn’t protest, much as he knew she wanted to. He scanned the area. No hostiles, no sign of security or explosives… But when he checked his equipment he caught an electronic signature below ground. Kovac had fled before he could clear out fully. It was the residue Hunter needed. Carefully monitoring, he proceeded toward his target, descending several abandoned levels until he found the terminal. After verifying he was alone, he set down his machine pistol. Working quickly, he extracted the hard drive and tucked it into his many-pocketed combat vest. He was nearly back to final mark when he heard a sound he immediately recognized— a helicopter, approaching fast and low. In that moment, he didn’t have a single doubt he’d been blinded by his need to finish Kovac and secure his own glory. He’d been played. Kovac left behind the residue to lure 19
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 him inside, and he’d followed like a goddamn mouse in a maze heavy with the scent of cheese. Hunter stopped his monitoring and ran full-out toward his egress. Did he truly become aware of utter silence, or was it just his imagination or premonitions? For a split second, he knew through and through that he wouldn’t survive. He knew exactly what was coming for him. The explosion preceded utter blackness. **** A crackling sound brought him to semi-consciousness. “…medical attention…” he heard in his earpiece. Panic filled his chest. “Don’t send…Celine…can’t risk…her.” He gasped the words out before falling back under the veil. **** At twelve, Alex had no illusions about his parents. They weren’t good people. They killed people. They made bad things happen. “They don’t care about us,” his sister said, her little face dirty and pale with fear. “I’ll take care of you,” he told her, holding her tightly and using the soft, consoling voice he knew would calm her. Their parents had brought them here…Chechnya, this black, cold place where guns and bombs went off constantly, the sound of women and children screaming filled the streets…where life couldn’t be lived, not when everyone and everything held on by ragged, bleeding fingernails. No one could call this place home. It was hell. Their parents were off doing one of their deals. Crimes. No, Alex had never had any illusions about who and what they were. The room in the rundown building held ghosts of a past no one would want to remember. No one was immune to their whispers of devastation. The room was dark and freezing, and his sister shivered violently in his arms. They sat huddled in a corner, away from win20
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 dows and doors and the crumbling floor that shook with every blast outside. “I’m hungry.” Mama and Papa had been gone for at least a day. The bit of food and water they’d left had been consumed long ago. He didn’t want to go out there, where guns equated law. People disappeared and never came back. Their parents would come back. Though he’d long since accepted he couldn’t count on them, they always came back. But if they were dead…if they were arrested… He had to take care of his sister. From a time he no longer could put an age on, he’d known he had to protect her. There was no one else to do it, no one else he trusted. His mother had put the squalling baby in Alex’s arms when he was only seven years old, telling him it was his responsibility to make sure she was safe. It’d been that moment when he’d seen his coldly beautiful mother as the monster she was. He didn’t want to go out there, but he’d do it for his sister. And, while he was gone, he’d find a safe place for them. A place where their parents—God, what a joke!—couldn’t find them, where they never needed to feel fear again. “Promise you’ll stay right here.” “You can’t go out!” she cried, her heartbreakingly blue eyes wide with terror. “I’ll get us something to eat, and then I’ll come back.” “No. Mama and Papa will come back. You don’t have to go.” He took her by the shoulders. “They’re not coming back. I’ll take care of you.” “What if they come back and you’re not here?” “I’ll find you. I’ll always find you. I promise.” He left, hearing her crying, and he had to steel himself from going back to comfort her. No one was looking at an innocuous twelve-year-old boy. He moved stealthily through the streets filled with soldiers and diesel military trucks. 21
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 Nobody here had any food. But the soldiers might have food… A family ran out into the street. Out of order, Hunter intruded on his own memories. Something happened before that. Something… In the dark, his hand groped for the black ring… Soldiers followed. Though he ducked behind barrels, he wasn’t quick enough. One of the shots caught him. He blacked out. Searing pain made him open his eyes to see blond hair, lavender blue eyes. “I found it in the street,” his sister said. She poured something on his side. The flare of agony made him rise up slightly. He saw the bullet hole in his lower right side. “What…” “I saw you fall. I dragged you in when they went away.” “Caught in the crossfire,” he muttered. “I took out the bullet.” “How?” “Your backpack.” It contained a first aid kit. His sister had taken it, ministered to him… Hunter opened his eyes a slit, all he could manage. In the blinding rays of light in the background, he saw only the face of an angel. Blond hair, lavender blue eyes. Celine. Subconsciously, he realized he had to be in Medical. He was alive, just barely. And everything hurt. Then he faded into unconscious once again, safe in his sister’s care.
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 Chapter 6 No one who lived in Chechnya possessed any food. Alex knew that. But the soldiers would have some. A pack of them suddenly filled the street, shouting, and he ducked into the building closest to him. Inside, sound seemed muted. He heard water dripping overhead somewhere. Then a voice came. The words were spoken in Spanish. “I have searched for this for much time. My time is precious, and now I will not allow it to be wasted any more.” Frowning, Alex moved closer, not making a sound on the hardpacked earth. He crept up to a steel barrel and dared to peek around it. But the sound of something small and heavy hitting the steel cover of the barrel he hid behind jolted him. He shrunk down into himself, praying that he wouldn’t be found. Then the voice, still in that maliciously soft tone, moved away again. Alex waited an instant, then rose slightly to see what covered the barrel lid. Rings. One in particular caught his eye. It was gold, embellished with some sort of black rock. A black crow was carved into rock, with an emerald sparkling as a menacing eye. Thoughtlessly, he reached for it. Then another voice came. A voice he knew. His mother. But he’d never heard her speak in the way she was now. She begged for her life. Though it was the last thing he wanted to do, he looked around the barrel and saw his parents, each held ruthlessly by a soldier. The 23
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 two had been beaten and could barely stand. Blood covered their faces. “Spare her. You only need me. You have what you want,” his father begged. The memory of his mother putting her newborn baby in his arms, her cruel, exhausted words telling him that his sister was his responsibility, came to Alex. The urge to say, “It’s your responsibility to keep her safe, Papa,” came and went. His mother screamed, but it ended on a wet gurgle and the sound of a body hitting the ground His father cried out in agony. “Did you love her so very much, hombre?” that silky, lethal voice came again. “Does it pain you to see her life’s blood drain at your feet? If only I could leave you to your grief. But you know that is not possible. You knew that when you willingly chose to betray me.” “Híbrido!” his father cried. Bastard! But a moment later his body joined his wife’s, his blood mingling with hers. “Poetry,” their killer murmured tenderly. Alex didn’t move fast enough. The killer turned, and their gazes met in the semi-darkness. Surprise filled the killer’s eyes. Alex didn’t wait for the shout that came. He turned and ran back the way he came with all his strength. Gunfire followed him, but the killer’s voice stopped that. “It’s a local brat. Wrong place at the wrong time.” Alex ran for a moment, but as soon as he saw cover, he dove for it. He couldn’t get too far from his sister. A metallic taste filled his mouth. His parents were dead. He and his sister were completely alone. His fingers closed around the ring he’d taken, and he eased it from his pocket. The crow carved in obsidian looked as evil as the man who’d worn it. That man had removed his jewelry so as to avoid getting it bloody… The thought of his sister, waiting for him, brought Alex back to his feet. He inched around the truck he was hiding behind until he reached the cab. For long minutes, he waited to hear any sign that it 24
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 was occupied. Then he climbed up, found it empty save for food and a water canister on the seat next to a gun. He grabbed everything, climbed down and stuffed it all into the sack he’d found in another place, years ago. From somewhere nearby, but not close enough to see, he heard voices and understood pieces of what was being said. The soldiers would move out tonight. He and his sister would be hiding in their truck when they went. It was dangerous, but it was the only way to escape the city. He ran, keeping out of sight. When he was across the street from the hovel he’d left his sister to hide in, he waited, searching for any danger. For so many years, he’d believed there could be no escape for them. He’d come to hate his parents, hate them for the part they made him and his sister play in their crimes. Grooming them for when they would take over the family business. No more. They were dead. He started across the road. A family ran out into the street. Soldiers followed. Though he ducked behind barrels, he wasn’t quick enough. One of the shots caught him. He blacked out. **** Searing pain made him open his eyes to see blonde hair, lavender blue eyes. The agony was almost more than he could bear. “I found it in the street,” his sister said. Again, she poured the alcohol on his side from the mostly empty bottle. The flare of pain made him rise up slightly, crying out. He saw the bullet hole in his lower right side. Sweat broke out on his body, enough to drench him despite his shivering. “What…” “I saw it. I saw you fall. I dragged you in when they went away.” “I was shot. Caught in the crossfire,” he said, his throat so dry he could barely form the words. “I took out the bullet.” “How?” 25
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 “The backpack. Your backpack.” It contained a first aid kit, he realized. He’d never used it. His sister had taken it, instinctively, ministering to him. Saving his life… A man stepped out of the shadows behind them. Alex was only a boy, but he rose despite his wound and pushed his sister behind him. “It’s okay. He told me what to do,” she said. “Angelo promised he wouldn’t hurt us.” The man spoke. “We have to go. Now.” Alex lifted his chin. “We’re not going anywhere, híbrido.” “Angelo” smiled without amusement. “The man who killed your parents is a paid assassin, one of the most dangerous alive. And he’ll know by now that your parents left the two of you behind…” How did the man know this? Alex wondered. “Mama and Papa…” his sister murmured. “Shh,” Alex hushed her. “What is his name?” “He doesn’t have one, at least not a real one. He’ll come for you, Alex,” the man continued. “He and his men are on their way as we speak. The two of you will be hunted forever. This hunter will never stop until you’re both dead. I can help you. If you want to live, if you want to be safe, if you want to learn to serve justice, you must come with me now. I can make you a hunter, too. There’s no time to debate.” Alex had been afraid to trust, but then he’d heard that voice nearby. That malicious voice belonging to the killer who had also owned the evil-eyed crow ring. He’d agreed. The day Mama and Papa were gunned down, the day enemies turned on them, was a day of freedom. **** “Celine…” Hunter’s mouth was so dry, the word sounded like little more than a crackle in an otherwise utterly silent room. His 26
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 eyes felt glued together. Bright light shone on them. As soon as he pried his eyelids apart, he blinked and closed them again. Celine… She’d gone to Angelo, just like he knew she would before his team departed. And she’d requested a medical team in the field to be standing by on the site, most likely at the perimeter. He remembered opening his eyes enough to see the sunblurred image of the face of an angel, his sister, over him, taking care of him. He remembered agony in every part of his body. He wasn’t dead…but he might well wish he was. With effort, Hunter focused his mind on the situation instead of his physical state. Angelo had agreed to Celine’s request, no doubt expecting casualties to be high. With their best operatives in play, they couldn’t afford to lose anyone by delaying medical treatment, even for a half-hour. Had anyone else been injured? If he’d been commanded to fall back at such an obvious trap, he would have stayed just out of sight of his superior— close enough to intervene when the inevitable happened. Ulrick and Barnett were probably nearby when that bomb dropped from the helicopter. Dammit, I walked into an unmistakable snare set by Kovac himself. I was so desperate to get the bastard…to prove myself. So sure I was smarter than him… Did anything that’d happened come about because of the last-minute change in team dynamic? Hunter became excruciatingly aware of pain, searing and constant, emanating from what seemed like every part of his body, in turn, separately and as a whole. A machine nearby seemed to realize his agony. It began beeping rapidly. He closed his eyes, wanting to fight what was happening to him, but he couldn’t. He’d never experienced anything like the waves of torment crashing over him. 27
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 The pneumatic doors of his room slid open with a hiss, and he felt rather than saw medical personnel rush in. In moments, blissful blackness covered the pain and enveloped him in a world where the answers to his questions didn’t matter.
 
 28
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 Chapter 7 Hunter opened his eyes fully, knowing only vague memories of coming into and falling out of painful consciousness, needing to protect Celine as both a child and a man. Angelo, inducting them into the Network in order to save them from their parents’ enemies who would never have forgotten their faces. Theirs was one of the rare cases where the organization had been given no choice but to recruit them whether they wanted to be there or not. They’d taught him to be a machine, even when his heart wanted to remain human. Although his head hurt, Hunter recognized that whatever happened to him, he was now getting better. He was alive, the pain didn’t rule him like it had for he wasn’t sure how long. As soon as he found out Celine was all right, he’d get out of Medical and go over the briefs to find out what’d happened. Shifting his gaze, he looked out through the glass doors, trying to catch a glimpse of his sister beyond. He did this for a long time, never having any luck in seeing her. Focus brought restlessness. Wincing, he reached for his electronic chart at the side of the bed. He bypassed the passwords required, then brought up his medical file. He’d suffered a head injury, along with multiple shrapnel injuries. After two surgeries, they’d decided leaving the re29
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 maining shrapnel alone was the best course—the piece in his head would emerge on its own…or cause problems. No wonder his whole body felt battered and bruised, sore right down to the bone. He’d also been running a fever, and they were giving him treatment to stem infection. Snippets of conversations he’d heard but hadn’t absorbed came to him now: “High-velocity projectiles…intracranial debridement through a craniectomy…preserve maximal cerebral tissue and function… No subdural hematoma or brain damage…fluoroscopic radiation…immunologic treatment is necessary. Iso-C 3D navigation… Long term…systemic damage as a result of shrapnel degradation or because of a local foreign-body reaction. Possibility of delayed aneurysm and abscess at the site require careful observation…” Why can’t I remember hearing Celine’s voice? She’s the best neurosurgeon in the world. She’d insist on being the one to operate on me. Hunter glanced at the chart again, surprised to learn that he’d been in Medical for two weeks. He’d expected a day or two had gone by since the Black Pope mission. Two weeks… He’d never been so inactive. If he wasn’t fighting, then what’d happened to him and his sister as children could happen again. He served justice. He made the world safer for today’s kids to live. I’ll have to talk Celine into letting me get out of here soon. The doors slid open on a whisper, and Hunter lifted his head to see Lona step into the room. Her smile held friendliness. His injuries no doubt brought the wave of need that came with her entrance. She hadn’t meant any of the cruel things she said before the mission that sent him here. She couldn’t have, his heart insisted. 30
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 “Wanna join me in this bed? It’s small but we can get comfortable,” he said on a small grin. Once again, the last thing he expected was the cold expression that settled on her beautiful features. “I thought we already said all we needed to on that issue.” His own stupidity locked him up instantly. He looked away, muttering, “Why are you here?” “I thought you might want to see a familiar face, now that you’re awake.” None of it meant anything. Why should this? “Then why are you here?” he repeated. A heavy weight seemed to drop inside him. He felt it, fixed and unmoving, inside his chest. For the first time, he felt nothing for her. Remembered nothing they’d shared. He glanced at her to see haughty unconcern in place. Without a word, she turned and started toward the doors, which opened obediently at her approach. “Lona?” he called after her. With her hair swinging around as she faced him, he saw expectancy fill her eyes. Did she hope he’d be friendly to her now? He vowed to never give her anything but professionalism again. “Where’s Celine?” Her mouth tightened slightly. Without answering, she stalked out.
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 Chapter 8 The doors parted, and Hunter’s eyes flew open to see Angelo step into his room. “Where’s Celine?” Hunter asked immediately, struggling to work his way out of the fog of drugged sleep. One of Angelo’s blond eyebrows lifted. “It’s a miracle you’re alive. Your doctors couldn’t be sure of brain damage until you woke. The fact that you’re talking and aware is a good sign. You’ll survive.” “What happened?” Angelo moved to the side of his bed. “The bomb Kovac’s men dropped caught you. That’s what happened. Our surgeons removed the largest pieces of shrapnel. There’s a much smaller piece near the surface of your brain—it’s touching on your memory center. Have you been experiencing a lot of flashbacks of memory?” Warily, Hunter nodded. “Removing it could cause damage, so they left it alone. It should come out on its own. They don’t expect you to suffer any permanent damage, though they’ll be monitoring you closely in the coming months to make sure you don’t develop abscesses, epileptic seizures, or other warning signs.” Hunter could see his superior wasn’t willing to give any information that wasn’t specifically asked for. “The mission 32
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 was a trap,” he said impatiently. “The trace residue and hard drive I recovered…” “Planted.” Useless. The heaviness settled in his chest again. He hadn’t failed in so long. His foolishness had to be making his superiors rethink their decision to move him back into the Level 2 position Roan Emory had filled, vacated with a long-term undercover mission, filled again, and then permanently vacated with his death. “Who else is down?” he asked without looking Angelo in the eye. “Ulrick and Barnett sustained very minor injuries because they were within the drop zone, but they were released from Medical the day after the mission. I’m sorry to say you got the worst of it, son.” Angelo had called him ‘son’ for years. Despite the fact that Angelo was only in his late thirties, through most of those years Hunter had felt his mentor viewed him as one. “For my stupidity, I deserve it.” “You’ve got a blind spot where Kovac is concerned. You wanna finish what Roan Emory started.” Hunter turned back, not expecting understanding for his actions. “Look, I need to follow up on this. The trail’s probably already cold—” Angelo pushed him gently back on the bed, something in his green eyes penetrating Hunter’s urgency and generating new concern. “Look, Hunter, the trap wasn’t in the mission profile. The lock on Kovac’s location wasn’t the trap, nor were the residue and hard drive the lures. All of those things were diversions.” Hunter narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?” “I mean, he didn’t want you. He wasn’t even targeting the Network necessarily. He wanted something else.” 33
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 “What? Tell me, Angelo.” “They took Celine. She requested to be on standby in the field for treatment and casualties. I agreed. Kovac’s men took her from the perimeter while you were extracting your team. No one even saw it happen. One minute she was there, the next she disappeared.”
 
 34
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 Chapter 9 Hunter was already half up when Angelo pushed him back down again. Their stares locked and held unflinchingly. “We’ve confirmed intel that R.E.D. is developing a biological weapon. The formula for it was Network design. They were able to steal it from us in pieces. We still don’t know how they did it—but they don’t have a complete formula. That much we do know, unerringly. Since Celine oversaw the project, they must believe she can give them the final ingredients to finish her formulation.” The panic in Hunter’s chest made it easy for him to ignore the pain he felt. He ignored the throb in his head, the calming logic in Angelo’s voice. His one focus came down to his sister. “What are you doing to get her back?” Angelo shook his head. “You know that’s on a need-toknow basis, Hunter. You’re down, and you will be for a couple months.” “I need to know,” Hunter said, stressing each word adamantly. “She’s my sister. You either tell me, or I find out myself. Whatever it takes.” “You’re not well, Savage. You don’t need me to tell you that. It’s a miracle you didn’t get hit worse. You’ll survive, but you’re not leaving this room for at least a few weeks.” 35
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 Hunter swallowed, aware of his parched throat when he said, “I thought you cared about her.” Angelo sighed. “Even I’m not above procedures and protocols, Hunter. We’re doing everything we can. I promise you that. But you can’t be involved in the process. You wouldn’t even make it out of this room anyway, so any discussion is moot.” “Like hell I wouldn’t make it. You couldn’t have found where they’re holding her, or we wouldn’t even be having this discussion. You’d have her back. I will be on the extraction team.” “No, you won’t.” Furious, Hunter watched as Angelo walked out and the doors slid closed behind him. His mentor was right. Just as Kovac had planned, the most dangerous man in the world had been felled. But he wouldn’t abandon Celine, no matter how grave his condition. He’d save his sister if it was the last thing he ever did.
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 Chapter 10 Two days later, Hunter knew he couldn’t bide his time any longer. Not when he accessed the situation the way he’d been trained to. SOP: Evaluate the benefits and risks of extracting an operative. Run the scenarios. Calculate the odds. Act accordingly. Celine was Level 2, the crucial head of a medical team far more advanced than any other in the world. Despite measures to disable R.E.D. in the last few years, the terrorist organization remained a significant power. Extraction from inside their security would require the best field operatives they’d trained and could cost many valuable lives. Ultimately, Celine, like everyone else, was replaceable. Hunter knew that best. He remembered what his superiors had planned to do to make up for the inevitable loss of Roan Emory. They’d intended to recruit his son involuntarily. A necessary sacrifice, they’d called it. Without Roan Emory, their efficiency rate dropped dramatically. They couldn’t risk that. Captain Shannon McKee was as ruthless as her father before her—there was nothing she wouldn’t do to ensure their efficiency rate remained intact. Only Angelo had convinced her that Hunter’s promotion would prevent that. She’d agreed to a trial period. Hunter knew he’d trumped without 37
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 their specific say-so. They rewarded him with added privileges and money. Angelo had passed along McKee’s satisfaction with his work once or twice. Praise from McKee remained rare enough to make that high kudos indeed. But what to do about Celine couldn’t be an easy decision for them. No one on her current medical team could replace her. Training someone to do what she’d done and remained capable of doing for many, many years wouldn’t be easy. Were the lives of a half-dozen of their best field operatives worth the life of one exceptional doctor to them? He had to find out whether the knot of dread in his gut was accurate. In the hours after Angelo told him about Celine’s kidnapping, he’d foolishly considered asking Lona for help. She could help him locate his sister. But she wouldn’t. Her loyalty to the Network remained without question. She wouldn’t help him if their superiors ordered her not to. She’d report any aid he requested. He despised himself for even thinking about her again. He’d closed that chapter of his life for good. When the hospital staff thinned to a bare minimum, he ignored the agony shooting through every muscle in his body to rise from the bed. Fortunately, he’d made such rapid progress, the monitoring equipment had been discontinued that morning. Carefully, he left his room, pulling his IV stand behind him, and moved through the halls until he could peer around a wall to see the main station. Luck was with him. Only minutes later, the shift nurse rose without looking up from her clipboard and left her station. He could get away. Hunter took a quick glance around him, found and folded a tissue, then pulled his IV cannula, pushing it down over the tiny wound. He shoved the stand into a closet. Hunter soon located his personal effects in one of the lockers behind the desk, along with a replacement regulation coverall which he 38
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 quickly slipped on. For a moment, he stared down at the black crow with the emerald eye. Then he closed his hand around the ring. I’ll save you, Celine. I’ll find you and rescue you, whatever it takes. He slipped out of Medical with barely a whisper of sound. Regardless of the level of focus his task required, he couldn’t deny how bad off his condition was. Experiencing such a high level of weakness was nearly unheard of for him. Every movement caused pain. He didn’t want to admit to himself it could prevent him from doing what he needed to save his sister. From the main floor, he ascended to the top of the underground compound, where Level 1 or 2 clearance was required. He was one of the few operatives allowed access to the Black Files. Outside the room, he extracted the security console from the wall, then keyed in his clearance, followed by a fingerprint match. Bracing himself against the wall, he closed his eyes against a wave of lightheadedness while he waited for the beep that told him he’d been accepted into the next level. When it came and the doors slid open, he opened his eyes and stepped inside to the platform for the requisite retinal scan. Even after he’d been cleared and had entered the inner sanctum, he knew it wouldn’t be so easy. Despite his level of clearance, he found that he’d been banned from accessing Celine’s status reports. Hunter took a deep breath. Fifteen years ago, he’d planned for this contingency from the moment he figured out how the Network worked. Getting back out, down to the main level, and then up to his private suite above ETI was no easy feat. Then he had no 39
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 choice but to sit on the supple couch and rest for far longer than he wanted to. When he felt himself slipping into the velvet bliss of unconsciousness, he forced himself up, waiting for the dizziness to pass while he braced on the arm rest. Then he went to his bedroom. After he dressed in civilian clothes, he opened the multi-layered safe he’d hidden behind a built-in bookcase. With Angelo’s most current clearance code and fingerprint and retinal scan files, retrieved stealthily the day before the Kovac mission, Hunter again made his way to the Black Files. All items provided him clearance, and this time he gained access to Celine’s files. McKee’s report read as cold and efficient as Hunter knew it would. He hated her for it anyway. Celine’s tracking device didn’t appear to be working— they hadn’t been able to trace her signal. She was more valuable than three of their best field operatives. Nevertheless, extraction would require at least double that. Also, without access to her physical research, she wouldn’t be able to give R.E.D. the formula to complete the biological weapon. She was loyal. She would die before she turned her skills over to the enemy. The risks of extracting her outweighed the benefits. Her loss would be great. Her replacement would be determined… The knot in Hunter’s gut tightened. Angelo’s unusual concern for Celine notwithstanding, he hadn’t been able to persuade #2 to rescue her. And that meant Hunter no longer had the option of standing by to wait for them to act.
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 Chapter 11 From a Black File console, Hunter called up the latest intel on Rex Kovac—whereabouts unknown—and the mission briefings. When neither satisfied him, he did a search for everything they knew about Kovac and his involvement with the terrorist organization. Without looking up, he reached for a panel on the shelf next to the console. He downloaded what he needed onto it. This information would be his only means of locating Kovac, and, possibly, his sister. He wouldn’t be able to come back here if he required further information. As soon as he left the compound, he’d be on his own. As he left Level 3, aware that no missions were currently in progress or on board, he knew his actions amounted to betraying the Network. He no longer shared their vision or their mission. In order to save Celine, he’d become a renegade and risked a life spent on the run, hiding. What other choice did they give me? Gaining access to the deserted Weapons and Tech departments necessitated little effort for him. He grabbed a bag and filled it with the equipment he’d require. Instead of signing the items out, per routine, he logged onto the database and deleted them. Vlad and Cara, department heads, would no doubt figure out exactly what was missing, but by then he’d be long gone. 41
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 Back in his apartment, he packed the bare essentials with the instrument that tracked the chips he and Celine had been fitted with. Every Network recruit had a tracking chip implanted inside him so he’d be traceable anywhere, anytime. Celine had implanted extra chips in him and herself. If anything ever happened to them, they could find each other. The Network didn’t know about the chips, nor could they track the signals. Only Hunter and his sister could do that. He also bagged a chip disintegrator. If he needed to go off Network surveillance altogether, the device could be placed over the site of an implanted chip and switched on for a few seconds. Microwaves would disrupt the transponder’s circuitry…a painful procedure because the chip heated up in the process. That would be his last resort. Crossing the hall to Celine’s apartment, he went inside and loaded up on the drugs she kept in stock there. He’d need them to maintain his current health and performance. He found the ones closest to what he’d seen listed on his medical chart. He didn’t bother with more than mild painkillers. Hurting would keep him sharp, he figured. He’d have to be alert if he held even a fool’s hope of pulling this off.
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 Chapter 12 An operative with his status had many more privileges than those below his level. The Network didn’t like to allow any of their recruits to have full freedom. However, Hunter’s privileges and skills had allowed him to keep a safe house for himself, one his superiors didn’t know about. Ultimately, if they wanted to find him, they would…because of the transponder chip implanted in every Network recruit on induction. On his way to his private location, he considered removing the chip attached to his spine. If I get Celine back within a few days, maybe a few hours…I might need to be on Network sensors to get her out. Allowing them to track him was a risk he didn’t like taking. If they located him, they could try to take him back in before he could find Celine. But right now giving himself an out was the best option. Hunter made his way to the hangar and runway he’d established for his own use long ago. The location was essentially in the middle of nowhere, and he’d put significant time and resources into it to keep it invisible. Once he arrived, he re-established his alarms to make sure he wasn’t followed. Any presence would set off the alarms. He also buffered his transponder signal with the ne43
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 cessary interference. Once inside the warehouse, he set up the equipment he needed to locate Celine using his secret tracker. Need-to-know basis. It’s how I’ve survived this long in an organization demanding loyalty yet giving none in return. The Network saved me and Celine, and it also took away any hope of freedom we’ll ever have. We can never live our lives based on our own personal decisions and preferences. Funny that I’ve never cared to do that any more than Celine has. I’ve given them my life—damn near literally more than once. Celine’s given them hers. And yet she’s not important enough to rescue. Hunter sat back, waiting impatiently for the signal to find a lock, aware that it could take a while. The weakness he felt made him angry and uncertain. All he wanted was to sleep— the only time the pain didn’t overwhelm him. To keep himself alert and push away the weakness, he forced himself to consider what he knew. Rex Kovac was in his fifties, married twice, divorced once. He’d had two children from his previous marriage to a young starlet, who’d unfortunately taken too long to remove her blinders where her husband was concerned. She’d borne him a son, Alano, now twelve years old, and a daughter, Vina, seven. During their ‘loud’ divorce, Rex had gained custody of his children. Considering that he owned the Mexican police, it was no surprise. The man was untouchable. Everyone knew he was a terrorist, but his power and insulation were such that no one could get to him. Add to that his generous gifts to charity—his good works went a long way in fooling people, or at least convincing them not to pursue him. Five years ago, Kovac married the lovely jailbait Tanya. The daughter of a belly dancer, Tanya had followed in her mother’s footsteps. Her mother had been nicknamed Tithonia, the Yellow Torch, during her years of popularity. Tanya became a professional dancer at the age of fifteen and her fame 44
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 grew in the months afterward, while her mother’s paled in comparison. Tanya became known throughout Mexico as the Spanish Rose. Unfortunately, one of her fans was Rex Kovac, who’d become obsessed with the teenager. Within three years, he’d convinced her to marry him. His possessiveness brought about her disappearance from the public world of dancing. He only allowed her to perform in his own nightclub when he was there. Only rarely seen in public, the young woman resembled nothing more than an exquisite jewel on the bastard’s arm. Rex had effectively locked her in the prison of their home and taken away any hope of life beyond his demands. Kovac didn’t go home often, and when he did, he kept well hidden, surrounded by innocent women and children. He always seemed to magically disappear when the Network attempted to extract him. Always, the man was so wellinsulated within his organization, there was little if any chance of getting to him. Any one of those who worked for Kovac could have posed as him. Not even knowing what he looked like had been a serious handicap for them. The tracker began to beep as it locked on a signal. Mexico. Celine was in Mexico. Somehow that made sense. Her signal originated from a little town not far from Chihuahua, called El Malo—‘The Evil’. Hunter would get his sister back, and, if he had any luck at all, he’d find Kovac there. Ignoring an ice-pick-sharp ache at the back of his head, he prepared his plane, a Piper Seneca light twin.
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 Chapter 13 Hunter set down in Chihuahua, deliberately at a distance from the origin of Celine’s signal. Mexico’s capital city would be a good place to hide until he ensured that he hadn’t been detected—by Network or R.E.D. sensors—and to figure out a plan. He’d pinpointed the signal to the Chihuahua Desert, not more than a few miles from the town Rex Kovac reputedly built and owned, El Malo. Since he flew quite a lot for recreational reasons when he wasn’t working, Hunter was well aware of the bane of commuting by aircraft—getting around on the ground. He’d had the cabin of the Seneca modified. Most of the seats were removed and the rear side hatch was enlarged to allow him to carry a quad motorcycle and a trail bike. He slid out the aluminum ramp and walked the trail bike down onto the bakinghot ground. After securing the Seneca, he set off into Chihuahua. By the time Hunter made it into town, the dry heat and his physical condition had sapped every bit of his energy. He collapsed in the motel bed, his head helplessly filled with images of the women he’d wanted to love. Female operatives without an ounce of vulnerability. He’d never seen even one of them cry. 46
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 ‘Your father and I work toward a mutual goal. We don’t get involved ever. An agent who lets himself feel, lets himself get entangled in things that don’t concern him, will no longer be of any use to himself or anyone else. Stay frosty. Do what you have to do. It’s the code of the renegade whose only faith is his own cause.’ **** Drenched in sweat, Hunter woke to stifling heat that made his skin feel stretched too thin across his bones. The back of his head felt like it would split open. Sitting up, he reached behind him, expecting to draw back fingers covered in blood. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed, putting his head between his knees to fight the draining weakness he couldn’t allow himself to give in to. When he could function again, he took the meds his body needed, ignoring the empty cavern that seemed to have opened up in his chest where the heaviness had been. If he closed his eyes, he knew he’d see their faces again. Lona. Fiona. Jocelyn. You don’t feel anything? he wanted to shout at them. Why don’t you feel anything? Are you made of steel? Does your heart bleed acid? Stay frosty. Do what you have to do. The only faith you have is in saving Celine. Under a mildly warm shower spray, Hunter made his plans. Get some food, listen to local chatter. Find out all he could about Kovac’s town. He found a hole of a restaurant just after he pulled into El Malo. The fans inside did nothing more than blow stiflinglyhot air around, seeming to make the dry heat even worse. The scent of food cooking was anything but appetizing. After ordering the special, he got the newspaper, some of the local-site brochures and took a booth between tables of patrons. While reading the paper, he listened to them speak of the weather, jobs, politics. One article highlighted a new at47
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 traction in El Malo. The Kovac Research Center had just opened up its newest exhibit: botanical gardens, which included species of trees, shrubs, perennial forbs and cacti of the Chihuahua Desert. Sprucing up a desert. What was the point? The mission statement of the KRC printed in the article was ‘to promote public awareness, appreciation and concern for the natural diversity of the Chihuahua Desert region through research and education’. The center had outdoor and interpretive exhibits, a greenhouse and twenty acres of self-guided hiking trails open year-round. No doubt most of the researchers working there were legitimate. But then, a non-profit organization would be the perfect front for illegal activities. He’d have to check it out as soon as possible. The food arrived, plentiful if nothing else. He read the brochures while he wolfed it. El Malo was a small town, but it had the bare necessities. A bank that no doubt laundered Kovac’s dirty money, restaurant, hotel, law firm and accountant, law enforcement—all employed by Kovac, Hunter felt sure. He found the Roman Catholic Church ironic, but didn’t fool himself that Kovac put in frequent appearances there and had his own personal priest. Boutiques, jewelry stores, a nightclub where the lovely Tanya could dance when he allowed it. Hunter remembered reading in Kovac’s file that many of the businesses in El Malo were in his childrens’ names. After his meal, he returned to the motel room in Chihuahua and checked Celine’s location using a handheld tracker. It hadn’t changed. He rode the trail bike back to the aircraft, offloaded the quad and packed it with equipment, then used the tracker to make his way toward the signal. The best he could do to describe the area he ended up in was a vast expanse of desert. No buildings, no people. Noth48
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 ing but ruthlessly baked-dry ground with little flora and fauna outside of twisted Mesquite trees, Creosote bushes, and poisonous, thorny datura flowers strangely beautiful in the wasteland. He sat on the quad, its engine idling, staring around. Why would Celine’s signal lead to nothing? He’d expected to find some kind of fortressed warehouse. He stood on the very spot the signal pinpointed, look around and finally down. Shit! Has Kovac buried her alive? Hunter jumped from the quad and grabbed the folding shovel he needed to dig right over the point of her signal. He ignored his poor state of health, his mind focused solely on finding Celine—dead or alive. In minutes, he was panting, sweating, covered in the dry sand. Even his mouth was filled with it. He wrapped his shirt around his head, and it soon became soaked with perspiration and caked in dirt. Nevertheless, he kept digging for over an hour, convinced every second that his shovel would suddenly sink into something soft and fleshly. The sand collapsed in on itself constantly as he worked. Eventually Hunter was gasping for breath, and he knew he had to stop. But not before he concluded his sister simply couldn’t be where he was digging. He knew his equipment was functioning correctly. Which meant Kovac had done something to screw up Celine’s internal tracking device. Maybe he’d removed it. The chip was probably buried somewhere in the endless sand. He was back at square one. Hating the feeling of helplessness he experienced, both physical and emotional, he rode the quad back to the Seneca, and returned to his motel on the trail bike. He didn’t even have the strength to check the alerts he’d set up to tell him if 49
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 anyone had been in the room. He tore off his clothes and collapsed on the bed. His mind and body shut down.
 
 50
 
 Renegade’s Rose: Book 6 of the Incognito Series
 
 Chapter 14 He awoke, his heart pounding rapidly, his head splitting open. Panting, he muttered his sister’s name. Only a dry croak emerged. Buried alive. He couldn’t save her. He’d failed. ‘Never assume a fellow operative’s dead until you’ve verified it yourself.’ Angelo had taught him that. It was true. Some operatives could survive things other people couldn’t even imagine. Until he verified Celine had no pulse, he’d work on the assumption she was alive. And that meant he had to find her. If she was dead…he’d avenge her. He wouldn’t rest until Kovac lay ten feet under the ground. If her tracker’s screwed up…I’ll have to find Kovac to get to her. The Network’s put their most valuable resources into locating this bastard. In six years, we’ve come up with nothing. Out here, I don’t have the resources they do. So how do I find Celine? Hunter reached for his medication, noting that he’d been asleep for nearly six hours. There’d been a time when he could shut down his body at will. He worked, sleepless, until he was ready to turn it off. He slept as long as he needed to, and then he returned to consciousness, fully rested and alert. It’d taken long years of training to get to that point. Now he couldn’t seem to control it at all. When he was collapsed, he 51
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 was down. Damn that he didn’t have the strength to help his sister. I need Kovac. I can’t get to the sorry SOB. Who else knows where she is? Kovac’s men. His right hand man, head of security, Luico Carrera, who kept Kovac’s precious wife safe… Wife… Tanya Kovac. Does she know where Celine is? Is the young wife a willing prisoner, or is she too afraid to leave her husband, even if she could escape his bodyguards? Does she know who and what her husband is? Even if she didn’t know her husband’s dirty business, she could be Hunter’s way in. She might know things, be able to find them out for him… Hunter’s gaze fell on his carryall, which he knew for a fact he’d dropped on the floor when he left the room in the afternoon. It now sat on top of the dresser. Someone’s been in here! He shot to his feet. A quick, thorough search of his equipment revealed nothing was missing. Nevertheless, he’d been made. He threw his stuff together in minutes. He’d have to ditch this motel and find a safe place. Carefully, he slipped out into the hall and walked to the window at the end. He glanced down and saw two men standing outside nearby. Network operatives. While he didn’t personally recognize them, he’d know a Network agent in a crowd of thousands. Neither could take him easily. Now it wasn’t simply a matter of keeping off R.E.D.’s radar. His own organization was here to bring him back in. He couldn’t allow that. If he did, Celine would be completely on her own. Somehow, he had to watch from every angle and keep out of sight. He made for the trail bike, intent on finding another place to hide out. 52
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 Chapter 15 Three days later, Hunter put his plan into action. He’d spent the time changing his appearance, helping him to blend more with the locals. His blond hair was now black, no easy feat with his head injury. But he wore a lose handkerchief around his forehead to cover it. He’d grown a moustache that he also colored. He’d given himself a tattoo of a yellow rose on his right bicep. Dark brown contacts that covered his bluegreen eyes. He’d also prepared his new identity, backfilling, as he’d been trained to, to set it up so not even someone checking into his background thoroughly would find out he wasn’t legit. He’d found safety in an abandoned warehouse, but he took everything with him whenever he left it, not willing to leave a trace for anyone to follow. What took up the majority of his time was finding and planning his entrance into Kovac’s fortress of a home. The property was utterly secure and had multiple layers of defense he couldn’t breach from the outside. The stone and Adobe Mexican hacienda was hemmed in by a mountain and endless stretches of desert. A nine-foot-tall security wall surrounded the property. The only legitimate ways inside were either via the front gate, requiring a security check, and the service entrance for employees and deliveries—also guarded. From his 54
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 own observation and local chatter, he’d discovered that, in addition to dozens of bodyguards and security personnel, Kovac employed a personal chef, two maids that came from a revolving service, a nanny and tutors for the children, several drivers for husband and wife, two gardeners, these also from a service in Chihuahua. Patience was his only way in. That meant his entry had to be by legitimate means. Gossip had also convinced him that Tanya Kovac was more heavily guarded than the United States President. Hunter had neatly ‘removed’ an employee who’d been a permanent fixture on the Kovac estate. The man had come in through the service entrance in the morning and left by it in the evening. When the employee didn’t show up or call into work two days in a row, Hunter secured a job with the same local gardening service. He’d been cleared for employment on the Kovac hacienda by Luico Carrera, Kovac’s head of security, himself. Doing the job wouldn’t be a problem for him. He’d had years of experience in gardening. Network employees were condense-trained in nearly every occupation. He knew more about caring for plants than most of those employed by the gardening service. Manuel Luna was his supervisor, who’d worked for Kovac for over ten years, and the gruff old man didn’t need to speak the words for Hunter to know he was impressed with his green thumb and his initiative. While he worked his second day, he noted many things. The estate was incredible—huge and therefore more difficult to keep under constant surveillance. With a swimming pool, twelve bedrooms and three terraces facing the mountain, the house had a back-split design. Landscaped gardens held mature fruit trees and fish ponds. There was a casita at the bottom of the yard, and Hunter figured it was Kovac’s private of55
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 fice. The extra large carport held dozens of vehicles. Stables for horses and a large arena allowed riding within the wall. He’d noted that security personal at the service entrance was slack after five p.m. Hunter had learned that Kovac and his men prized hard workers. An employee leaving late was commended, so security almost always slackened because of the lateness of the hour. On the pretense of washing up, he entered the mudroom and skulked through spacious, bright rooms with high boveda ceilings and lots of gorgeous Mexican tiles, until he was able to gain the upper floors unseen. The sound of sensual music drew him to a balcony above a dance studio. He kept well away from the windows encasing floor to ceiling of the balcony. Below, he saw the lovely Tanya. He’d seen pictures of her. Even as a young girl, she’d possessed the kind of beauty that either brought men to a place of worship or obsession. Her dark hair spilled down her back and past her hips in a thick curtain that swayed with her gently rolling curves, turns, shimmies, bumps and backbends. As the veil she worked in her slender arms danced over her form and around her, he couldn’t help noticing how much like ribbons of caramel her skin looked. He wanted to touch her. The gauzy cloth she wore emphasized glorious hips, long legs and breasts both full and creamy. Unwillingly, his body stirred while he watched her in helpless fascination. Her expression looked so serene, lost in her dance, in a world that held peace and acceptance for her. Yet he felt her loneliness as palpably as if tears slid down her cheeks to prove it. Correspondingly, the empty cage in his own chest seemed to reverberate with the relentless rhythm of the dumbek. When he realized he’d stopped breathing and hung suspended, watching her as though in a trance, he forced himself 56
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 to do what he’d come to do. He discovered her bedroom suite connected with the dance studio and he gauged the surveillance in the room. Catching a glimpse of Carrera in the hall outside the dance studio, he sneaked back out and then checked out for the day at the service entrance. Only when he arrived at his safe house did he question his reaction to Señora Kovac. Her obvious loneliness, her life as a virtual prisoner, though one cast in luxury, had no bearing on his mission. He would do what he had to do to find his sister, even if it meant crushing the lovely wife of his enemy into dust.
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 Chapter 16 “¿Mamá, cuándo estará Papá en casa?” This night, it was Vina who posed the question Rex’s children asked her every night. Tanya halted in tucking in the little girl. After so many years, why should it bother her so much that her husband’s children loved her, not their real mother, yet they feared their flesh and blood father above all? They hardly knew the man. When Rex came home, he would call his children to him to bestow extravagant gifts on them, then send them away when he tired of them. That was what they knew of their father. That and his reputation in El Malo and all of Mexico. Everyone was afraid of him. They called him and his men terrorists, bad men. El Papa negro y sus misioneros de sangre—the black pope and his blood missionaries. No one—not even Rex’s niños—had any illusions about who Rex Kovac was and what kind of man he was. Least of all me. But then I never really had any choice. About anything. “Yo no sé, ángel. I do not know when your father will be home.” Tanya knew this answer relieved the children. Knowing precisely when he would come back would cause anxiety each day until his return. One thing Rex couldn’t be described as, 58
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 though, was predictable. When he decided to come home, it was always abrupt, unannounced and left little room for his household, relations—and those who wished to capture him—to plan. “I will be here when he comes back, Vina. I promise I will not leave you.” “Ever?” “I will never leave you or Alano.” How could she? Rex had decided she would marry him five years ago. Alano had only been seven at that time, Vina just two. Their parents’ divorce had been a nightmare. Young as she’d been, even Vina had felt the conflict that sent her mother fleeing to the States to hide under the protection of the government when Rex threatened to kill her. Tanya had never understood why Camila hadn’t also enlisted the government’s help in getting custody of her children. Tanya had known she would have to become a mother to these children. That had been easy enough. Both were so wounded, they’d needed her tender sheltering. She’d come to love them instantly, and she’d done everything she could to keep them from Rex, who showed moments of fatherly attentiveness, but frequently tormented them verbally to amuse himself. “Te quiero. Good night, Vina.” Tanya hugged and kissed her little girl, tucking her in again simply to prolong the contact. When Vina cradled her Silver Tortie Ragamuffin cat, facetiously dubbed Pulgas, Tanya rose and went to Alano’s bed to say goodnight. The twelve-year-old trusted very few people and showed affection to even fewer. Although he allowed her coddling, she’d sensed his reticence lately. He was growing big, becoming a man. Soon, he’d need to stand on his own before his father in59
 
 Renegade’s Rose: Book 6 of the Incognito Series
 
 stead of hiding behind her. And she’d been preparing both children for just such a day. “Te quiero. Good night, Alano.” “Buenas noches, Tanya.” When she left the nursery, she was careful to turn on the monitor before she closed the door securely behind her. The children didn’t like having bodyguards any more than she did, but it was Luico Carrera they dreaded the most. The muscular, dark man with the ghost-pale eyes stood outside the nursery, and she gave him a condescending glare, passing by him without a word on her way to her dance studio. His footsteps followed behind, but he obediently stood at the end of the hall rather than coming too close. Though it was Carrera who guarded her most frequently, lately she’d noticed he disappeared, leaving another guard in his place, for long stretches during the day. She’d wondered where he went, but, as she hated his presence more than any other, she hadn’t complained. Like all of Rex’s goons, Carrera feared his boss, he more than most of them. Some of them had tried to watch her dancing…and worse…and Rex had dealt with them ruthlessly. Carrera no longer allowed anyone to get near enough to watch her. She also knew he himself would stay within the boundaries Rex had set for his employees. It was small compensation. She was a prisoner here. Trapped by her mother’s greed and jealousy, and by her own choices—one in particular that had seemed the only course in a no-win situation. She’d never leave this place. Never be free of her obligations or her duty. She’d been abandoned by all who had promised to save her.
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 Tanya closed her eyes, wanting to lose herself in the music and her dance. This time she spent alone gave her peace and courage to go on another day. Her senses suddenly attuned to a presence not close but not far away. Carrera or one of Rex’s newbie goons? Only someone who didn’t know any better would take the risk of becoming buried in the desert, never again to be found. She’d felt this same presence last night as well. She opened her eyes, not faltering in her movements, to scan the room, the balcony that ran around the entire ceiling level of her dance studio. Nothing. Yet she couldn’t shake the knowledge that she wasn’t alone. While the gaze didn’t feel menacing, it didn’t seem friendly either. Who would dare? A rush of excitement flooded her, shaming her with its force. Rex had been gone for many months now. Though that wasn’t unusual, she’d felt for some time something was wrong. The presence watching her added to her uncertainty. Was this the day she’d waited for for five endless years? If it was, she refused to let her one, perhaps her last, opportunity pass her by. The presence faded, and, with it, her excitement. She finished her dance abruptly and turned off the music. After a shower, she went into her bedroom. Unable to help herself, she went to the fireplace. She reached up to the shelf inside it and eased out the cloth-covered treasure. Inside was the book into which she’d pressed a yellow rose, now old, its fragrance dissipated. She hugged the book to her chest. Eduardo. We had so little time together. Only weeks. Weeks of looking across the room to see your eyes on me, yearning. The tender touches we shared, fingers linked and laced, like our hearts. And that kiss…the only one, the one I can never forget. You loved me. Someday you will come for me. I know you will. That is why you left this 61
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 beautiful yellow rose for me in the last hours before I abandoned everything. To tell me our time together would never end. Tanya blinked back tears, longing for a vision beyond the compelling obsidian eyes that had held her captive, mesmerized. Eduardo Torres had brought the flowers that covered the stage when she and her mother danced. He’d loved flowers—she’d once said to her mother that he could make them bloom with just his breathtaking smile. But she remembered nothing else of the boy she’d loved when she was only fifteen. She kept nothing else of him but this rose, her memories, and a longing for the intense love she’d possessed for so short a time before her life was taken from her, replaced with duty. Duty without honor. Without love. Without end.
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 Chapter 17 Manuel Luna was a man incapable of shutting up. For days, Hunter had been forced to listen to his ceaseless chatter. The man had gone from tight-lipped wariness—apparently close to the other full-time gardener Hunter had removed— to total trust. All without more than a few carefully chosen words from Hunter. When Manuel abruptly stopped talking, Hunter became even more mindful of his surroundings. Then he knew what had caused the old man to clam up. While the niños were deep in their studies with their private tutors, their mother-figure had come out to play in the garden. Dressed in a perfectly appropriate, gauzy sundress, Tanya Kovac trailed her graceful fingers over giant red dahlias. Hunter’s glance brought a corresponding one that surprised him. He had a feeling she challenged him with that look. Why? How? Unless she somehow knew he was the one who’d been watching her dance at night. But there was no way she could know that. He’d kept out of sight. Damn that he couldn’t get himself to take one look and leave. The more he saw her, the more he wanted to see her. Much as his attraction to her annoyed and confused him, sending her the right signals could be his only ‘in’ with her. 63
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 He let his gaze move to her again, an obvious one that showed her that he very much liked what he saw…from head to toe. Her well-defined cheekbones filled with pink color, and she turned away. Clearly, she wasn’t as good at this game as he was. “This is a gorgeous plant,” she said a moment later, speaking of the shrub he pruned. “What is this?” “Choisya ternata. A Mexican Orange Blossom. The flowers will bloom again in the autumn.” She glanced up at him from the almost yellow evergreen leaves. “What color are the flowers?” “White,” he told her. For some reason, she frowned. Manuel cleared his throat, saying something about moving on to the rock garden to water the bush sage. When Hunter ignored him and continued his pruning, the old man grimaced, muttering and shaking his head. He gathered his supplies and went on to the rock garden himself. “You must know a lot of about plants,” Tanya said, clearly not wanting to end their absurd conversation. “Read a few books,” he offered. Do you know your husband’s a terrorist, a cold-blooded killer who cares nothing about anything but his own interests? Do you know the truth and just not care? Or are you afraid of your husband? He couldn’t imagine this woman being afraid of anything. Sad, lonely, maybe even vulnerable enough to flirt with a gardener, but never afraid. Her smoky gray eyes lifted to his again. Hunter knew she wasn’t what she seemed in that intense gaze. “What is your favorite?” He pointed to his tattoo—the yellow rose—and her eyes widened. For a moment, she couldn’t seem to speak as she stared at it. Then she drew a long, shaky breath. 64
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 “I would love to know more about the beautiful plants and flowers in the garden,” she murmured. All innocence, and yet the words held an invitation. Manuel called for him, and Hunter knew the moment had passed and that he needed to allow it to. She wouldn’t let this go anymore than he could. He watched her again that evening. Through the extra large central air vents, he watched her put the children to bed. He saw her tenderness with them, saw the dread she felt in admitting what neither of them seemed to want to hear. “Your father called late this afternoon, children,” she said in a low tone that he could tell as much tried to protect them as her entire attitude toward them did. “He will be home in a couple weeks.” The little girl’s face scrunched up, and then she was in Tanya’s arms, weeping. “For how long?” the boy asked. “I do not know, Alano. He did not say. But nothing will change. I will always be with you.” Hunter had heard her make this promise to them the previous night. The children were afraid of their father, yet clearly adored Tanya. If the woman who had stood in as their mother for five years was trusted by the kids, Hunter’s welltrained instincts told him she couldn’t be a part of Kovac’s crimes. But he wouldn’t know that until he’d gotten close to her. When Tanya left the children with reassurance, hugs and kisses, he followed, knowing her routine was to go to her dance studio in the evening. Her dancing was different tonight, and he intuitively knew why. She knew he was there. She danced for him. Her body, the way it moved so gracefully and sensually, brought him to painful arousal. You’ll never be a machine. You’ll always want, never be able to control, the need to hold a woman’s soul in your arms. 65
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 He could have no more than what he needed to save Celine here. He couldn’t want more than that. Somehow, desiring Tanya so sharply made the headache that’d been ongoing, without end, more penetrating. Why did she stir him so easily when his heart still felt so battered? Why did she leave him feeling a weakness he couldn’t tolerate, especially with his physical state already compromised?
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 Chapter 18 What was it about the gardener today? Tanya hadn’t even heard his name, yet he’d haunted her memories all day. Eduardo. I knew when I saw that tattoo. You have come for me at last. The mystery in his narrow, obsidian eyes enchanted her, yet he seemed different to her. The invitation there, either intentionally or inadvertently making her feel beautiful, wanted. Worthwhile. She remembered little about him when he was seventeen and she only fifteen. She had no memories of thinking him masculinity personified, like she had today. Tall, muscular, dark-skinned with thick hair that’d made her long to run her fingers through it. Something about him caused her blood to warm, her cheeks to heat, whenever she thought of their brief encounter. Her dancing now only made her emotions more conflicted. Had he been the one watching her for the last few days? The sensation of not being alone came to her again, almost as if she’d known from the moment she’d bent her body to the music that he was with her. The feeling wasn’t the same as the rare times one of Rex’s goons took the risk of looking at her when their boss wasn’t home. The unexpected reminder that Rex would be home soon—too soon for her and his children—brought a rush of 67
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 fear mingled with shame. Where was her determination, her backbone to face the life she’d taken on? I lost those five years ago, along with my freedom and the ability to make my own choices. When Mamá sold me to the highest bidder. I left a note for Eduardo, begging him to find me and rescue me, but there was no way I could change what had happened. Eduardo was nearby. She imagined him watching her, remembered his undisguised, uninhibited perusal of her from head to toe. The memory of tenderness and desire in his gaze almost choked her. Dear God, she had to be desperate if a mere trace of humanity overwhelmed her like this. But it wasn’t simply that. This was the only man she’d ever loved. Abruptly, she turned from the dance and stalked out of the studio toward the bathroom connected to her bedroom on the other side to shower. She stripped off her clothes and stepped into the locker-room style facilities. Even there, she sensed Eduardo’s presence, his compelling eyes holding her captive the way they always had. I’d almost forgotten I’m still young, still capable of falling in love, of wanting to lie beside a man and have him touch me. To be brought to sensual life with the slightest co-mingling of breath… The memory of Rex’s hands on her, his grunting, his mere gaze twisted her stomach in a knot. There was no escape from his evil. She had to see Eduardo again. Whatever she needed to do, she’d have to steal back what had been taken from her.
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 Chapter 19 Soapy hands slid over full breasts. Hunter realized with a start that his breathing had become ragged. What the hell was he doing? This wasn’t part of his mission. Watching Tanya Kovac shower wouldn’t help him find his sister. With one more glance at her agonized expression, the loneliness she wore like a shroud, he forced himself to take his leave. He glided past guards, checked out of the service entrance, and within twenty minutes, he arrived at his safe house. After he checked his alerts and found none of them breached, he sat on the edge of the cot. The warehouse was dark, but he barely noticed the shadows. Kovac planned to return to El Malo soon. Despite his unpredictability, Tanya hadn’t expected her husband’s return. Did his abrupt decision have anything to do with Celine? She dreads his appearance—almost as much as his own kids do. I need to find out why she abhors him, if she’s simply his prisoner. If she married him because she had no other choice. Why her eyes widened on seeing the yellow rose tattoo on my arm. The task he’d set for himself made the taste in his mouth turn bitter. The woman wasn’t a simple seduction. Only 69
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 when required on a mission had he found seduction ‘simple’. He’d spent many months watching Lona before he made his move. He’d gauged her responses to him, only going forward until he was certain of success. This time the complication wasn’t merely because Tanya intrigued him like no other woman ever had. He’d watched her only a few times, yet each time he found it harder to leave. He didn’t simply want to watch her. He wanted to touch her silken caramel skin while she danced. He wanted to know what made her look so lost. What made her marry Kovac and give up her dancing at his command. He wanted to learn the woman’s darkest secrets. He wanted to see if she could be vulnerable. Dammit, none of it matters. All that matters is saving Celine. Yet, when his fatigue overtook him, he didn’t dream of his sister and the horrors of their childhood. No, he dreamed of a Spanish beauty who tormented him with her vulnerability. Soapy hands slid over full, uptilted breasts…
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 Chapter 20 Carrera stood directly outside her studio, facing it, so close Tanya knew as soon as she emerged and saw him that he’d been trying to discover what went on behind the Alhambra Mexican double doors. Her gaze narrowed on his expressionless face even as her heartbeat sped up. She’d been wise to keep the music loud while she trained the children in defense inside her dance studio. She’d started training Alano when he was five and, just after Vina’s fifth birthday a few months ago, she’d also started the moves the little girl had practiced beside her brother when she was too small to be coordinated. “The children were in there with you for well over an hour, Señora Kovac.” “Yes, of course. Exercise is important for strength and health.” “You teach them dance?” “What else?” She turned to the children. “Come along. We have time for a short walk in the garden before lunch.” Without another glance at Rex’s most trusted bodyguard, Tanya closed and locked the doors of her studio before following the children to the staircase. Alano glanced back at her, and they shared a silent yet clear thought. Carrera was suspicious. Rex would not like it if 71
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 he knew what she was doing, training the children to defend themselves. Nor would he appreciate a desire to teach them to dance. Carrera would no doubt tell his master when he returned. Then they would have to be even more careful. Frustrated, Tanya sneered when she realized the man was following them downstairs. It wasn’t simply this time she spent behind her dance studio doors with the children that bothered him. He seemed suspicious of everything lately. He’d taken to watching her almost constantly. How could he know about Eduardo? Surely Carrera had a hand in hiring him, so why was he now suspicious of him? Or perhaps he notices my reaction to Eduardo? Am I giving something away? The mere question in her mind brought warmth to Tanya’s cheeks. Eduardo had filled her thoughts nearly to the exclusion of all else since she’d seen his tattoo. When would he come for her? When would he reveal his intentions? She and the children would have to be ready… She couldn’t leave Vina and Alano here to fend for themselves. Yet Rex would never willingly let them go. He would hunt all of them down and punish them. Dear God, his punishments were cruel. She closed her eyes for an instant, trying to block out the memory of the marks the whip had made on her front and back, her legs… Wherever they went, they would be hunted. Had Eduardo considered that? He must have. How could he have gotten into the fortress of security Carrera maintained otherwise? They would have to be careful not to leave a trail. She wouldn’t consider her other obligations. Being with Eduardo and the children…nothing else could matter. Behind them, she heard the crackle of Carrera’s walkietalkie, then his voice as he responded to the call. Tanya glanced back casually to see him stopped well behind them. Then he turned and walked in the other direction from them. 72
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 She would have her moment. The garden was filled with a profusion of sunshine, flowers and color. Tanya laughed when the little girl put her nose in nearly every flower and breathed deeply. “Soon you will have a flower in place of a nose, ángel.” “Or a nose full of flowers,” Alano added, tugging gently on the thick, black braid flowing down his sister’s back. Vina giggled, gathering a rainbow of flowers in her arms and burying her face in them. Voices nearby brought Tanya’s head up in alert. She recognized the older, gruff voice as that of the senior gardener Rex employed. The other voice was deeply masculine and danced over her nerve endings until her entire body felt alert to hearing it. She was barely breathing by the time they made their way to the rose bushes the gardeners were tending. The older man gave a submissive nod, asking, “You require a bouquet today, Señora Kovac?” Tanya swallowed the lump her in her throat, her gaze shifting helplessly to Eduardo. “Perhaps just one flower,” he said softly. Though she was hardly aware of it, she nodded. Eduardo cut a pink rose and handed it to Vina, who giggled happily. Then he snipped the most beautiful, full yellow rose and brought it to her. She took it, instinctively bringing it to her nose to breathe in the heavenly fragrance. Not for an instant did their gazes stray. “The weather is warm,” she murmured. “Yes. Only the garden shed is cool,” he responded, his eyes holding her enraptured in his spell. Only after she’d seen to the children’s lunch did she understand. Eduardo had prepared for their first meeting. He would be waiting for her in the garden shed. 73
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 Chapter 21 “Está usted loco? You stay away from that shed if you know what’s good for you, hombre.” Hunter grinned at him, and Manuel shook his head even as his underling agreed, “I am loco. That’s why I need you to keep watch. Carrera is a hawk.” “And he rips you apart with his talons if he catches you. You don’t be stupid. No way you get away with this. Carrera whispers in Señor Kovac’s ear.” Carrera had gotten into the habit of hanging around the garden a couple times a day, watching Hunter with an expression of suspicion and warning. Hunter wasn’t sure what’d put the man’s back up, but he’d done his job, ignoring the pointed visits. “Keep watch. Put the garden hose on the shed window if you see Carrera nosing around.” Manuel shook his head again, but Hunter knew he’d do it. The old fool had a romantic streak. He’d realized it when the man talked about Tanya, how young she was. How Kovac treated her like a possession. Property. A young girl wanted to be cherished and caressed, not neglected and terrorized. Hunter picked up a spade and headed for the garden shed, which was as large as a one-car garage.
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 Aterroriza, Manuel had said. Kovac terrorized her. How? The thought of Kovac laying one hand on her delicate skin made his hands clench into fists. The shed door was ajar. For Celine. I have to seduce this woman in order to find Celine. It’s the only way. He stepped inside the shed and closed the door behind him in the darkness. An instant later, Tanya came to him and threw her arms around him. “You have come,” she said raggedly. She couldn’t have run all the way here. Not with Carrera watching her so closely as well. She would have had to do it stealthily. Yet she was out of breath. “Oh, Eduardo, you have come for me at last. I knew that you would. I knew that you loved me as I love you. Only you.” Hunter frowned, his arms instinctively drawing her into the cradle of his body. She’d been made for him. Somehow, she seemed to think he’d been made for her, too. But who was Eduardo? An old boyfriend, one Kovac had sent away when he set his sights on her? Why would she expect an old boyfriend to rescue her? He didn’t know the answers, nor could he find them. He didn’t have access to the Network resources anymore. But it was clear what she believed and expected. The very ‘in’ he needed had dropped in his lap. He had to play along. Feeling like a piece of shit for doing it, he murmured, “How did you know, querido?” Darling. He eased back and saw her tear-filled eyes in the shadows. “The yellow rose, of course. Did you think I would forget, my love? I kept the one you gave me eight years ago.” 75
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 She put her face against his chest, breathing deeply as she held him. “I knew you would come for me. I knew you would not forget me, even after El Papa negro took me away.” The Black Pope. Hunter had heard many locals call Kovac the same. And his own wife referred to him with the same fear and loathing. She couldn’t be dirty. But he knew better than to be influenced by a pair of innocent eyes, beautiful as they were. “It is you who watches me at night, is it not?” Hunter cradled her face in his hand. “It’s not safe yet for us to be together. I won’t endanger you.” Her hand, soft and delicate, covered his. He felt her caress all through his body. “What will we do, Eduardo? How can we be together? It is too dangerous here, with Carrera. I cannot risk the children.” “Carrera…the big dude with dead eyes?” She nodded. In the shadows, her expression was tortured, lovely and vulnerable. Fiercely, Hunter pulled her against him, his hands holding her head. With her ear against his heart, she sighed. “We’ll have to wait until the time is right, querido.” She lifted her head again. “Until then?” she asked on a whisper. Hunter brought his hand to her cheek again, stroking it, drawing his fingers over her chin, her full, coral mouth. Her lips turned toward his fingers and she kissed them desperately. “All these years,” she murmured, her tone enraptured, “I remembered your eyes on me. The spell you held me under. The way our fingers entwined. That one kiss…” He heard her breath catch. Her lips were so close, and he knew he couldn’t do this. He couldn’t betray her. Not now. Not when she let herself be so open for it… 76
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 Pulling her close again, he shut his eyes against his selfdisgust. “Soon, Tanya. Wait for me.” “Always, Eduardo. Do not make me wait too long, darling.”
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 Chapter 22 Tanya would never forget the feel of his strong arms around her, the way he held her so tight. She’d forgotten what it felt like to be cherished. To be wanted as a woman, and not as a purchase. Eduardo hadn’t come to her last night. A part of her had felt torn to tiny shreds at his absence. But they had to be careful. He was absolutely right. Carrera’s interest was becoming unbearable. She could no longer hide her feelings. The mere thought of Eduardo’s obsidian eyes put her in a trance. Her heart leapt into her throat when she sneaked away the next morning while the children were in their lessons. My love… Her courage almost fled her, the way she’d expected it to since she decided she had no choice. Her heart wouldn’t allow her a choice. She had to see her lover even if she couldn’t be with him. “Mr. Luna, perhaps you would prepare a large bouquet of flowers—a variety please. I would like to put them in the Great Room.” The older gardener looked up in surprise, his expression suspicious. Yet he complied with a look of deference. “Sí, Señora. Usted los querría ahora?” “Yes. Right away, por favor.” 78
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 He nodded, casting a warning gaze at Eduardo before hurrying away to do her bidding. For a mere second, she glanced at her love, then walked in the direction of the shed. She’d barely entered it before he was closing the door, drawing her to him and leaning back against the door. “Your husband is old enough to be your father. Your grandfather. Why did you marry him, querido?” She wasn’t surprised he knew of Rex, though he’d obviously never met him, considering how short his employment at the Kovac hacienda had been. “I had no choice. Did you not get my note?” He shook his head. Mamá, how you betrayed me! Even in this…you took away my only chance to explain to my love why I could not belong to him. Everyone knew Rex had decided to marry me. I wanted Eduardo to know it was not my choice. Deep hatred she’d always felt guilty for filled her. She shook with it, and Eduardo held her tighter in response. “Why did you have no choice, Tanya?” Rex would kill Eduardo if he found out how close she’d been to him. She couldn’t risk his life. Eduardo’s rough-hewn, impossibly handsome face came directly in front of hers, his mouth only an inch away. A longing she’d only known once before made her weak almost to the point of swooning. “Ángel caído?” Tanya’s face flushed with humiliation. She shook her head. “How could you believe that?” she murmured, shaking loose of him and turning away. If she was a fallen angel, it was because other people had forced her to be. She’d never wanted any part of what seemed to be her destiny. 79
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 Behind her, she heard him mutter, “Mierda.” Then he was easing her back to him. “I’m sorry, querido.” His mouth touched her ear from behind. He couldn’t have known. All these years, he must have thought she willingly married Rex, perhaps for money, fame. Dear God, he couldn’t have been further from the truth. “It was never my choice. I never had a choice, Eduardo. Believe me.” “I do believe you.” She allowed him to turn her into his arms, and then his velvet mouth covered hers. All thought left her. She fell into this kiss as she had their first and last. There was nothing tentative about his possession. Amazingly, she felt both safe and shaken, especially when she sensed his own trembling. His breathing sounded choppy when he eased back. She didn’t want it to end. His excitement only increased her own. “Why did you not come to me last night?” she whispered. “We have to be careful, Tanya. I want you too much. I have to keep my head.” She nodded, closing her eyes to find her own control. “He watches you with the children closely.” “Carrera?” she asked. He nodded. “Why?” “He does not like not knowing exactly what we do in my studio. If Rex found out that I am training the children to protect themselves, he would be furious.” “Against who?” “Their father,” she admitted. “You are right, Eduardo. We must be careful. I could not bear to be separated from you again. But I have to think of the children.” “When it’s safe, we’ll go together.” “I cannot leave the children. Rex would hunt for them endlessly. He would never give up.” 80
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 “Then we’ll take them with us.” She didn’t expect the answer he gave her. Ironically, he was the love of her life, yet she knew nothing about him.
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 Chapter 23 “You must got a death wish, hombre,” Manuel had said after Hunter delay-followed Señora Kovac out of the shed. At the memory, Hunter’s hands clenched on the steering wheel of the ramshackle Jeep he’d bought. “You go after pretty local muchachas. Stay away from that one. Her husband will have you killed if he even thinks you been sniffing ’round her tree. I ain’t helping you sign your own death warrant. Entiende?” The old man knew as well as Hunter did that he hadn’t been the one to ‘go after’ anyone. Tanya had come to him, making a lame excuse to get the old gardener out of the way. Hunter closed his eyes against the headache that’d become so much a part of him, he shouldn’t have noticed it anymore. But he couldn’t ignore it completely, even when he diverted his mind to other things. According to Manuel, it’s unusual for Tanya to fraternize with the hired hands. Either she’s loyal to her bastard husband or this Eduardo guy really meant something to her. But why would she think I’m him? If she loved him, she had to have known him…right? There was another possibility Hunter didn’t want to consider. Tanya Kovac was utterly desperate to escape the horror of her life, and she’d convinced herself against all evidence to the contrary that he was someone who could help her. Gain82
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 ing her trust was one thing. Saving her from her bloodthirsty husband was quite another. Kovac would kill her and her lover without blinking an eye. Hunter had heard rumors about how fanatical Kovac was in possessing Tanya like a precious jewel. He’d brought her into the marriage a virgin, and he rarely touched her now— no doubt due to his frequent absences. Was the bastard sick enough to want to keep something separate from his evil? Obviously he didn’t realize that you couldn’t own something without tainting it. Hunter couldn’t get out of his head the picture of that pink color flooding Tanya’s face in disbelief that he’d imply she’d married Kovac for his money…the color of arousal in her cheeks when he held her, kissed her eager mouth, in the shadows of the shed. Tanya Kovac wasn’t who she seemed. She appeared contradictorily too innocent and too involved to be so. He had to remain on-guard, had to be the one in control at all times if he wanted to get what he needed from her. I wasn’t thinking about Celine when I held her. I can’t let her get under my skin. I can’t care what’ll happen to her when I find my sister. It’s not my problem. But all he wanted to do was take Tanya somewhere safe, somewhere she and the children she regarded above all else could never be found by Rex Kovac. Hunter shook his head, taking the turn to his hideout. “Why did you not come to me last night?” His chest heavy with conflict, he shoved himself out of the battered vehicle the instant he pulled into the warehouse and hit the control to close the automatic door. Darkness descended around him, and he stalked across the concrete floor. Now he’d set up his equipment, check Celine’s position… A whisper of movement nearby was all the warning he got before strong hands came at him from both sides. He 83
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 dropped the carryall with his belongings, preparing to fight, but a chemical was released directly in front of his mouth, preventing him from doing more than recognizing the pleasant, nutty scent. Low-dose hypospray, induces fainting… Network issue… **** Hunter became conscious, not sure how long he’d been out, but didn’t open his eyes right away. He knew he was on a jet. No conversation could be heard, and that made sense. On an extraction mission, SOP was that operatives didn’t speak once the kidnapping had taken place, unless they had no choice, or until the captive was safely contained in a holding cell within the compound. Even recognition of a voice could compromise the Network at some point. They were bringing him back in. Hunter didn’t have a single doubt he’d be punished for his insubordination. I should’ve removed my tracking device. That was a mistake, especially when I realized it wouldn’t be as easy to find Celine as I hoped. I have to get back. Back to Tanya. I can’t let my superiors leave Celine for dead. Hunter raised his head on a groan, noticing the soreness of his throat. The hypospray hadn’t been released into his eyes, so he didn’t experience any stinging when he opened them. His throat would be scratchy for a day or two. Outside of that, the headache he couldn’t shake, the electronic handcuffs on his wrists and ankles, and two operatives—one in front, one behind in the seats to the right of him—he’d considered his options well before this point. He knew Network standard procedure. He knew the strengths and weaknesses of the ops they’d sent to retrieve him. “How much longer to Chicago?” he asked. Vic Leventhal glanced across the aisle to acknowledge him. The bored look told Hunter he wouldn’t break protocol. 84
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 Hunter glanced back to Fiona. “My head’s killing me. Got any painkillers?” While Verbana could always be counted on to do her job, she rose wordlessly. He shouted back to her what he wanted, and she brought them with a glass of water. She put the capsules on his tongue, then she lifted the glass to his lips, careful to give him only what he needed. “We’ve got another hour or so,” she said softly. That would work. Leventhal and Verbana exchanged a glance before she again sat. Hunter closed his eyes, waiting for the pills to do their work. Within fifteen minutes, he could feel hives breaking out on his skin. He moaned loudly. Verbana glanced at him and gasped. “What the hell happened?” Leventhal demanded, rising out of his seat. “What did you give him?” “What he told me to. Percodan.” Celine had realized he had an allergic reaction to the narcotic analgesic years ago when he’d been hospitalized for a week after a mission. Verbana came to him, pulling his arm out so she could see the huge red hives covering them. She shook her head. “He must be allergic to it.” “We’ll be in the compound in forty-five minutes,” Leventhal insisted, just as Hunter expected him to. The operative hated when anything took an unexpected turn. “He could crash before then if his throat closes up.” “I’ll call in. Medical will tell us what to do.” Leventhal disappeared into the cockpit, the door closing behind him automatically. “Benedryl…shot,” Hunter said, panting now. He grabbed at his throat with his bound hands. 85
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 Verbana ran to the back of the plane and threw open the medicine cabinet. Hunter rose soundlessly and grabbed the fire extinguisher between his cuffed hands. Her back remained turned to him when he hit her with it, hard enough to knock her out, not kill her. She didn’t make a sound when she crumbled back against him. Hunter bent his knees, holding her weight, and set the extinguisher on the carpeted floor, then turned to lay Verbana out. He searched her pockets and found the electronic key to his cuffs. Within seconds, he was free. Rising, he dragged her behind the line of seats, then turned to the ammunition cabinet. He keyed in a code, and it opened with a soft hiss. Removing a tranq gun, he fitted a fastacting dart into it, then moved over to the cockpit door. He flattened himself against the side of it. Leventhal rushed out a few minutes later. Hunter aimed, then waited for the dart to do its work. He caught the massive operative and lowered him to the carpet in back of the last seats, opposite side of Verbana. Then he grabbed a bag and filled it with equipment he might need. He took out a compact bullet-removal field kit and a syringe pre-loaded with Benedryl, which he shot into his vein and discarded on his way below deck. In the cargo bay, he found his carryall with the Celine’s tracking coordinates. He put everything into the heavy-duty pack he’d loaded above, then opened the parachute locker. There wasn’t much time. Leventhal had contacted the Network. They’d quickly work out what was happening and expect him to escape now. One of the pilots would be after him soon. His parachute fastened properly, he opened the cargo door. Without hesitating, he jumped from the jet. Experience told him he was falling from around fifteen thousand feet, and 86
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 he held off pulling the D-handle on the chute for a while. He grinned as he thought of the pilot’s consternation when he found what had happened. In tight control of his landing, he put down in a wooded area. Moments later, he removed the para equipment. He didn’t bother hiding it. He took off through the trees toward the town he’d seen from above. Gotta disable my tracking chip. I can’t risk keeping it anymore. Panting, Hunter stopped in a copse of trees and shouldered off his backpack. He found the chip disintegrator and removed his shirt, then placed the radiation head against his back at the base of his spine. He took deep breath and pressed the activation switch. It only took a few seconds for pain like he’d never experienced before gripped him. It felt like acid burning his flesh. He almost passed out. Finally, the pain receded. He knew the chip, destroyed, was cooling down. He noticed the hives on his arms had faded, the swelling and itching gone. Maybe the Percodan would help him with the torment in his lower back. Hunter re-packed his bag and set off again. Once he broke out of the trees, he made his a cloaked entry into a deserted side street. He slid inside the passenger’s side of a elderly-looking car parked there. Using a tool from his bag, he jammed the steel bit down the ignition lock, breaking the key wards and disarming the locking pin. The car started, and he didn’t look back as he quietly pulled away from the curb. He waited just until he’d gone two blocks and made a left turn before he pushed on the gas. Fumbling, he opened the glove compartment and pulled out any papers he could find that could give him a clue what state he was in. As soon as he crossed the state line, heading back to Mexico, he’d ditch this car and find a faster way to get where he needed to go. 87
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 He was truly a renegade now, and that meant he had to be more careful. His own organization hunted him. And there was only one place he could hide where the Network wouldn’t find him.
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 Chapter 24 Tanya knew Rex’s impending presence played on her emotions. She went through her nightly schedule with the children, after a Saturday spent mainly in town, shopping and attending Mass. She tried to keep her irritation with everything away from Vina and Alano. No big question why she felt the way she did. Eduardo had been absent today, no surprise, considering it was a weekend. But Manuel Luna, the head gardener, had seemed surprised by his absence as well. Once again, it was as if Rex’s head honcho sensed her betrayal. Carrera had hung only a dozen feet from her all day. At six foot four inches and easily three hundred pounds of solid muscle, he wasn’t someone who could blend in easily. Not that he wanted to blend. He loved to make sure she knew exactly where he was. He’d asked Manuel once already today where the new gardener was, and the man had made a sickness excuse. On the sly, Manuel had imparted to her that he’d called the agency employing them and said that his new helper had gone home sick today. Clearly, that wasn’t the truth at all. He was worried, and Tanya understood he’d assumed Carrera had something to do with Eduardo’s absence. Did he? She couldn’t let on that she cared one way or the other, but she was tired of the thug dogging her footsteps. She 89
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 confronted him on her way to her dance studio. “I want more privacy. I cannot even dance and shower without you and your goons lurking nearby.” “It is for your safety, Señora Kovac.” The man’s condescending tone made her want to strike him. How she hated him. From the time she’d met him, she’d despised his every glance at her. It was as if he could see right through her. As if he knew who and what she was. And he refused to let her forget who he worked for. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at him. “Do you think Rex would believe that? What do you think he would say if I told him you watch me dance? Shower?” “He knows I’m loyal to him.” Yet she could hear the uncertainty in his voice. Rex didn’t abide disloyalty—especially from those closest to him. No, he’d punish Carrera more severely than anyone else if he found out something that displeased him. “I can make that change quickly, híbrido.” She pushed open the door, turning to issue one final warning. “Stay away from my dance studio and my bedroom. Far away.” His face could have been made of granite. Despite the fury seething in his usually-dead eyes, he acquiesced with little more than a slight incline of the head. She knew he wouldn’t get far enough away to satisfy her. He’d keep just enough distance to prevent her from complaining. The mere idea that he’d be watching over her while she slept made her shudder. She continued into her dance studio, slamming the door behind her and locking it. Aware that she was alone tonight, she changed into light clothing. Eduardo hadn’t come to her last night when he could have. She’d all but suggested it, but he’d made her realize that safety was paramount if they were to escape with the children. Had Carrera done something? Something to run Eduardo out of a job? Or worse? Had she 90
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 lost him again before she’d gotten more than a single kiss with him? Tears filled her throat as she danced, letting the music carry her anguish in fluid movements unmatched with the raggedness in her heart. She wasn’t free to imagine that her lover watched her. Her life was too complicated for something deep and pleasurable. Only duty had mattered for so long, she’d given up any hope of ever having anything she wanted. Was I once so altruistic that I thought I could sacrifice myself to rid the world of evil? She could no longer imagine what drove her, beyond wanting to escape the world her mother had thrust her into. Wanting to escape the jealousy, the lack of choices she’d in her life. Had she believed for even one second that she’d have freedom here when Mamá handed her over for the good of the masses? Hah. Only her mother had profited. Tanya drifted to the shower, her skin saturated with perspiration from her aggressive dance. Panting, she stripped off her clothes and stepped under the spray. I never intended to sacrifice myself. I thought I’d escape. Now I must sacrifice myself to save the children. They’re more important than my own desires. So much more important. Yet she couldn’t fight the fear of what she might have lost. Eduardo… Soaping up her body, she was unprepared when the lights went out in the room. Beyond, too far away to cast any glow, she could still see her studio lights through the open door of her suite between the two rooms. Stark still and utterly vulnerable, she waited without breathing. A movement in the shadows brought her heart fully into her throat. 91
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 Shadows realigned once more, and then he was there. As if his body had been next to her nude one before and she recognized it intimately, she knew Eduardo without question. He drew her even closer, and she could only gasp, “How did you…” How did he get in? There’s no way in this prison fortress. “Manual was worried when you did not come in to work,” she pushed out in shock. “It couldn’t be helped. I’ll fix things with him on Monday.” “But how did you get in? No one saw you.” “I was one of the flower delivery men.” Despite an extravagant garden full of flowers, Rex had earlier sent two giant bouquets. “Where have you been hiding?” “Your bedroom, querido.” Tanya closed her eyes against the image of him in her suite, against the white satin covering her canopy bed. But she didn’t need to dream now. Not when his mouth touched hers and defied the years they’d been apart. She trembled as she breathed him in, experienced the firm yet silken contours of his lips dancing consummately against hers. Not a kiss. No. This is the exchange of souls. Nothing less. Did he, too, tremble? She felt sure he did. “Let me,” he whispered. She could only breathe “Sí” with every bit of her heart and soul. His hands slid up to cradle her face, and then he was kissing her with the kind of passion she’d only dreamed about. His tongue, clever and wonderful, lit fires in her every nerve ending while he tasted her deeply. Weakness stole through her until all she could think was having more of him. 92
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 In gestures that felt clumsy to her, she stroked the bulging muscles in his arms, the enlarged veins running through the inside of his elbow. Somehow, her touches extracted groans from him that told her she wasn’t enchanted alone. He felt everything she did—she knew he did. When he eased back slightly, she could see only the brightness of his eyes. “Take me to your bed. All I want is to see you and satisfy you.” Fumbling, she turned off the water, then took his hand. As soon as the adjoining door to her bedroom was closed and locked behind them, he turned on the lights. Tanya became aware of her wetness and nudity when his gaze slid down to her eagerly swollen breasts, the nipples upturned and hard as diamonds under his worship. He wore chino shorts and a tank top, both damp from her shower. The level of his arousal straining against the fly brought heat to her face, but she wanted this too much to allow her uncertainty to change her mind. “Touch me,” she said softly. He took a step forward and brought her back against him. “Is this what you wanted?” His question confused her. “Is it not what you want, my love?” “More than my next breathe, mi querido. I won’t let him hurt you.” Surprised, she stared up at him. “I will not let him hurt you either, Eduardo. But I suspect you can take care of yourself.” “As you have all these years.” Her thoughts scattered, to be picked up later, with his kiss, the feel of his fingers brushing the heavy lower curves of her breasts. If possible, the nipples tightened more while he 93
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 chased water drops over their surface. It felt so good to be stroked there, she almost cried at the pleasure, wanting more. She’d never had a lover before. Not one who knew her needs before she did. His eyes locked with hers, he trailed his hand over her abdomen, between her thighs, where he stroked the moist triangle there until she gasped, afraid to fall, afraid to die of culminating wonder. But he lifted her, returning to her nipple with fingers and then lips, drawing her inside the dark, warm cavern of his mouth, his tongue lapping at the hardened flesh. Tanya squeezed her thighs together as though she could control the ecstasy rolling through her. When that didn’t work, she tilted her hips until her body danced of its own accord to his rhythm. He opened her thighs with one of his own, and she mindlessly gyrated against him. I never imagined… How could I? “I wanted to be with you the first time I saw you, Eduardo,” she wept. “This has never happened to me before.” “I know,” he murmured, turning his head so his face nestled between her breasts. Unexpected tears filled her eyes, and he surprised her even more when he wrapped his arms around her. My mother had no love, no affection. I never knew my father. Rex…dear God, he’s a monster. I’ve dreamed of this, dreamed of being held and loved by this boy, now a man beyond my wildest imaginings. “Am I dreaming?” she asked when he laid them together across her bed, limbs tangled, hands caressing and bringing flesh to previously unimagined life. “Only if you want to be.” He knew her. Somehow he knew that her real life was a fantasy, one lived inside her head to escape the horror of this prison. It felt right that he knew the truth. 94
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 Infused with certainty, she rose slightly and kissed him, using her tongue the way he had with their first kiss. His mouth opened wider over hers, weaving a spell. Wherever her hands joyfully stroked, he removed the barriers until he was naked, crouched over her. She couldn’t stop herself from cradling his satiny erection in her hands. So soft, so hard, so very responsive. His eyes closed, and he swore raggedly under her reverent stroking. He crawled back to bracket her breasts with caressing hands and thrust himself tenderly between the globes. She watched the act, almost unbearably aroused at the sight of their flesh joining in this way. For so many years, she’d had only fantasies of her Eduardo, of the tender intimacy they’d been denied. She’d imagined him taking her every way, any way, feeling none of the shame she did when Rex opened her thighs, thrust himself between them and grunted until he spewed all over the bed beside her while convulsing over her. He’d never felt any need to touch anywhere beyond that. Grateful as she’d always been, she’d never been sure why he didn’t want her. Eduardo wanted her. Leaving a slick trail down her belly with his erection, he sucked on her nipples until the orgasm she’d only known in private fantasies claimed her. Murmuring encouragement and sensual words that heightened her desire, he slid down even further, tenderly drawing her thighs apart, lowering his mouth and fingers, and turning her contractions into a tsunami. “Come inside me, my love. Now, before I die,” she begged. Obediently, he rose, lifting her hips and pushing her thighs even further apart to take him. Together, they watched him enter her body. Never before had she been so wide open 95
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 to a man. He fit inside her, tight, setting off aftershocks with each glorious inch of ascent. “Here we go again,” he said with half a grin that made her feel almost giddy. She could only feel relieved that this wasn’t over. She wanted to touch him forever and be touched. His skin looked and felt like bronze. Running her fingertips over it brought goose bumps on his skin, hardening his flat nipples. When she fondled them, he chuckled again, and she lowered her head to suckle them each in turn. Oh, but she was aware of how deeply he was buried inside her when he arched his back. And that coil inside her began again until all she could think about was having him…hard and fast. He closed his eyes on a softly-bled growl, then he thrust himself forward, over and over, seeming to reach a target inside her that made her half insane each time he hit the bull’seye. My lover. My perfect lover. I could never do without you again. I know that. You’re inside me. So deep, I cannot imagine myself apart from you now. The earthquake began for her again and continued even after he said her name through clenched teeth. His body shuddered, and she held him to her as his release rocked them both. “Do not leave me,” she cried, wanting only to prevent him from ever parting from her. She didn’t want to admit to herself that they’d indulged in a stolen moment in time. One that put both of their lives at risk. Now was not the time to think of such things. He turned, tugging her into his arms. “Tell me what happened. I never knew anything about you, mi querido,” he 96
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 murmured, and she knew he didn’t want to go any more than she wanted him to. “Never enough to satisfy me.” Tanya tucked her head against his. “It was just me and Mamá for as long as I can remember. Mamá ‘made a mistake’ with a man she thought she loved. That is what she called it. The man was married and my mother was un bailarín exótico. He called her his elusive hada de duendecillo…pixie fairy, one that he had caught and could not hold longer than one single, perfect dance. Mamá loved dancing, and she loved her honors. I watched her and I learned. But she did not like it when I took the stage myself and—she became jealous. I think she was happy when Rex wanted me. When Rex wants something, nothing can prevent him from having it. It is no different for me now than it was then. I have been someone’s possession all my life. Now I want to be yours, Eduardo, the way I wanted to be then. You were the one purity in my life. You never make me feel dirty, evil…worthless. You satisfy something I do not understand inside me. I feel safe with you, my love.” “You’ll never be my prisoner or merely my possession,” he told her, his face almost harsh with determination. “Not the way he makes you.” She would be his, willingly. Didn’t he know she saw him as nothing like her husband? “Be my lover, Eduardo. Nothing else matters but that we are together for this beautiful moment.”
 
 97
 
 Renegade’s Rose: Book 6 of the Incognito Series
 
 Chapter 25 Came in with the Black Pope’s flower delivery, went out with Tanya’s dry cleaning. Tanya had called for the local service to come out for her clothing early on Monday morning, telling them to send a Mr. Guterriuz, someone she knew worked there and had come in the past. When the man arrived, Hunter used a hydrospray on him. After stripping, then stuffing the guy into the back of the van with racks full of clothing, he put on the uniform and hat, then got in the driver’s seat. The guards barely looked at him when they opened the service gate and waved him through. Knowing the dry cleaner would be out for several hours and probably wouldn’t remember much of anything when he returned to consciousness, Hunter dumped the half-naked guy on a park bench. Watching the time, he took the van to a new hideout. He couldn’t be late for work today. He placed stronger perimeter guards around his safe house, planning to only use it for a day or two before moving elsewhere. He proceeded to empty the van, then sanded the outside until the dry cleaning logo was gone—then he painted it black. The license plate came off next, and he used in its place the one he’d taken from the car of the gardener’s assistant he’d replaced. As he knew that man had no family and 98
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 few friends outside of Manuel Luna, he doubted anyone would look for him for some time. ‘I feel safe with you.’ He refused to allow himself to remember more than a moment of the two days and nights he’d spent with Tanya. How often had he resisted the urge to correct her when she called him Eduardo her love? She loved him, he knew, not some guy who she apparently had few memories of. As surely as he would have to betray her sooner or later, he hated himself for what he’d done and what he had yet to do. Each time she’d sobbed in his arms for what they could lose, with Kovac’s return, with Carrera’s rapid eye, he hated himself more. Her vulnerability surprised him, and he knew he should be suspicious of her, but he’d never met a woman like his sister with the capacity to love. After all her years in the Network, Celine had remained soft and open, no doubt because of her insularity there. An operative who spent any time in the field developed wariness toward every aspect of life. Celine is different. Tanya is different. She inadvertently caught the eye of Kovac with her dancing… ‘I have been someone’s possession all my life.’ Hunter swallowed, hearing Tanya’s voice in his head again. ‘I feel safe with you…’ Safe with the man who had no choice to betray her. Grunting in disgust, he checked his tracker. Celine’s signal remained strong in the area Hunter had first targeted as her origin. With all the sand, he couldn’t get himself to believe the detached chip had survived this long. She had to be alive. Nothing else explained it. But his second trip to the Chihuahuan Desert gave him no more idea where she could be. Gut instinct had made him bring along the pack of explosives he’d taken from the Network jet’s cargo bay. He buried 99
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 blocks of the stuff at strategic points in the area, then made his way to El Malo, trying to keep his mind where it belonged. On the mission. Not on Tanya. Much as he wanted to deny making love to her was necessary, he couldn’t. Soon, she’d tell him anything he wanted to know about her husband. Provided she actually knew anything. If she didn’t, he’d have no choice but to resort to Plan B. She could either be a willing ‘victim’, or unwilling. He would do what he had to do to save his sister. But none of that explained why he couldn’t get the scent of her out of his nostrils, the feel of her silken skin out of his mind, the taste of her sweet lips on his tongue. Never before had he believed in love at first sight. Yet he remembered the haunted love in her eyes. It couldn’t be real—so why couldn’t he stop thinking about her? He never wanted to let her go. He’d been trained that involvement equaled death sooner or later. If loyalty wasn’t with the Network at all times, an operative would compromise the mission for someone he loved or cared about. McKee had taken a stand against it and outlawed all romantic relationships except those authorized temporarily for missions. Superficial, platonic relationships could exist between mentor-trainee, superior-operative, team leader-field operative and colleagues. But Hunter was involved, and he couldn’t deny it. All he wanted to do was surround her and protect her and take her away. He’d had to force himself to leave her that morning. Carrera kept a fanatically close eye on Tanya. He’d sensed something going on under his nose. He’d find out what, too—the man was a dog on a bone for his master. **** Back in town, in a fresh disguise, Hunter entered many of the El Malo businesses, looking for clues but unable to find 100
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 any until he toured the Kovac Research Center. He’d pocketed the tracker. He feigned interest in many things, walked past others, and entered forbidden areas when he wouldn’t be seen. None of them appeared to lead anywhere until he descended the stairs into the basement, which was listed as offlimits to civilians. He ‘borrowed’ a lab coat, badge and clipboard from an unfortunate employee who met the business end of his fist. Walking through research and lab areas, he blended so well hardly anyone even glanced at him. His search took him to an area where no employees, guards or even research and lab personnel where nearby. Standing in the long, cool hall, he studied a door—the only one in a line of doors in the hall he’d seen fitted with fingerprint and retinal authorization security. He glanced back to make sure that no one was close by, then took out Celine’s tracking device. Her signal was strong. Could she be behind this door? He pondered for a while, then walked past the secure door. Sure enough, the next one in line had only a simple lock. He turned, convinced, and walked off. Hunter dumped the lab coat, badge and clipboard near the man he’d slugged, still out cold, and headed for the stairs out of the basement. He stopped short and his blood froze when he saw the surveillance camera high above the stairs. Someone had been very clever when they installed it. Only when someone was leaving the basement would their face be seen—the opposite of the way most cameras are set up. People don’t expect to be filmed when leaving a secure area. Hunter ducked his head down, knowing he was too late anyway. He guessed he was lucky that when he cold-cocked the man for his lab coat, his actions hadn’t been seen by some bored security guard sitting 101
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 by a bank of monitors. Even, so, he knew he’d be made sooner or later. On a hunch, he backtracked to an office he easily opened with his Network tools. Inside, he sat at the desk, used his tools to bypass the computer’s security, and called up personnel clearance files on the computer. Interestingly enough, none of the people currently employed in the building had clearance for the off-limits door. The only person listed with access was “#1.” Rex Kovac? Or Carrera? Hunter let out a snort of laughter. Getting a fingerprint and retinal scan from either might prove impossible. Somehow, he’d have to find another way in. Logging off the computer, he rose from the chair, shedding the lab coat, and went to the door. After a surreptitious look both ways, he emerged from the office. Angry, he returned to his safe house, knowing he’d tipped his hand. Unless they’d been on to him since he entered town and he’d never had a chance of lying low because of it, Kovac’s men would be keeping a close eye out for him from now on. He had to be alert on all sides, with the Network also tracking him. He slammed down antibiotics and ibuprofen that would do little to cure the non-stop ache at the back of his head. Tanya…dammit, I want you. I need to be with you. The faster I get what I require from you, the faster I’ll find Celine. Why did you have to get under my skin? If you’re a prisoner here, how can I just walk away once I get my sister?
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 Chapter 26 “Benito Juarez says tap your head, Mamá!” Vina cried a second time at Tanya’s distraction. They played in the garden together. After only a short time training in the dance studio, Vina had gotten bored and wanted to play with her cat. The household was abuzz as preparations were made for Rex’s impending return. The children were on edge. The staff would work doubly hard in the time before their master arrived to be sure everything was perfect. Rex was exacting—if anything displeased him, someone would pay for it. Tanya had suggested a game in the garden. Alano had chosen the game. Between her distraction—Eduardo filled her every thought, Rex’s impending return tainting it with dread—she knew she had to be near the man she loved somehow. He’d returned to work earlier that morning. From the window of the nursery she’d seen him in the garden below, with Manuel Luna. Where he was at this moment, she couldn’t say, but she felt him like a live wire in her skin. Tanya didn’t get a chance to obey the girl’s command. Pulgas began chasing something, and Vina rushed after him. She chased Vina, barely aware what she said or did. 103
 
 Renegade’s Rose: Book 6 of the Incognito Series
 
 To live a moment in time over and over, to the exclusion of all else, as if that moment itself is the crux of your destiny… Eduardo had captured the fluffy cat in his muscular arms. “And what’s this monster’s name?” he asked, his gaze on Tanya too fleeting for her. What she wouldn’t give to see his heart in his eyes when he looked upon her. “Pulgas,” she said in barely a whisper. “Pulgas? You’ve named your cat ‘Flea’?” he teased Vina, who took the cat from him and backed away shyly. The little girl nearly collided with Carrera, who’d entered the rose garden where Manuel and Eduardo worked. Tanya remained frozen at the sight of her lover. Their eyes met once more, and he was the first to look away. Though she knew why he did it, the look of disinterest he gave her sliced her heart to ribbons. She tried to hide her feelings, but she knew it was already too late. Carrera had seen the way she looked at Eduardo. He would have his security extra tight tonight on the off-chance that something happened. Hating her husband’s bodyguard, she urged the children into the house. **** That night, as soon as the children were in bed, she rushed to her dance studio and locked herself in. Her back against the thick Mexican wood, she sobbed at the disappointment that had burned in her endlessly since Eduardo’s uncaring look. My love, I know we must be careful. But you’re my every thought, my every breath. If you don’t love me, how can I live? As she propelled herself desperately into the room, she nearly stepped on the yellow rose lying on the floor of her studio before she saw it dimly through blinding tears. Bending, she picked it up. Her emotions soared to another level. He’s been here! She wiped her eyes and looked around anxious104
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 ly, to the balcony, even running to her bedroom. He wasn’t here. She didn’t feel his gaze on her. Perhaps he’d gone with the bestowing of his gift—all he could risk—to let her know his uncaring look had been simply an act. Barely breathing, she pressed the blossom to her lips. To protect their fragile love, she, too, must be more careful. Yet her heart bled for the loss of even one night without the one she loved. Tonight, she dressed, then chose an Arabian favorite, Ente Omri, never letting go of the rose while she danced. Kouli farha eshtakha min kablak khayali, Eltakaha fi nour a’ainaik kalbi w fikri. ‘Every happiness I was longing for before you, My dreams they found it in the light of your eyes’. “Ya hayat kalbi ya aghla min hayati.” The words came softly from behind her, and she whirled to see the source of both life and death. “Oh my heart’s life, you are more precious than my life…” Tanya translated in barely a whisper, watching as he came to her. His first kiss nearly undid her, and a sigh escaped her lips the moment he released them.
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 Chapter 27 “Deseo estar con usted.” Hunter’s heart felt squeezed by his own urgency. The taste of her satin mouth, the perfection of their bodies becoming one, had left him with no defenses. When he eased back, all he could see was her hypnotizing, smoke-gray eyes. “And I need to be with you, my love,” she returned. “I thought only of you today. Your touch, your breath… I fear I am becoming addicted. I am yours. Toqúeme.” But one touch was never enough. Not when their lovemaking brought tears to her eyes. They shattered him. Never again did he want to leave her. Leaving her became harder each time, knowing he might not come back, not be able to save her. Her heart filled her eyes with every glance, and bitter shame engulfed him. She gave her sweet love to a man with no better intentions for her than her evil husband. “Why me, Tanya?” “I followed my heart. I had no other choice, Eduardo.” “Even if it means that he kills us both? Do you know what your husband is, mi querido?” “I have heard many rumors. I know nothing outside of what I have experienced. He is a monster. Hell is reserved for 106
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 men such as him. I know nothing about his…work.” She all but spit the word. “How is it that you love Kovac’s children, that dance is your soul, that you’re lonely in this fortress you can’t escape?” “It is what I have become…from disuse. From duty without love. It is my shell.” “You don’t love him. Did you have no choice when you married him?” “At one time… No one refuses Rex Kovac and lives to see the dawn. I am his property. I do not believe I will ever escape this place. I have given up hope that I will ever leave.” In a ruthless grip, he held her, not wanting her words to burrow deep inside him, her careless tears to burn into his conscience. They did. What he was doing here had become skewed. He needed to find Celine. Not become obsessed with his enemy’s wife. “What do you know of your husband’s business, Tanya? You must know something.” She shook her head. “Nothing. I know nothing at all. He has isolated himself from me in nearly every way. I do not know where he goes, what he does…how he makes his money. Yet I do…” He should have been distressed at what little she could give him, yet a part of him was relieved Kovac hadn’t involved her in his dirty deeds. Looking at her helpless expression, her haunted eyes, he wanted only to shelter and rescue her—the way he’d always wanted to shelter and save his sister, to the point that it was all that mattered to him. How could he let anything but Celine matter to him now? “I wish I could take you away from here.” “So do I, my love.” He drew her to him again, kissing her deeply, cradling her in the crook of his arm. A niggling torment started in the 107
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 back of his mind. Is this some sick conquest? Making my enemy’s wife love me? Become obsessed with need for me? But who’s obsessed with whom? When he made love to her once more, striving for an elusive satisfaction that would last forever with this woman, his orgasm sent an excruciating pain through his head, unlike any he’d felt before. Even the last few weeks of endless headaches couldn’t compare to the agony he experienced. “Eduardo…are you all right?” She reached up to him, and he closed his eyes. He couldn’t control the pain. “I must go,” he said on a ragged inhale. “Now?” she asked, distressed. He pushed himself up and away, then dressed, all the while refusing to look at her. He could feel her disappointment like a searing knife he’d pushed deep into her heart. “When will I see you again?” she asked, when he’d finished. She rose, putting her arms around him from the back. Hunter closed his eyes against fresh pain, this bout stemming from his heart. “Your husband’ll be home soon, Tanya. We have to be more careful than ever.” “We could leave before he returns. Take the children—” “Carrera’s watching. It won’t be that easy. We can’t reveal anything to him.” And I can’t leave until Kovac’s here and I can find out where he’s keeping my sister. He pried her fingers away and slipped out of her bedroom, to her dance studio. Using the oversized vents, he made his way down to the main level, emerging in the mud room. The distinct scent of Tanya’s perfume on his skin seemed strong in the small room. He’d just reached for the door outside, leading toward the service gate, when he was stopped cold. 108
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 “Working late, hombre?” a soft, malicious voice sounded out of nowhere. Carrera. Hunter turned to see the giant man with dead eyes that gave nothing away, standing in the doorway. Did he see me come out of the vent? “Isn’t everyone, with Señor Kovac returning soon?” “And what is it you do, exactly, to prepare for the master’s return?” Carrera asked in a silky tone. “I don’t expect you to understand, but summer is a delicate time for a garden. Señor Kovac would not like to return to scorched and ill-cared for plants.” “No, no more than he would appreciate finding su esposa preciosa in a compromised state.” “That has nothing to do with me, hombre.” “Mire su espalda, engreído uno.” ‘Watch your back, cocky one.’’ Hunter almost smiled. “Usted, también.” ‘You, too.’ With the feel of Carrera’s pale eyes boring into his back, he left the property.
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 Chapter 28 The danger in his liaisons with Tanya felt almost palpable, yet he couldn’t prevent himself from seeing her, if only to make love to her, fill his heart with the knowledge of her crucial need for him. When he tried to leave, she drew him back to her. He took her again and again, never feeling satisfied. The sound of Carrera’s voice through the solid Mexican door brought him shatteringly back to reality. “Señora Kovac!” Tanya looked up at him with fear-filled, wide eyes. Hunter slid from the bed without a sound and went to stand behind the door. Then he motioned for Tanya to join him, pointing at the door. She nodded, understanding that he wanted her to answer her husband’s bodyguard. Grabbing her robe, she rose and drew it over to her as she rushed to the door. “Señora Kovac,” Carrera called again, this time louder and more insistent. “What is it?” she demanded through the wood. “We believe there has been an intruder. Have you seen anyone? Heard anything?” “I was sleeping. I have seen and heard nothing.” “You are alone?” 110
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 Tanya glanced at Hunter, shock in her gaze that her husband’s chief of security had dared ask such a bold question. Hunter’s glance compelled her to respond. “Of course I am alone,” she said in the haughty, angry voice of a loyal wife. “Who would be with me when my husband is away?” “As you say, Señora. Please alert me if you see or hear anything.” “I will. Good night.” She started to turn away—then, as a perfect finishing touch, opened the door a crack and called after Carrera, “Are the children all right? Have you checked on them?” “Sí. They are safe.” “Bueno.” With that, she closed and locked the door once more. Hunter would have smiled at her for her bravery if he hadn’t been planning his exit. Leaving immediately would be a mistake, but he needed to be on guard in case the bodyguard came back. He moved over to his clothes, scattered near the bed. “They won’t relax for a few hours,” he said in a soft voice. “So we have more time together, my love?” she asked happily. He picked up his chinos. An object fell from the pocket, landing with a soft thud on the area rug. She reached for it before he could move. Hunter would never forget the stunned look on her face as she stared in disbelief at the obsidian ring, showing a black crow with an emerald eye. Seemingly in slow motion, she lifted her gaze to his. “You are not Eduardo,” she murmured, uncertainty making the words halting. “Who are you? Who do you work for? My husband?” 111
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 Her reaction surprised him. “Why would you think that?” “This is the ring Rex wears. Always. He never takes it off. He is fanatical about it. Often, he has said he will be buried with it rather than removing it.” Hunter reached for the ring he’d found so long ago in Chechnya. The ring he’d stolen from the man who killed his and Celine’s parents—the man who had hunted for them. “Your husband wears a ring like this? Just like this?” “Yes!” she said in terror. “The obsidian crow with the demonic emerald eye. This is the one. Where did you get it? You could not have killed him. No one can get to him to kill him, so you could not have taken it off his body. So you must be in league with him. You are one of his blood missionaries.” A look of horror crossed her lovely face. “And…this…you have been using me to prove to Rex that I am not loyal to him.” She covered her mouth with her hand. He wanted to comfort her, but he couldn’t focus. The only thing that penetrated his own shock was finding out the truth of what he suspected. “No! I’ve had this ring since I was a child. Do you have a picture of Kovac? A photograph…anything?” Her eyes compressed in confusion. “How can you have a ring like his? What do…” But he was already pulling open the drawers, tossing everything aside in his search for a photograph she might bring out for when her husband came home. He finally found one in the nightstand drawer. The photograph showed her wedding to Rex Kovac. He saw only the man with the maliciously soft tone, removing his precious rings in preparation for the killing he was about to perform… “Did you love her so very much, hombre?” came the silky, lethal voice again. “Does it pain you to see her life’s blood drain at your 112
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 feet? If only I could leave you to your grief. But you know that is not possible. You knew that when you willingly chose to betray me.” “Híbrido!” his father cried. A moment later his body joined his wife’s, his blood mingling with hers. “Poetry,” their killer…Rex Kovac… murmured tenderly. “He’ll come for you, Alex,” Angelo had said. “He and his men are on their way as we speak. The two of you will be hunted forever. This hunter will never stop until you’re both dead.” But Kovac had never found him and Celine. Not until now. Kovac found out who we are, who our parents were. That’s why he took Celine. We’re the kids of the people who betrayed him, and Kovac never leaves an enemy alive. Another thought came to Hunter, one almost as sobering: The Network must have known Kovac was the man hunting him and Celine. Eighteen years ago, Angelo had known his parents’ killer; believed without a doubt that the man wouldn’t stop hunting them. He must have suspected him to be the leader of R.E.D. when the terrorist organization began to make its mark on the world. Angelo must also have realized that if Hunter knew for sure who Kovac was, he wouldn’t have stopped until he destroyed the last threat against him and Celine. Did that mean R.E.D. hadn’t stolen a Network formula? Because if there wasn’t a stolen formula, it meant Kovac had no reason to keep Celine alive. Unless he knows I’m alive, too. Unless he’s keeping Celine alive only to lure me to him. “Eduardo…” Tanya said, helpless and desperate to hear any reassurance from him. “I have to go.”
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 He didn’t spare her a glance, knowing he’d only hurt her more if he did. His confusion was almost as great as her own. He had no consolation to give her.
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 Chapter 29 Devastation. Terror. Uncertainty. Her lover had left her, disappearing, perhaps being caught by Rex’s security men. She had no idea whether he was alive or dead. Lover or stranger… The ring...means he is my enemy. How could it be? If this man works for Rex, if he tells anyone what I have done with him… Hiring someone to test her fidelity certainly qualified as something Rex would do. And killing them both for it…oh yes. In the night, in the hours since the man she’d given her heart to and had no chance at all of taking it back from had gone like a mist, she’d reached the realization that no one was coming to rescue her. For five years, she’d held on to an evershrinking shard of hope that someone would appear. Eduardo, if no one else, would respond to her final plea for him to help her, rescue her from her mother’s selfishness and Rex’s evil. But now she could accept nothing but that the only way out would be one of her own making. Or none at all. It’s so hard to remember… She was no longer the person she’d been all those years ago when she’d married Rex, when she’d had purpose and a mission. If she couldn’t find something to incriminate Rex, she’d never escape this place. Only incontrovertible evidence 115
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 would allow her to be extracted. And she wouldn’t go without the children. With her hands clutching her own heart-attack-tight chest, she closed her eyes, her head heavy against the pillows. A flood of memories came to her. ‘We have to be careful, Tanya. I want you too much. I have to keep my head. I won’t let him hurt you. You’ll never be my prisoner or merely my possession. Not the way he makes you. I wish I could take you away from here. When it’s safe, we’ll go together. We’ll take the children with us. Soon, Tanya. Wait for me.’ She remembered, too, belated betrayals, his questions about Rex. How much she knew about her husband’s business. She’d lost her heart to a hunter, one who cared nothing for her, but had managed to wring every last bit of emotion from her. Eduardo… No! He’s not Eduardo. He’s not the boy I loved, the boy I believed love me and would rescue me. This hunter used me. Now I have to be strong. Somehow I have to save myself. I have to save the children. Without him. She could no longer recall any other life than the one here. She’d been in this place, this prison, for a lifetime. Images of her mother dancing, and of being on the stage herself and seeing the fiery jealousy in Mamá’s eyes, came to her like old ghosts no longer capable of haunting effectively. Those memories brought only anger at what had been stolen from her so ruthlessly. Since she arrived, she’d done what she was told. No more, no less. The only lights in her empty, dark life were the children. Helplessly, her eyes closed again, and he was there. This man Eduardo, who wasn’t Eduardo yet so willingly allowed her to believe he was. Who willingly allowed her to love him 116
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 and plan for a future of happiness for them. She’d been asleep before he arrived, in a state of complete numbness. She’d forgotten what it was like to be alive. To need, hunger, anticipate… I feel so much. I feel I’ll die if I cannot see him again, cannot touch him and have him reach for me. Nothing else seems to matter. Had it all been a lie? Or would he return for her? Would he save her from Rex, or merely from herself and her treacherous heart?
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 Chapter 30 Hunter knew Tanya had timed her excursion around Carrera’s absence when she surreptiously left the area where the children took their lessons. He watched from hiding as, gliding carefully, quietly, she descended to the lower floor of the house. He wasn’t certain what had made him suspect that things hadn’t been as he assumed previously. She didn’t know what to believe about him anymore—he comprehended that well enough. But seeing that Rex Kovac, his parents’ killer, was her husband had brought him equal uncertainty about her. How could she know nothing of her husband? How could she have married him, not knowing what and who he was, when it seemed everyone in Mexico understood who their true leader was? No, she couldn’t be as innocent as she appeared. Which meant that he had to find out what she knew, what she wanted to hide from him…why she’d gotten involved with him. He’d never left the house last night. He’d holed up, hidden from Kovac’s security team on alert. Manny had reluctantly agreed to cover for him the previous afternoon, insisting he was in the back of the truck when he left for the day. With today off, Hunter hadn’t been missed in the garden. Following Tanya at a discreet distance, he watched her make her way to the back of the house. As soon as she verified 118
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 that the coast was clear, she ran to the building at the bottom of the yard. Kovac’s office. What was she doing? Lona’s words…and the acidic sting they caused…came back to him. “I don’t require protection. I enjoyed our times together, but that’s all it is—time, Hunter. It doesn’t mean anything. Nothing means anything here, except what we do in the pursuit of justice. Your mission is what matters. Or have you forgotten?” He shook off the humiliation, but it came back when he remembered he’d done it again. Shown weakness, let himself willingly be kicked in the teeth. I was a fool to believe Tanya was innocent. She must be dirty. I was all wrong about her. He didn’t want to remember her words about her mother’s jealousy and maliciousness when Kovac wanted her daughter. She’d said she was someone’s possession all her life, yet had so easily given herself to him. She’d worshipped him in their time together, fooling him into accepting that she truly felt safe and cherished with him. She’d made him believe again that he could have something real and lasting. Surprising him, Tanya was able to slip unseen past Rex’s tight security around his office. An instant later, she ducked inside…without setting off any alarms. Watching his own back, he followed, determined to figure out what this enigma of a woman was hiding.
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 Chapter 31 Tanya hadn’t expected to feel any hope again, not after the man who’d tricked her so cruelly shattered her illusions. All this time, she’d been waiting for someone else to save her. Never once had she considered that she had the power or the strength to save herself and Rex’s children. She’d given up hope altogether—the hope of escape, of trying to find some proof her husband was a ruthless terrorist, the head of an organization that existed to destroy. Rex had hidden everything so well. He’d insulated her in the same way he would a prisoner left to rot in a dungeon with no windows to the outside world. He’d put her in charge of caring for his other prisoners as well. ‘As his wife, you’ll have access to his home, his office, his charities and non-profit organizations. We’ll provide you with the equipment you need, and, when the time comes, when we have enough to incriminate him, you’ll be extracted.’ ‘How long?’ ‘A few months. Possibly a year.’ If she could just find solid evidence on Rex—maybe it would all turn around. Her trek out of the house, down to the casita at the bottom of the yard that Rex used as an office, where security wasn’t so much in the form of men but of electronic surveil120
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 lance and intruder alert devices, filled her with a terror she’d forgotten. Her first year here, she’d sneaked around so often. Despite only being caught once, she’d never gotten used to the stress. Nor had she ever found any evidence that her husband was anything more than a generous man who not only knew how to make money but to give it extravagantly to those less fortunate. After a quick but thorough glance around, she slid the small device from her pocket, fitted it to the alarm system, and in seconds she entered the building without triggering it. She went directly to the computer, not bothering to turn on a light. She set the external alarm disabler on the clean surface of the desk, then booted the computer. Extracting a special micro-disc from the other pocket of her dress, she inserted it into the disk drive. It held a program which easily circumvented all conventional security precautions. But, she’d been down here frequently, and had soon realized that, as usual, Rex was too careful to keep any useful files at all on the hard drive. Everything had to be on tangible disks, locked away somewhere. She removed the micro-disc and shut down the computer. Looking around, she decided to try again the safe behind the horrid piece of art to the right of the desk. She’d try everything she had before—perhaps there’d been some change. If she turned up nothing, she’d have to find other ways to discover the truth about Rex’s ‘business’. Long ago, she’d abandoned the search out of hopelessness. As she rose with yet another small device, she heard a whisper of sound. Without hesitating, she ducked into the supply closet. Though she didn’t hear another noise, she felt sure she was no longer alone. She held her breath, certain Carrera had followed her. She had no excuse for being in Rex’s office. What could she say to him? 121
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 The closet door opened, and she blinked up into a pinpoint of light. “Eduardo?” she whispered. She didn’t have a single doubt from the betrayed, hard look on his face that he’d followed her. He’d seen her sneaking around and came after her. So Manny had lied about him having the day off, or he simply hadn’t known the truth. What was the truth about this man? “I thought we’d already established I’m not your beloved Eduardo,” he said softly. “Now I need to establish exactly who you are, Mrs. Kovac.” She rose from the crouch she’d been in. “Do not call me that. I had no choice when I married Rex.” “You keep saying that. I keep wondering what’s the truth.” “I have never lied to you. I do not believe you can say the same. Who are you?” “How did you get in here without setting off the alarms?” He moved away from her, and her first thought was that she had to do something. Call security and tell them this man had broken into Rex’s office? Even as she considered it, she knew she could never turn him in. He wasn’t the boy…the man…she’d loved, but until she knew who he was and what his intentions with her were, she couldn’t betray him to Rex’s men. They’d kill him. She wasn’t ready for that to happen. Tanya’s hand closed over a vase while he wandered around the room, seemingly searching for something—but she wasn’t sure what. He stopped at the desk, picked something up. It was then she remembered the external alarm disabler. He turned to her. In the pinprick of light he held, she saw him looking at the electronic device. “This was Network standard issue six years ago,” he muttered, and she could hear un122
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 derstanding dawning in his tone. “You’re an operative.” Tanya didn’t get a chance to react. They heard heavy footsteps coming up the casita walkway, and Eduardo simultaneously extinguished his light and put his hand over her mouth. With his own mouth an inch from her ear, he whispered, “Don’t make a sound.” She didn’t protest—she cooperated—when he dragged her back into the closet. She couldn’t turn him over to Rex’s goons any more than she could give herself away. Long minutes passed. He removed his hand, but his body pressed so tightly to hers, she became intimately aware of his every hard muscle, his masculine scent, his body heat. She knew he was just as aware of her when the footsteps retreated and nothing happened in the moments that followed. Nothing except that he pulled her closer, and she felt his erection against her back. Tanya had no need to close her eyes. The darkness hid them effectively. Surely, the shadows wouldn’t tell on them. His breath sounded ragged in her ear as he took a deep breath, like he was inhaling her very essence. She comprehended his awareness of her rigid posture, her bated breath, praying he would touch her, love her the way only he had and could. Her waiting ended when he slid his hands past her hips, drawing her bottom firmly against his pelvis. Then his hands rose to her shoulders. Tanya melted against his familiar frame, sighing and gasping at once at his motion. He lifted her skirt, delved past the band of her underwear, and then he stroked her until wetness and heat gushed from her in a culmination that made her sob in both pleasure and pain. I do not know your name. Who are you? Why must I want you so badly, I no longer care if this is wrong or right? If we are caught, killed… 123
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 His fingers made short work of the buttons on her dress, and he eased it off her shoulders before reaching for the clasp of her bra. As he pushed the satin material aside and cradled the heavy, needy globes, tweaking thumb and fingers around her nipples, he rocked his hips against her bottom, his erection scalding even through the material of his chinos. Tanya cried out in desire that shouldn’t have come so quickly after her recent satisfaction. “Yes…please…” “Hunter,” he whispered, his voice harsh and thick against her ear. “That’s my name. Say it, Tanya.” “Hunter, I need you,” she moaned on a sob. “Love me, love me…” He let go of her long enough to unfasten his shorts, remove her panties, and ease her front against the brick wall of the supply closet. Using her hands to brace herself, she turned her hot cheek against the coldness, relishing it almost as much as she did his hands, gently forcing her to arch her bottom toward him. His finger blazed the trail, and then his manhood was there, heavy, hard and hot, entering her. Never before had she felt so full. She couldn’t decide whether the sensation qualified as pleasure or pain, and, for a moment, she feared she couldn’t take him. But then he was moving inside her, one hand sneaking around so his fingers could play against the triangle that budded between her upper, inner thighs. She felt so weak…and he so strong. Her breasts rubbed harshly against the brick wall with each of his powerful thrusts. The friction only increased her almost unbearable excitement. Soon, she cried and gasped as orgasm after orgasm overtook her and his ragged breathing became guttural groans that ended on a prolonged ejaculation as fierce as the one filling her body. He held her still until the violence passed, his fingers now clenching her hips in a bruising grip. 124
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 But then, surprising her, he turned her to him and caught her in his embrace, his arms enfolding her head. She wrapped hers around his torso, holding him as he held her—for dear life. Is this then all we will ever have together? Is this the last time he will love me? How can I bear it? I cannot. I cannot be apart from this man. My heart is only whole when we are together in this way, so that we become parts of each other. Connected. Inseparable. He is my love…to destroy or build up as he wishes. His face lowered until his forehead pressed to hers. Their breaths co-mingled for a few moments while they held each other in the aftermath of their torrid lovemaking. “We have to get out of here, Tanya. But…” She eased away so their gazes locked in the shadows. “What, my love?” “Can you get out of the house? Can we meet in town?” No matter how impossible the task he asked of her, she’d find a way to meet him. She nodded, and they set their plans.
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 Chapter 32 Leaving the casita felt unusually easy. It was as if the man Hunter, her lover, had given her the strength to be both invisible and invincible. She entered the house through the mudroom. Not for one minute did she worry how he’d get out. Though she hadn’t had the state of mind to consider it at the time, she now realized that Hunter had skills similar to the ones she’d been taught. There was a very good chance he himself was a Network operative—how else would he have identified the equipment she’d used? Unless he was an enemy of the Network, who’d stolen their technology. That possibility existed, and she accepted it. If Hunter belonged to the Network, she had no doubt he’d been sent by their superiors to extract her. If he wasn’t, he would kill her. But he hadn’t done it yet, when he’d had countless opportunities to do so. Her body felt tender and sore, but she wanted to be with him again. That need drove her, giving her the euphoric feeling she could do anything. Does he love me? He found me snooping around Rex’s heavily fortressed casita… He didn’t report me. Didn’t even ask me what I was doing there. He hid me during that moment when we could have both been caught. Standing so close to me…he experienced desire for me rather than caution or concern over our situation. We made love in Rex’s office—the most dangerous place possible. He wanted me so 126
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 badly, nothing else mattered. But is that love? Or lust? Or is he still using me for some as yet unknown reason? One way or another, she had to find out the truth. Perhaps it would kill or excuse her love for this man. “Señora Kovac,” one of the maids called, and Tanya jolted out of her thoughts. The harried servant rushed toward her when Tanya responded. “It is Señor Kovac!” she cried in rapid Spanish. “He is on the phone for you. I have been searching for long minutes for you. Come quickly, por favor.” Rex would be unhappy at having to wait. Tanya followed the woman into the Great Room, to the phone. She picked up the receiver. Despite her fear, she spoke warmly, intent on deflating his anger, drawing out his tenderness with her eager greeting. “I will be returning the day after tomorrow, darling.” “So soon?” she replied with careful deliberation. “Your servants have been scurrying like mice, preparing for you. Now they must scurry faster.” “That is their purpose, my angel. Do you not eagerly await seeing my face as I long to see yours, Tanya?” “I just mean that your eagerness to see my face has not brought you home so much earlier than you planned in the past, dearest,” Tanya said, swallowing the growing lump in her throat. So soon…there will be no time… “The children are well?” he asked, not bothering to quell her curiosity. “Yes. Very well.” “Good. Then until I shall see you in a very short while, darling. Adiós. Give the children my love and eager anticipation.” 127
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 Tanya spoke the expected words with all the right affectations, then hung up. She still had time. She’d make this work. She called the maid to her and announced the news that only made the woman twice as harried as before. Rex had moved up his return twice now. Why? Both fortunately and unfortunately, Rex’s impending arrival gave her the very excuse she needed to escape the house. She approached Carrera with cold confidence and told him that his boss would be returning much sooner than expected. He nodded, and Tanya was again aware that the man had constant contact with Rex. He always knew first. “I must run to town and make the preparations. The children will also enjoy an outing. I expect to be gone most of the afternoon.” Though he didn’t look happy, she comprehended that he’d understood she might insist on doing just this. He nodded, saying he’d have a car prepared for them. Tanya returned his nod briefly, then strode to the nursery to tell the nanny to ready the children for an outing to town and that she required her to come along, as she’d be busy with preparations for the master’s return. With that done, Tanya rushed to her room and took a quick shower after stowing her Network equipment in her chimney hiding place. The children and their nanny waited in the front hall, the limousine and the bodyguard’s car just outside. Tanya put the straw bag over her shoulder, then ushered the children outside, surreptiously looking back to see three of Rex’s bodyguards in the car behind and one driving the limo. After at least a dozen errands around town, setting up the services and supplies that would be needed, she told her driver that she and the children were going to the Kovac Research Center, as they’d enjoyed the tour previously. After only a few minutes inside the cool building, she excused herself to go 128
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 to the bathroom, but told the nanny to continue outside to the exhibits with the children. She would catch up later, as she had one more errand she wanted to run alone. What was Hunter’s mission? To extract her? But her superiors had told her they wouldn’t do that until they had everything they needed to take down Rex and his organization. Was she supposed to help Hunter in doing that? Perhaps she would find out at last why she’d been abandoned here in her mission and if it would finally be over soon. She entered the women’s restroom. An employee stood at the sink. Tanya joined her, pulling out lipstick. As soon as the woman left the bathroom, Tanya rushed after her and locked it. Then she walked over to the other door in the room. It was unlocked. She stepped through and saw the man Hunter waiting for her, just as they’d arranged. Her heart soared, but the emotion propelling it could just as easily have been tension as joy.
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 Chapter 33 A part of Hunter had expected her not to come. The longer he’d waited, the more sure of that he’d been. Why would she? She no longer knows who I am…but she didn’t seem any more capable of turning away from the chance—a damn risky chance to be together—than I was. What the hell was I thinking? He hadn’t been thinking. Her soft, flowery perfume had intoxicated him as surely as his awareness that she still wanted him. Nothing had changed her desire for him. He didn’t know how it couldn’t have changed her feelings for him, considering that he’d made it more than clear that he wasn’t Eduardo, the old lover he’d portrayed himself as knowingly, willingly, unapologetically. Damn, why did she affect him like this? The sight of her in the white dress, the way it curved in a halter around her neck and down to cradle her breasts and leave her back exposed, the hint of cleavage made him half crazy. She wore her hair in a long braid. Even the wariness in her eyes brought out all his instincts to console her. She’s a Network operative. Obviously placed undercover years ago…had to be five years ago. The Network must have targeted her because of Kovac’s interest in her when she was a young dancer. Trained her—but not long enough—before she became Kovac’s wife. 130
 
 Renegade’s Rose: Book 6 of the Incognito Series
 
 And that was why she said she’d been someone’s possession all her life. Her mother sold her to the Network, the Network sold her to Kovac… Hunter’s hands clenched at the thought. Because long assignments set the best operative to wavering, the Network didn’t send many operatives on undercover missions for longer than a year. Tanya had been under for five years. Had they forgotten about her? Or had she become useless to them when they realized that being Kovac’s wife didn’t make her privy to anything that could incriminate her husband? They’d abandoned her just like they abandoned Celine. Another thought occurred to him. How was it he knew nothing about Tanya’s undercover mission? He was a Level 1 operative. He had access to all their missions, especially ones concerning R.E.D… You knew you weren’t fully trusted yet. When you prove yourself against Kovac, you might get that power, but not a moment sooner. Besides, Angelo knew Kovac killed my parents and might come gunning for me and Celine. He knew if I found out about this mission, I’d hunt Kovac like nothing else mattered. I was already a step away from it as it was. “I am late, I know,” Tanya said softly, “but Rex called. He will be returning the day after tomorrow. He did not tell me why he moved up his plans to return.” Hunter narrowed his eyes at the news. He remembered that Kovac had already moved up his plans once before. Why? Did it have something to do with Celine? “Are you a Network operative?” she asked when she stopped directly in front of him. Her expression was bold, unafraid, displaying a confidence he hadn’t seen in her even once before. “Yes.” 131
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 He didn’t bother to elaborate, and for some reason she didn’t question him further. Not that he gave her much chance—he questioned her instead. “When were you brought in?” “I was seventeen. Rex had noticed me because of my dancing. He became infatuated with me. Though he already had a wife and the children, he asked my mother for my hand in marriage, and she agreed without consulting me. But she said I could not be married to him until I was eighteen—she believed that was proper, and he said he wanted the same. He wanted all propriety and purity to be observed. And she expected some compensation in the bargain.” Hunter didn’t let his reaction to her petty, desperate and worthless mother show on his face. His hands clenched tighter. “The Network approached my mother. They knew of her arrangement with Rex. They offered her a better deal. But she knew she would benefit from both arrangements. She told me that it was my duty to stand against evil like Rex Kovac if I was offered the chance.” Sold to the highest bidder. She’s been someone’s possession all her life. Dear God. “She was jealous of your fame…because it overshadowed her own.” “Eclipsed is more like it.” Tanya laughed softly, without amusement. “She tried to make her reasons for urging me to do this altruistic, but I understood that I had no choice in the matter. I do not believe she ever recovered from the way I replaced her so that she might never have existed as Tithonia, the Yellow Torch. Her flame had burned out and mine burned brightly.” Until Kovac extinguished it for his own pleasure. His pleasure alone. 132
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 “The Network renamed me Susana Ortega and trained me by day—and I danced by night, so Rex would not lose interest. He divorced his wife and she fled the country, unable to take her children with her. The day I turned eighteen, my wedding dress was delivered and I was taken to marry him and live in his fortressed hacienda.” “What was your mission?” Hunter asked softly, wanting to erase the black ache in her expression. For so long, she’d had no peace, no love. No love except his own, and he’d been using her, seducing her, for his own benefit. “I was supposed to find evidence against him. They gave me everything I would need, equipment, including the skills to break into any building, security system, computer…anything at all. But I realized early on that it was not an option. Even in his home, he is completely insulated. He takes no chances. I have searched the house, his office…the grounds, often. There is no evidence of anything beyond legitimate business. He either keeps his files with him at all times, or he has a safe house that no one can find.” She’d been trained, Hunter conceded, but not like a real recruit. Their superiors obviously hadn’t had time. Most recruits went through long years of training just to make it to Level 7 and be able to go out on real missions instead of simulations. Training didn’t stop even then. As an operative, they didn’t come much greener than her, yet she been put in the position of having to discover incriminating evidence about the most dangerous terrorist in the world. What the hell had his superiors been thinking to put her in when she clearly wasn’t ready…and hadn’t succeeded in her task even five years into her cover? “Eduardo…was the boy I loved. He and his father provided the flowers for our dance stage. I left a desperate note for him before I left, begging him to find me and rescue me, 133
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 but he never came. I never gave up hope that he would, though. And, when I saw you, saw the tattoo on your arm, I believed you were Eduardo and had come to save me. But I know now that it was not meant to be.” Either her mother or the Network had intercepted the note. Or the kid had been smart enough to know that trying to save Tanya would only lead to his death. “What contact do you have with the Network?” She shook her head. “None. Outside of the encrypted reports on disks that I drop in a feedback box at the earring boutique in town once a month. There is nothing to report. I was told before I was inserted that I would be extracted when they were ready to take Rex down. That I would have no other contact with my superiors. Now I must ask you, Hunter, were you sent to take Rex down and extract me? Am I to help you in those tasks? Is there a way to extract Vina and Alano, as well? Return them to their mother?” Hunter studied her in awe. Does she still hold out hope for anything to provide for her escape? “I’m not working for the Network, Tanya,” he said in a quiet voice, wanting to reach for her but knowing it would only destroy both of them a little more. “What do you mean?” she asked in alarm. “You said that you are a Network operative.” “I was. Both my sister and I are operatives. But your husband kidnapped Celine…” He clenched his teeth. “My sister is head of the Medical team, and she’s…well, my superiors claim Kovac took her for her medical expertise. Our technology, even in the field of science, is light-years beyond what anyone else has developed. Supposedly, the terrorist organization Kovac heads stole the formula for a biological weapon, but they took it in pieces and some are still missing. They 134
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 took her to get the final pieces. The Network considers Celine too high of a risk to consider extracting.” “But…she’s valuable…” Hunter nodded. “Her research, her team, is invaluable. But they believe her team can carry on without her.” “So you have come here to rescue your sister without Network approval?” “Yes. But now…” “Now what?” she demanded. Hunter withdrew the obsidian ring, and her eyes narrowed on it. “My sister and I were inducted into the Network when we were children. My parents were criminals…terrorists. Somehow they double-crossed Kovac and he killed them. I saw it happen. I stole his ring. And he saw me. He doesn’t leave enemies alive. But we were safe in the Network. Or I thought we were. Now I wonder if Kovac knew who we were, and that’s why he took Celine. If she’s alive, it’s because he wants me, too.” When he looked up again, he saw the dawning of realization in her face. “So the only reason you made love to me was to get information from me, in hopes of finding your sister? Nothing else would sanction your seduction, would it?” He took a step toward her, instinctively wanting to deny the truth. But what was the point? It was true. He’d seduced her to save Celine, and nothing had changed from the fact that there was nothing he wouldn’t do to get his sister back. Nothing except that he’d fallen in love with his enemy’s wife and he would do anything to save her, too. “Do you know anything, Tanya? Is she being held here, in one of the secure, non-visitor areas?” Tanya shook her head. “I do not know, Hunter. He has not brought her to the house or on the property, that I know of. I know nothing of this research facility, beyond that it must 135
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 be a business Rex supports to make himself look legitimate. He has a lot of charities and non-profit organizations. I cannot help you, Hunter. And apparently you cannot help me.” Her devastation hit him like knives flying through the air, targeting him dead-on. The truth had devastated her. Or that they couldn’t be together, couldn’t be in love? That love was a mistake. Never once had he believed it could be otherwise. He’d accepted it was over before it began. So why did it hurt so bad to let her go without telling her that the truth was only the half of it. The truth was a lie.
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 Chapter 34 ‘You might experience something similar to Stockholm Syndrome while in deep cover.’ ‘Stockholm…is that not where political prisoners begin to identify…and possibly have feelings…for their captors?’ The psychiatrist nodded. ‘Though you’re an undercover agent, your husband won’t realize that. He’ll expect you to love him. But he will no doubt treat you like a prisoner—albeit a pampered one. He may be tender with you, affectionate, to the point where you begin to believe he truly loves you. You may even develop feelings for him, which will compromise your mission if you don’t continually remind yourself that this man is a terrorist. He sees you as property, and he sees the world as being under his rule. There’s no one he can’t get to or kill, if he deigns to. Also remember that he has murdered countless men, women and children without blinking an eye.’ ‘As Network operatives have?’ The psychiatrist went rigid for an instant. Then she said, ‘To ensure justice for all, sacrifices must be made…’ Tanya had become painfully aware this day that she herself had become one of those sacrifices made in the name of justice. Her feelings, her wishes meant nothing. Her superiors had left her for dead, just as they’d left Hunter’s sister.
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 She stood, her back against the closed door of her bedroom. Her hopelessness left her drained and unable to move under its weight. Ironically, the speech she remembered getting from the Network psychiatrist during her year of training hadn’t prepared her for the situation she was facing. She’d never felt anything except loathing for Rex. Each time he called her, when he entered her bedroom, sent her expensive presents…Dios, made love to her, she felt nothing but disgust and the desire to shake off her mission and flee. Yet she’d fallen for a man just as cruel as Rex, a man who’d seduced and made love with her so tenderly, even now she couldn’t believe it’d all simply been an act to get her to help him. He’d done it without blinking an eye. And this ruthless man, a renegade agent, who’d made her love him so completely, was the only man who could help her escape. Hunter’s concern, his driving motivation all along had been his sister, supposedly kidnapped by Rex. Since the Network wouldn’t aid him in rescuing his sister from the enemy, he’d decided to act without them. ‘As soon as we’re ready to take Kovac out, you’ll be extracted by one of our agents…’ If her superiors had sent Hunter to bring her out of deep cover…why didn’t he know he was supposed to? For one moment, she’d believed she had a way out of hell—the hell they’d put her in. How could you not care for me at all, my love? How could you make love to me so tenderly, make me believe with all my heart that you felt everything I did…without emotion? Without blinking an eye? The little she’d seen of the Network had convinced her that they bred machines. She’d known from the first moment that she wasn’t like the others there. She couldn’t kill so 138
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 thoughtlessly, put her duty to the Network above her own needs and ideals. ‘Do you know anything, Tanya? Is she being held here, in one of the secure, non-visitor areas?’ She could clearly see the anguish tightening Hunter’s face and filling his eyes when he begged her to help him, in any way at all, find his sister. Hot tears filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. She crumpled against the door and sat before it, her head in her hands. At that moment, she’d wanted to give him what he needed. She’d wanted to aid him in discovering what Rex’s organization had done with the sister he loved so much. What could she do for him? She had no way of finding out where Rex held prisoners, no way of discovering where the pieces of the formula Hunter’s sister devised could be. And what would be the point in working beside him in this way? He’d never loved her. Given a choice between sacrificing his beloved Celine or her…he would sacrifice her. Without blinking an eye.
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 Chapter 35 Unable to go to her, unable to stay away, Hunter forced himself to slide back, away from the grate in Tanya’s room. He couldn’t bear to see her weep. But how could he console her? He needed her help, one way or another, to save Celine. What right did he have to ask her to come to his aid after how he’d used her? And promising her forever? She wanted that. He wanted the same. He knew best that what they could have in reality amounted to nothing. ‘Where do you think you are, Hunter? Nothing means anything here, except what we do in the pursuit of justice. Your mission is what matters. Or have you forgotten?’ Lona had been right all along. He’d wanted to be a machine like Roan Emory, so he wouldn’t need love, wouldn’t need to love another. He couldn’t get involved, no matter what he was willing to sacrifice for that love. Emotions compromised duty. Time and again he’d had that drilled into him during his training. If he felt something, he’d experience qualms about doing what had to be done. Just like he had with Tanya. Using her to find his sister had been necessary. If he’d never gotten involved, his conscience wouldn’t bother him about the things he’d done to complete his mission. Her tears wouldn’t make him hate himself beyond reprieve. They 140
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 wouldn’t make him think that he’d find his sister and then he’d go after Kovac. He’d go after him for blood. And then Tanya could be free. If he truly were a machine, the most dangerous man in the world, he’d be able to do all of that. I don’t have any illusions about succeeding now. The only way to succeed…is to continue using Tanya against her will. And I don’t have the heart for it anymore. He arrived in the mudroom and reached for the grate, but it came off before he could get it. Then a helping hand appeared in the opening. Hunter recognized the huge hand of the dead-eyed goon, Carrera. He’d been watching him like a hawk. No surprise that he’d figured out how Hunter was getting in and out. Hunter ignored the hand and made his own way out. He stood and schooled his expression so arrogance would show through. The gaze from Carrera’s pale eyes narrowed on him at seeing his unapologetic stance. Something slammed into the back of his head… The scent of rich dirt and dust filled his nostrils when he came back around. His head screamed where he’d been hit— in the same location as the headache he’d had non-stop. He would have reached back if his hands hadn’t been tied to a chair, but even then he realized that they’d broken open the skin and it bled profusely now. Squinting, he tried to see into the intense sunlight pouring through the windows of the garden shed. He was sweating like he would under a ruthless spotlight, or the hot seat. The thought made him chuckle slightly, and the noise brought movement in the room. Carrera approached in front of him, stepping into the stream of sun, while some of his goons joined him from the sides and back of him. “Who are you?” “You should know. You hired me,” Hunter mumbled. 141
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 The guard on the right of him slammed his meaty fist into the side of his head. “Where do you live? You’re not staying at any hotel hostel in El Malo, and we couldn’t locate your whereabouts in Chihuahua.” “I’m restless. Like to move around. Like to take my hospitality where I find it. It’s not a crime, is it? Especially when you can take your pick.” “What is your interest in Señora Kovac? We know you’ve been sneaking into the house through the central air ventilation. Why?” “What do you think my interest is, pinhead? She’s muchacha atractiva, eh? But I have no interest in anything lasting. Unfortunately, you hombres have thrown off my groove. She won’t give me the time of day since you dog her every step.” Carrera eyed him for a long moment, then lifted his head and nodded to his men. Hunter had been prepared for the beating, but his head wasn’t up for it. The only thing that kept him from passing out was the sharp scent of habanera sauce on the knuckles of one of the thugs. By the time they stopped and Carrera ordered him cut loose, told him not to return—even for his job—and let him go with a warning, he barely had the strength to stagger away with a cocky retort. His cover was just about blown to hell. He accepted that. But maybe they’d leave Tanya alone now they thought he was out of the scene. I can’t save her, dammit. I can’t. And I’ll never forgive myself for it. **** He collapsed on the bed in a new safe place, not bothering to do anything about the bleeding coming from multiple sites on his body. Closing his eyes, he pressed his fists against 142
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 his forehead, willing himself to feel nothing for Tanya… Susana Ortega. Sweet Susana. You alone loved me. Our time together meant something to you…even when it can’t. But she appeared in the blood-soaked shadows of his memory, an angel of light as she whispered her love, begging him to return her love. He wiped her tears and brought her against him, telling her he would do what no ordinary man could. He would save his sister, rescue her. He’d set them all free… When he traced her body in the air, she dissipated like smoke. Failed… Numb acceptance entered him into a state of paralysis he couldn’t seem to break away from. What was left? His only bargaining chip remained Tanya. She was the one possession Kovac valued, possibly more than his own life. Hunter’s original plan had failed. Tanya wouldn’t help him willingly. So he had to move to Plan B. He had to find another means of getting around the house. This time he’d do it in order to kidnap Tanya. Only then could he bargain with Kovac for Celine. It was the only way. If there was any way at all to help Tanya and the children she valued so much when his sister was in a place of safety… His own life meant nothing anymore. He couldn’t return to the Network and be the mindless drone they required him to be. Not after their betrayal. Not after they left Celine for dead and were content to let Tanya rot in hell. The one person he’d trusted after his parents were killed had turned out to be another enemy. No, he wouldn’t easily forgive. 143
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 Chapter 36 What drove her, she wasn’t sure, but Tanya found herself gliding away from the hallway leading to the nursery after dinner. She glanced at the upper level of the house, where her rooms were. On the other side of the balcony landing, Rex resided in his own rooms in the evenings the rare times he was home. She’d never been in that area. She was certain they were kept locked and his bodyguards made sure no one trespassed into the area except the maid, who was supervised continuously while she worked. At night, Rex always came to Tanya—she never went to him. Alano stepped out of the nursery and glanced up with her to the balcony on the other side. They were far enough back that the guard there wouldn’t see them looking.. “What is it, Tanya?” he asked softly. She pivoted her head, her gaze meeting his dark one. Unable to speak, she simply looked at him. A moment later, he murmured, “It is impossible.” “I know.” Minutes passed, and he said, “I have an idea. But you would have only a short time.” He explained. His plan was dangerous—it couldn’t possibly work. And yet she not only found herself considering it, but tweaking it for maximum efficiency. 144
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 “But…I cannot allow you to put yourself in this, Alano. It is too risky.” “For you. Not for me. And there is nothing I would not do to escape this place. Escape my father. I would help you if there were a way. I am not afraid.” Instinctively, she pulled him into his arms and hugged him. He surprised her by accepting the embrace just as fiercely. But then he stepped back. “I will prepare.” “I will get what I need.” In her bedroom, she reached up into the chimney and took down the locked case. She keyed in the sequence that would allow her entry. If she keyed even one character wrong, the case was rigged to destroy its contents with acid rather than reveal its secrets. She filled the pockets of her dress with the equipment she would need to get inside. Needing still more, she slipped into a sweater and added the rest of what she required in the two front pockets. Alano was right. The chances of him suffering for this would be slim. If she didn’t get caught…they would be in the nursery when Carrera heard what had happened. Excited as she was terrified now that she might find something, she rushed back to the nursery. Alano waited outside, his arms filled with an uncooperative Pulgas. “Ready?” she asked, and he nodded. He went first, leading the way up to the next level of stairs closest to Rex’s suite. Just before he reached the top, he crouched and dug in his pocket. He brought out the hamster, one of the many pets in the nursery. Pulgas reacted immediately. Alano set the hamster around the corner—it took off like a shot, disappearing from view, and Pulgas raced after it, hissing, in a heartbeat. Alano tore off after the cat. Tanya hung back. 145
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 Just as expected, Carrera’s man rushed toward the trio, shouting and following after Alano. When his back was to Tanya, she crept forward soundlessly with the tranquilizer syringe in her hand. She jammed it into his back with all her strength and sent the plunger down. For a moment, nothing happened. Then he toppled forward, and Tanya’s eyes met Alano’s wide, fearful ones. “Quickly,” he said, and they sank together to their knees, pushing the guard to his side, to search for the keys to Rex’s door. Alano found them in the blazer pocket and thrust the bunch into her hand. She gave him the empty syringe. “Take Pulgas. Go back to the nursery. I will follow soon. The guard will only be out for half hour, possibly less. But if Carrera communicates with him…” They both looked at the walkietalkie in the guard’s belt. The other security would come to see why this one wasn’t answering. “I can help you search.” “Go!” Trembling, she nevertheless managed to choose the right key—similar to her own—on her first try. As she unlocked the door, she turned back to see Alano descending the stairs with Pulgas fighting in his arms. Knowing she might need to get back into this room, she produced a little tube of super glue and fastened back the locking tongue on the door. The she closed the door and jammed a chair up against the knob. If anyone tried to unlock the door it would appear their key didn’t work while the chair was blocking the door. When the chair was removed it would appear to the casual observer that the lock mechanism was working correctly, though it wasn’t. She thrust the ring of keys into her pocket, then took out the small flashlight. Seeing a dresser, she rushed to it, opened each drawer and did a hand 146
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 search. Nothing but clothing. No, Rex wouldn’t carelessly leave something incriminating in his sock drawer. She shone the light around the bedroom. Just as with her suite, this room led to another. There she found a computer and quickly went to work booting it with her circumvention disk. There were files, but she wasn’t sure what any of them were for. Because she didn’t have time, she thrust in a high capacity disk and saved as many of the files that looked interesting as she could. Then she shut down again and retrieved her equipment. Standing, she stared around the room. Across from the desk, the circle of light from the torch caught one of the questionable art tapestries Rex favored. On pure instinct, she went to it. She lifted it, then slid her hand between it and the wall. But her hand didn’t meet mere boards. She came in contact with a door handle. How many minutes do I have? She wasn’t sure and returned to the bedroom, removing the chair and opening the door a crack to see the guard still lying on the balcony, silence pervading. She closed and jammed the door once more and returned to the tapestry, easing her whole body behind it. She shone the flashlight around and found a button. When she pressed it, the tapestry slid aside. Now she could see a steel door in the wall. She quickly attached her equipment and waited for the few minutes it took for it to come up with code key. The door came open with a pneumatic hiss. A quick sweep revealed a tunnel and a light switch. When she flipped it up, a blue-light filled the cavern, glowing as far as she could see. Did she have time to see where it came out? I dare not take the risk. But what if I find something? Something that could help me and the children escape. Something that could help Hunter… 147
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 Tanya swallowed her pain at that last thought. She had to do it. If there was any chance at all of discovering something useful, she’d do it. Removing her soft, slippery shoes, she ran through the tunnel. Her nightly dancing kept her fit, and so she had no trouble moving quickly for the distance. Seemingly out of nowhere, a steel ladder appeared, heralding the end of the tunnel. She climbed to the top, where she attached her code breaking device to the hatch. When the final light came on, the lock released. Not knowing where the tunnel came out, she very carefully pushed up on the hatch cover. All the while, she listened carefully for any presence nearby. She heard nothing, so she opened the hatch just enough that she could see around. She looked to the right and recognized the wall surrounding Rex’s property. A Mesquite tree stood a quarter mile away, looking lonely and desolate against the desert backdrop. She was outside the perimeter. Rex, she understood now, had given himself a way in or out if an enemy infiltrated his fortress, or of moving anyone he held anyone prisoner. She turned the other way and saw a security-locked shed big enough to hold a vehicle, and, beyond that, the back road into El Malo. Knowing she had little time now, she climbed back down, closed the hatch and removed her equipment. Then she ran all the way back up the tunnel, stopping only when she reached the entrance. While slipping back into her shoes, she listened and heard nothing. Quickly, she turned off the tunnel lights, closed the steel door and replaced the tapestry over it. She’d just left Rex’s suite and dropped the keys back into the guard’s pocket when she heard the crackle of his walkie-talkie and Carrera’s voice asking for a report. 148
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 Not hesitating one minute, she descended to the nursery floor and ran there. Alano was waiting with the door open and pulled her inside, shutting the door silently after her. “Quickly, come,” he said, and he led her to the table in the playroom, where Vina sat with a puzzle before her. The little girl’s eyes were filled with fear, as if she sensed Tanya and Alano’s. But Alano wouldn’t have told his sister what had happened. Somehow, she knew it instinctively. “Be natural,” Tanya said, wishing she wasn’t so tired and sweaty. She panted from the running she’d done. Alano reached across to tuck the tousled hair behind her ears, then he faced the puzzle. Her sweater became unbearably warm, but, as she pushed it off, she heard the door of the nursery open. Something slipped from her pocket and landed on the floor. She glanced down as the footsteps neared to see the code breaking equipment. There was no way to retrieve it. As if out of a dream, the cover of the puzzle box flew through the air and landed over the equipment. Tanya’s head whirled to Alano, but he was immersed in the puzzle. Carrera and two of his men entered the playroom. “Señora Kovac, someone has been in your husband’s suite. One of the guards has been found unconscious outside the rooms.” She put haughtiness and disdain into her voice. “Is this not the second time someone unauthorized has been in the house? I do not believe Señor Kovac would be pleased.” “I do not believe the trespasser came from without, Señora.” “Oh?” “Have you been in the nursery with the children all this time?” “Since dinner, yes. Except the moment when Alano’s hamster escaped and Pulgas ran after him.” 149
 
 Renegade’s Rose: Book 6 of the Incognito Series
 
 The guard would no doubt remember that much when he came to. No sense being caught in a lie. “And what happened then?” Carrera asked, his eyes narrowed and malicious. “Alano and I ran after him and captured the cat. We did not, however, retrieve the hamster. Perhaps that is your intruder.” For a long moment, Carrera stared at her. She felt the iciness of it though she focused on the puzzle before her. “Is the air conditioning inadequate, Señora? It appears you are overheated.” Tanya swallowed at the closeness of his analysis. “It was somewhat cold in here after dinner, so I put on a sweater.” She gestured carelessly toward it on the floor near the puzzle box. “But then I became too warm.” For an instant, she felt sure he would pick up not only her sweater, but the puzzle box as well. If he saw the device, he would be suspicious. But then he turned and left the playroom and the nursery without a word. “Mamá, what is happening?” Vina moaned, leaning against her. Tanya wrapped the girl in her embrace, realizing the both of them were shaking from the encounter. “Nothing, ángel.” Somehow, she and Alano distracted her. But, after Vina went to bed, Tanya telling her that she must speak to Alano for a few moments in the outer room, she knew things had gone too far to turn back. She told the boy everything she’d discovered, leaving out only the micro-disk with the files she’d copied from Rex’s computer. “Tomorrow, I will go into town. If I do not return before nightfall, you and Vina must sneak away and open the door of your father’s suite, which only appears to be locked—I can 150
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 only hope the bodyguards do not check it.” She handed him the code-breaker. “Beneath the tapestry in the inner room, you will find a door. Attach this security device and it will open it automatically within a few moments. There are lights in the tunnel. Close the door behind you once you are inside. At the end of the tunnel, you will see a hatch at the top. You can also use this device to open the hatch, but you must only open it enough to check to see if I am there. You will come out at the back of the property, behind the tall, white wall. From there, you will see the road into town. Stay in the tunnel until I come for you unless it has been too long. Go back if I don’t come.” “But…where will you go? When will you come for us?” Tanya simply stared at him, and, after a moment, he nodded, understanding she’d find a way. She would never abandon them, not unless she was dead and had no other choice. Tomorrow, she would have to get out of the house to make her drop of the micro-disk in the feedback box at the earring boutique. She wasn’t sure she would be successful doing it this time. Carrera could very well refuse to allow her to leave, or wouldn’t allow her to enter the shop alone, the way he always had in the past. In El Malo, there was no safe place for the children to hide. Rex owned everything. Even if she didn’t get to the children first, they wouldn’t be harmed physically when they returned through Rex’s suite. Of that, at least, she was sure. Perhaps this time the Network would come to her aid when they reviewed the evidence she’d retrieved. Perhaps they would realize that it was dangerous for her and the children to stay here any longer. If she didn’t return to the house by midnight, this was the only way for the children to be saved. 151
 
 Renegade’s Rose: Book 6 of the Incognito Series
 
 Chapter 37 Parked on a high road overlooking the Kovac hacienda just after dark, Hunter lifted his night goggles. They made his head hurt worse. His whole body ached, but not the way it had last night. Though he’d come here to observe, he’d known he couldn’t go in yet. He didn’t have the strength. The heat was worse today, the kind that sapped all energy. Sweat covered his body, like the perpetual dust, in a fine coating, making his clothes feel damp and uncomfortable. He had to do it tonight. If he waited any longer, Kovac would be home, and that would make his plan infinitely harder. The Black Pope would have a large entourage of guards in tow. As soon as night fell, Hunter would go in. Carrera wouldn’t be expecting him back. He’d fired him and warned him not to return. Guys like Carrera expected to be obeyed. While they’d be on guard, they wouldn’t suspect him to return so soon, nor to use the same method he had previously to get around the house. This time…he’d be bringing Tanya out with him. Which meant seducing her to get her to come quietly. He didn’t want to hurt her. He couldn’t hurt her. That would kill what little he still possessed of a soul. So his only choice came down to making her believe he was rescuing her. Somehow, he had 152
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 to convince her he also had a plan to bring the children out. Later. This was the only way, unless she willingly agreed to help him. He didn’t hold any hope for that. She owed him nothing. Hunter hated himself for the deception added on all the others before. She’d never forgive him for this. He didn’t blame her. But maybe it was for the best. He didn’t want her to feel his loss or his love. Better to let her believe he was nothing more than an inhuman monster. That had to be better than feeling what he did. Grief. The first woman who’d been willing to give herself to him—heart, body and soul— despised him and equated him with the likes of her ruthless husband. Forcing himself to ignore the razor-sharp ache at the back of his head, he again lifted the night binoculars. The last thing he expected to see was a car driving out of the gate. This one was alone. Couldn’t be Tanya… Yet he spun the dial to get a close-up of the driver. Hunter swore under his breath. It was her. Somehow she’d gotten out of the house without a court of guards. How? Why? He waited a few minutes, and, predictably, the guards followed in two cars.
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 Chapter 38 Things had gone so well, Tanya had begun to feel cocky. Getting away with snooping in Rex’s suite, convincingly enduring Carrera’s interrogation in the nursery and later on her way to bed. She’d helped the children prepare their small packs for an escape if they had no choice but to sneak out because she hadn’t returned by nightfall. Both were afraid, but she reassured him that everything would be all right. Tanya had prepared her update disk carefully. She’d told her superiors about the tunnel in Rex’s bedroom suite, about the information she’d downloaded from his computer, about Rex’s return the next day. She’d insisted that it was crucial she be extracted as soon as possible—with Rex’s children. She wouldn’t go without them. Sleep had eluded her. All she could think about was delivering her report to the Network. Dropping both encrypted disks in the feedback box at the boutique, then waiting for the team to come in and get her, Alano and Vina. They had to bring her out of deep cover now. Had to. It was no longer safe or beneficial for her to remain here. She’d considered for long hours whether to reveal that she’d had contact with their rogue operative, Hunter. Should 154
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 she reveal that he planned to get his sister back, regardless of his own life? Regardless of hers? In the end, she couldn’t get herself to do it. No matter what he’d done, she couldn’t shut off her feelings for him, her desire to be with him, to hear him say he loved her and there was nothing he wouldn’t do to be with her. She couldn’t convince herself he didn’t care for her as deeply as she did him— the memory of their intimacy in Rex’s casita was proof, was it not?—yet she didn’t allow herself to hope for what couldn’t be possible, even if they were free to be together. And then…disaster! Carrera wouldn’t allow her to leave the house. He insisted Rex’s return made it essential that she be there to greet him. She’d been surprised, irritated…cowed by the intractable way he spoke, then left her, not allowing protest. He suspects me. I know he does. But he has no proof. Nevertheless, he will alert Rex to the possibility that I may be doing things that he would not approve of. I will never escape his hawk eyes. Dejected, she returned to the nursery. Did I think for one moment that I possess the skills for this undercover work? My superiors were not happy with my training progress when Rex came for me, but they had no choice but to give me the chance. I was their only option. Their best chance. “What is it, Tanya?” Alano asked. “Carrera is watching me too closely. He will not let me out of his sight.” “But you are his master’s esposa. He cannot deny you. You are his superior.” The tutors had arrived, and they ushered the children off to their teaching room. While Tanya walked back to her suite, she thought about what Alano had said. She’d never taken the privilege of wife and superior with Rex’s bodyguards. While all the servants 155
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 gave her the deferential respect of being Rex’s wife, everyone considered Carrera ‘the boss’ when Rex was gone. Perhaps all she needed to do was put Carrera in his place. Determined, she went to her room and got out her tote bag from its hiding place. Inside were the encrypted disks and the tranquilizer syringe she’d used on the guard patrolling Rex’s bedroom wing—she couldn’t allow Carrera to find it. She knew he’d had the house, including the trash, searched for anything suspicious. Moving very stealthily, she left her bedroom and walked toward the carport, hiding when she needed to in order to avoid detection. She’d taken the keys to a car and was inside it, starting it up, when one of the guards discovered her. “Señor Carrera has given orders that you’re not to leave the grounds, Señora Kovac!” “I am not allowed to purchase anything special for my husband’s return? You tell Señor Carrera that I require special nightgowns, and that I do not wish company as I choose them. I do not believe my husband would appreciate anyone but him seeing what I wear for him.” All of the guards were aware of Rex’s violent possessiveness toward her. The guard relented by standing up straight and stepping back from the car. Tanya gunned the motor. The guard had contacted the main gate, she realized, when she arrived, and the gate was in the process of opening. She didn’t wait for it to stop. She knew she had only a few minutes to do what she needed to do unseen. The car flew through the half-open gates. She had no doubt whatsoever that Carrera would be notified and would send guards out after her. Though they might keep a distance, she knew it wouldn’t be enough to allow her to make the drop and then disappear. She would have to do both quickly, 156
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 before they arrived. She drove with her foot flattened on the gas pedal. In front of the boutique, she hastily parked and ran inside. She made the drop in the feedback box, then asked the older woman at the counter if she would make the arrangements to have several negligees sent to the Kovac residence tomorrow morning. Though the owner of the boutique appeared legitimate and Tanya was aware that Rex paid her for favors he might have need of in his line of work, she’d also been utterly convinced from the first time she made her required report from the place that the woman was working for the Network. Tanya hadn’t had anywhere near the training of most operatives, yet she’d been in long enough to recognize a Network agent. The woman nodded. “And, should anyone come asking for me…” Again, the woman nodded, the look in her eyes clear and informed. “You stopped in for earrings and mentioned purchasing nightgowns.” Tanya inclined her head in thanks, then rushed back to the restroom. After dropping the used syringe in the trash and covering it with paper towels, she changed her clothes, added a pair of oversized sunglasses and a straw hat, then went out the back way. She glanced around the front of her shop, not seeing any of Rex’s cars except the one she’d arrived in. She still had time. She darted to the research center, knowing it would be closing in under ten minutes. Quickly, she walked to the exhibit in progress, to be transferred outdoors when finished, she’d seen the last time she was here with the children. Species of Chihuahuan Desert cacti were represented in the greenhouse collection, preserved for biodiversity conserva157
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 tion. She crouched behind an oversized, glass-covered information podium, where she wouldn’t be seen by anyone when the center officially closed. Last night, during the endless hours without sleep, she’d realized that the tunnel from Rex’s room could be indicative of others. Perhaps the reason she’d never discovered where Rex kept his secrets was because his true ‘office’ was underground. She’d seen many hatches, like the one she’d come out from, around El Malo. Like most people, she’d assumed them to be manhole covers. She knew her report to her superiors would suggest the same to them, and perhaps they would discover what had eluded them for so long, buried deep beneath the town Rex had established and built. The basement of the Kovac Research Center was assuredly underground, and might be part of a vast tunnel system. If she could just find evidence of that, she would have something to present to her superiors when they came to extract her. Tanya waited in the unfinished exhibit long after the voice on the intercom announced the closing of the center, advising visitors to the exits immediately, and thanking them for their interest and support. Janitors came by and guards— keys jingling on their belts—passed. As soon as the building fell tomb-silent, she slipped out and made her way in the night-lighting down to the basement level. She’d expected to encounter trouble along the way, yet she went unimpeded. Once she made it to the basement, where she walked even more carefully, though her shoes were soft and made little more than a whisper of sound on the concrete, she began using her security alarm circumventor to get into some of the labs. All of them had signs that said ‘unoccupied’ or ‘occupied’ on them. She avoided those occupied. In the others, she 158
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 found nothing beyond the conservation projects the center was known for. Discouraged, she nevertheless continued—almost walking right into a guard once, before checking her steps—until she found herself in a deserted area leading to a dead end. The lighting was even more faint, so she got out her flashlight. The walls were made of steel, and, set inside the middle of the dead end was a solid block of steel, separated on both sides from the walls. A door? When she saw in the center of this structure a thumbprint pad and an infrared eye—an extremely sophisticated retinal scan, she realized—she knew she’d found something. Unfortunately, her device wouldn’t work to open this particular door. Only an authorized fingerprint and retinal scan would work without setting off the doubtlessly sophisticated alarms. Could she get Rex’s fingerprint? She believed she could…but she’d never been trained in fooling a retinal scan device. Nothing short of convincing Rex to bring her here— impossible—or taking his eyeball would suffice. But she made a note of the location of this door, planning to make one more drop at the earring boutique before she went home… A hand covered her mouth, an arm locking around her waist, and her instinctive scream was muffled against it.
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 Chapter 39 “Can you get inside?” Her head turned toward him at the sound of his whispered voice at her ear. Hunter knew she recognized him, and she stopped struggling. “How did you…” came out incoherent just before he lowered his hand. She sagged back against him in relief. “I followed you. We’re alone. How did you get away?” Though he expected her to fight to be released from his hold, she didn’t. And it felt too damn good to hold her again for him to step away. “I used my privileges as Mrs. Rex Kovac. I was already in the car when the guard caught me, and I told him that I wanted to buy lingerie for Rex’s return, that I did not want to be surrounded by his goons while doing so. I left instructions for the children—” “What instructions?” She turned toward him, and he reluctantly let her go. She gasped at the sight of him. “What…what happened to you?” He knew she referred to the marks Carrera’s men had made on this face. She couldn’t see the bruises on the rest of his body. “Trouble. I’m okay. What instructions?” “If I do not return by nightfall, the children should use the tunnel to escape the house.” 160
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 “What tunnel?” “I discovered a tunnel from Rex’s bedroom suite. It leads outside the perimeter wall. It made me think other hatches around El Malo could also be tunnels he uses. This one here could also be a tunnel to something incriminating.” Hunter had to give her kudos. For a green agent, especially one as out of practice as she was, she’d done good work discovering something the Network hadn’t come up with a hint of, even with all their ground satellite technology. “Can you get inside?” he asked her. She shook her head. “As you discovered, all the stealth equipment I have is six years old. My circumventor will not provide the required fingerprint and retinal scan. It would set off the security alarm.” Hunter nodded. “This isn’t part of the regular research or lab areas. I’ve been here before, when I accessed their personnel clearance files. Only one person can enter through this door.” “I know I could get a fingerprint from Rex, but not…” “It’s won’t be Kovac. I’m sure Carrera’s the only one with clearance. If Kovac needed to get in, he’d have his top man with him.” He glanced back at her in the semi-darkness. “I think my sister’s behind this door.” Pain filled her smoky eyes, as if he’d wounded her with his words. “Tanya…the way you feel about Kovac’s kids… There’s nothing you wouldn’t do to protect them, save them. It’s how I feel about my sister. I was there when she was born. My mother put her in my arms and told me that I was responsible for her. I was seven years old, but my sister was so tiny, helpless… And they didn’t care about anything but the next deal, the money. Celine is all I’ve got. I won’t let her go. I won’t give her up when I’m the last person on the earth she trusts. I’m the only man who can save her.” 161
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 “The most dangerous man in the world,” Tanya whispered, and he noticed that tears shone in her eyes. For a long minute, their gazes locked and held. Her gaze reflected what he never expected or even deserved from her again— compassion. “You love her.” Hunter took a step closer. “More than my life. I’ve spent my life protecting her, like you’ve spent the last five years protecting the children of a madman. Children who now love and trust you above all others.” She closed her eyes and nodded. “You must save Celine.” He couldn’t resist another moment. Easing her into his arms, alert for any protest, he laid his forehead against hers. “Can you understand what drives me, Tanya?” She sighed, inclining her head slightly. “Can we go somewhere, Hunter? Can we be alone?” “There’s only one place we can safe right now. A Network safe house a couple miles from here.” They would be alerted to him, but he was close enough to finding Celine now that it didn’t matter. In fact, their intervention could be crucial. “The children…” “It won’t be nightfall for a couple hours. We’ll go to the hatch and be waiting for them by then.” Knowing that now he deceived her, even as he prepared to love her and give her every part of him but the remainder needed to rescue Celine, he led her out and they escaped, unseen.
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 Chapter 40 She’d been the one to suggest this, he’d agreed to it…but Tanya couldn’t escape the fact that she didn’t know where she stood with him. If she meant anything at all to him beyond his belief that she could help him rescue his sister. That seemed his only goal. Uncertainly, she watched him jump out of the old Jeep when he stopped seemingly in the middle of nowhere. “I’m going to transmit the location of that door at the KRC to the Network. It’ll only take a second. Then we’ll go to my safe house.” She nodded without a word. Was it right to be jealous of Celine? At this moment, it seemed no better than her mother’s jealousy of her. Hunter loved his sister and would stop at nothing to rescue her. That was commendable. But where did he draw the line between blood-loyalty and obsession? Tanya hated her jealousy, yet she couldn’t shake the truth. She’d become completely vulnerable to this man. He held her heart, while she held nothing. As he’d said, within barely a moment, he came back and they tore away. The ‘safe house’ he took her to was nothing like a house. It resembled an abandoned warehouse with a chain link fence. 163
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 “Once I unlock it, pull the Jeep in,” he ordered, and she slid over behind the wheel. She watched him unlock and remove the padlock, then push open the gate. She drove through it. When she turned back to look at him, he’d threaded the heavy chain the opposite way in the closed gate and put the padlock on the inside. He motioned for her to go forward. Turning toward the warehouse, she saw that he’d opened the garage door. She drove inside, into the darkness. Only after the door was closed did he turn on security lights. The blue glow seemed a cold illumination. He went to a panel and keyed into it. She knew he was making sure the security perimeters were active and working properly. These would be their last moments alone together. Her heart twisted at the shattering realization. Even if he didn’t love her, even if it wasn’t real between them, she wanted her dream. She wanted to stay forever in the fragile glass bottle where they’d shared love. Walking to him, she reached for the switch he’d put up to turn on the lights. “Like it was,” she murmured. Silence echoed back to her while she waited for his reciprocation. Surprising her, the lights came back on. He stood only inches from her, his face impassioned. “Like it is, mi corazón.” Tanya gasped at his words and the way he reached for her. Why would he call her his heart? She lowered her head against his chest, fighting the tears that raged. “I do not know what you feel, Hunter. If you feel for me. What you would give for this? Just to be together?” His hand captured her cheek, lifting her face to his bruised and battered one. He hadn’t wanted to admit who beat him so badly. Was it Carrera? Or Network operatives he escaped from? “What would you give, Tanya?” 164
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 “I would do everything. Anything. You are my heart. You have been since that first kiss. You took my heart and possessed it then. I cannot get it back. I do not want it back.” Love me! Love me the way you love Celine. For the first time, she noticed his eyes were no longer obsidian. They were a beautiful blue-green color. And they were filled with heart-wrenching pain. “There is no life in the Network, Tanya. I’ve had that drilled into me since I was recruited. No life, outside of duty and the pursuit of justice. No love. No safety. I’m a renegade. I’m the last thing you need.” She cuddled closer to him, and the way he held her tighter convinced her his words were genuine. “You are a renegade, my love, and I am your rose.” Torment gripped his expression when he stared down at her. “My Spanish Rose. My beautiful Spanish Rose. I never intended any of this. I never wanted to feel again. Not when I know I’ll lose.” “Now you feel?” she asked desperately. “You feel something now? For me?” “It was all real, Tanya. My love for you is real.” The words soared through her heart and soul, administering healing and increasing her own love. “Then you will never lose me, Hunter.” He shook his head. “I never wanna leave you. But I have to save Celine.” This time the razor didn’t cut nearly as deep. “I can help you, my love.” “It’s too dangerous. How can I ask you? How can I risk you?” “I’ll get the fingerprint and retinal scan from Carrera. I can do it.” “I have the equipment you need. I’ll show you how to do it.” 165
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 “But these things, will they be enough to get your sister back?” Drawing a long, obviously painful breath, he shook his head. She’d known it wouldn’t be enough. This wouldn’t be anywhere near simple. A look of hot shame filled his face. “What do we need to do?” she whispered. Instead of answering, he grasped her face and brought it closer. She saw his eyes close as he nuzzled her cheeks, then kissed her. Fear exploded inside her, but she wasn’t sure what made her feel it so strongly. “Hunter?” she begged. “If Kovac believes I’ve kidnapped you…” His eyes popped open so he could gauge her reaction carefully. She stopped breathing on the words. Kidnapped? Dear God, has he—has he planned this? He had to have. “When?” she murmured. “When you don’t return in a few hours, Carrera will inform his boss you’re missing. I’ve arranged a witness who’ll tell them you were forcibly removed from the earring boutique.” The owner. The Network operative playing both sides. “But you are on the outside,” she insisted. “Would she help you?” “I didn’t give her a choice. The Network may abandon me and Celine, but they won’t risk letting Kovac slip through their fingers. She’ll do it. It won’t take Carrera long to figure out I’m the one who took you. Kovac’s men have been on to me for a while. They caught me coming out of the central air vents.” “That is how you were getting to my suite?” He nodded. She couldn’t stay next to him. Her legs felt weak and unable to support her for even an instant longer. She stumbled 166
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 forward and sank onto the cot nearby. Uncertainty filled her. He’d already arranged this—even before she agreed. Were his words of love just lies to get her to go along with this? Once he retrieved Celine, he’d leave her for dead. He’d forget she ever existed. What if I do not agree? Numbly, she asked, “What then? What will happen when my husband believes I have been kidnapped? Do you believe he will bargain for me with your sister?” “You’re what matters most to him in the world, Tanya.” She swallowed a wash of acid that filled her throat. “His shining jewel,” she spit, looking up at him with fire behind her eyes. “And what will you do, Hunter? Will you give me back to Rex for your precious sister?” When she saw him move, all she wanted to do was get away and she leaped from the cot. But he caught her effortlessly, and she collapsed against his body, abhorred the hate blossoming inside her almost as much as she disgusted herself for still loving him. Where was there to run? Only to the man she most despised, the man she’d married against her will— for the good of others. Going back to Rex couldn’t be an option. “I won’t let him hurt you, Tanya. I promise,” he insisted harshly, enveloping her back against his chest. Rigid as she stood in his embrace, he held her firmly, yet with the tenderness only he had shown her. So long had she been without it. “If it is a choice between me and Celine? Do not lie to me.” “I’ll always come for you, Tanya. I promise you that. No matter what happens, I’ll come for you. I’ll die before I let him hurt you again.”
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 After Celine is safe, only then will he come for me. In the meantime…I will be in the hell my mother, the Network, put me in, with the Black Pope injecting his evil inside me. “What about the children? Am I to abandon them to save your sister as well?” “It’s already been arranged. My witness is delivering the lingerie you ordered to the Kovac mansion. She’ll get a note to the children for them to stay put until you come for them. They’ll be safe.” “I need to be sure.” “Trust me.” She looked back at him. “How can I?” Hunter drew her around to face him. “Celine and I never had any choice when we entered the Network. It was either accept their offer, or your husband would kill us, like he killed our parents. Everything I’ve done has been to ensure that other children would never have to go through what Celine and I did. I won’t abandon Alano and Vina, no more than you will. Trust me.” “I never had any choice about entering the Network either.” “They shouldn’t have put you in with so little training.” “You understand,” Tanya said simply. She could see he wanted her to believe him. “I understand, but it’s too late for me. As soon as Celine is found, I’ll do everything I can to make sure you’re free.” Freedom. Without love. Tanya no longer knew for sure what she wanted. She comprehended only that she couldn’t trust him fully. Nevertheless, he was the only one who could help her save the children and escape Rex Kovac. “I will help you save your sister if you will promise to save the children.” 168
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 His eyes were sad, and when he kissed her far too lovingly, the last piece of her soul shattered.
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 Chapter 41 The headache he’d endured since waking up in Medical had increased after Carrera’s recent beating. In addition to the wounds he’d suffered from shrapnel, his head swelled from the punches he received. The blinding, ruthless ache made his eyes water as he arranged the equipment he needed to make the transmission. “Are you all right?” Tanya asked. He’d felt her gaze on him throughout his silent preparations. His betrayal had obviously destroyed something inside of her. But what choice did he have? When he kept his promise to save the children and her… If. If you keep your promise. She doesn’t believe you will. But only death will make those promises go unfulfilled. Unfortunately, that’s a very real possibility. I no longer feel up to doing what I need to do. Somehow he had to do this. He had to be well enough. “Headache.” “Carrera’s men did it, did they not?” “I had to tell him my intentions were a one-night stand with the bosses’ wife but she rebuffed me.” Stricken horror filled her expression. He didn’t doubt that she felt guilty about the beating, as if it was somehow her fault. 170
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 “I couldn’t admit I’m a Network operative or that I’m looking for my sister. Carrera suspected my interest was in you, and I reinforced it.” “Of course.” He stood up straight. “This is ready.” In silent awareness of the step they were about to take, she watched him drag a chair in front of the camera. She rose while he retrieved the cord of rope. Going to sit in the chair, she put her arms behind her back. “It would be more convincing if you hit me,” she said softly without looking at him. “If he saw blood.” He’d considered the same thing and discarded it. He couldn’t hit Tanya. Arranging the sight of blood in the camera but no evidence of it would confuse Kovac when he had Tanya back and didn’t see a mark on her, but it was a risk Hunter had to take. “You have to do it,” she said, her tone more forceful. Behind that, he sensed a contradictory anger warring with the sense of defeat inside her. Her expression looked consumed with it. Hunter knew then that she’d resigned herself to a life of no escape from Rex Kovac—not from Hunter or the Network. “Kovac won’t hurt you,” he said softly. “Not at first.” “He has before.” “What?” “The first time I danced in his nightclub when he was not there… The one time he caught me snooping around in his office… He beat me with a whip both times. You believe he sees me as a precious jewel to be protected. The truth is, he sees me as property that he controls. When he can no longer control me, he will kill me. It is as simple as that. And that is why you must make sure there is blood. If you want to save me from his cruelty, you must hit me. Otherwise he will be171
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 lieve I have submitted to this. Carrera will tell him that we are lovers.” Fury and frustration burned inside Hunter as he considered what he’d wanted to convince himself couldn’t be true. He’d wanted to believe Kovac sheltered and fawned over Tanya. Easier to believe that. No, he couldn’t allow Kovac to believe Tanya had taken a lover and run off to be with him, only to have him turn on her because he had an agenda. Together, he and Tanya had to convince Kovac of exactly the same groundwork Hunter had laid previously: That he’d pursued her, intent on getting his sister back by seducing Kovac’s wife, she’d rebuffed him, and, in fury, he’d kidnapped her so he could trade her for Celine. Hunter turned away, hating himself and knowing the only way to do this was fast and hard enough the first time because he knew he couldn’t do it twice. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much. When he faced her again, he sent his fist in a powerful arc, catching her cheek and her jaw, and making her head slam aside and then backward. Luckily, she sat on a chair in the center of the room, so she didn’t hit her head on anything. He grabbed the chair so it wouldn’t topple over. Instantly, her face began to swell, blazing red where his punch impacted. Hunter dropped to his knees before her, apologizing. Her head had fallen forward, and for a moment he thought she’d passed out. But then she moaned. “Tanya, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I’ll never hurt you again.” “I’m all right,” she said, her words muffled in pain. Blood gushed out of her mouth from where her teeth had cut her lip. He wanted nothing more than to heal her, clean her up, hold her. But she went on. “We have to…now, Hunter.” 172
 
 Renegade’s Rose: Book 6 of the Incognito Series
 
 He took a deep breath, rising to his feet. “Don’t talk until I tell you to.” She nodded, seemingly unable to do more. In one of his many treks through Kovac’s house, he’d slipped into the central location Carrera used for security. He’d inserted a device into the computer there that would allow him to link into the house surveillance system from anywhere outside, bypassing all of their cameras for his own. While he’d never wanted to move to Plan B, he nevertheless set everything up for allowing himself access, and to pick up audio. He made the connection now, then went back around to the front of the camera he’d set up before Tanya. He imagined his face suddenly filling all of their monitors. “Carrera, it is I, the humble gardener. Do you read me?” He waited a few beats, then tried his hail again. Crackling prefaced Carrera’s voice filling and echoing around the building. “How did you tap into this system?” “You’ll figure it out. Get your boss Kovac. Now. Or his precious wife will add a few more bruises to her collection.” Another crackle signaled that Carrera had followed his orders. Hunter didn’t dare to glance at Tanya. He had to stay in role. If he looked at her, he was afraid they’d see tenderness in his gaze. Several minutes passed, then Kovac’s voice filled the room. “You are not a humble gardener.” “No. I want my sister back.” Silence—for several moments. “Hunter Savage. Very clever. You fooled my head of security. That is not an easy thing to do. You have defected from your conceited organization when they refused to extract your sister—yes, even I have heard their rumblings against you for betraying them. Show me my wife.” 173
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 Hunter stepped aside so the camera would focus on Tanya tied to the chair. “Tanya,” Kovac called, “are you all right?” His voice seemed to wake her, and her head jerked upright. Terror filled her eyes as she blinked against the lights. Then she glanced wide-eyed at Hunter. “Help me,” she murmured. “Savage, if you hurt one hair on her head…” Kovac growled. “Too late. Tit for tat for whatever I know you’ve done to Celine. Now, are you ready to bargain?”
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 Chapter 42 Hunter played his part consummately, making Rex believe he’d kill her as easily as he’d look at her. His lack of care for her lasted throughout the planning. Hunter gave coordinates and the time—midnight—for making the switch. “You come alone with Celine, Kovac. That’s my stipulation. I’ll come alone with your wife. If I see even a glimpse of anyone else in the air or on the ground, the lovely Señora Kovac will be food for desert scavengers.” Tanya blinked against tears, wondering why his cold words hurt her so much worse than her throbbing face and mouth. Had he just pretended to hate himself for hitting her the way they both knew he had to to make this legitimate? She’d been convinced…until now. “Agreed,” Kovac said in what she recognized as his calculating way. “And if I catch of glimpse of anyone else, even a pizza delivery boy, your precious sister will not survive it. Oh, and I will not be returning the formula, Señor Savage.” Hunter didn’t pause for an instant. “I want my sister back. I’m no longer concerned about my former employer’s mission.” “Then we have a deal.” Hunter pulled the plug on the connection to Rex and Carrera. When the camera had been switched off, he came to 175
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 her and quickly began to untie her. “Are you all right?” he asked with a warmth his voice hadn’t harbored a moment ago. How much confusion do I have to endure? Does he love me, or is he merely a machine of the Network’s making? “Hunter Savage…that is your name?” He seemed surprised by her question, but then he nodded. “Who are you, Hunter Savage?” She watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he swallowed. His expression appeared far away when he said, “Level 1. Fifth in Command.” She hid her surprise. He had power within the organization. She hadn’t realized he was so high up in ranks. “The most dangerous man in the world.” Tanya held her breath on his hushed words. “Forbidden to love and always needing it…in a place where nothing can take the place of our duty. Nothing.” He’d been hurt. Tanya sensed it, and yet she remembered him saying he and his sister had been inducted into the Network as children. He now said that the Network forbade love. Nevertheless, he had loved. How deeply? Does he need my love? I cannot let myself feel this intensely, not when I may never escape my fate. I cannot allow myself to believe anything he says. “We will be defenseless without back-up,” she spoke softly, trying to match his professionalism. “You know Rex will never come alone.” He’d freed her and kneeled before her again, tenderly massaging her arms and legs where he’d tied her. She wanted to cry, but a steel part of herself she didn’t recognize wouldn’t permit it. She had to be ruthless. As Hunter when it came to his cause. As Rex proved himself time and again beneath his oh-so-charming manners. 176
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 Without glancing at her, Hunter nodded his certainty that Rex would never come to this exchange alone, Celine in tow. He would have backup out of sight in all directions. She noticed again that Hunter seemed to be wincing. He was in pain. Of that, she could have no doubt. From the beating Carrera’s men had given him because of her? “What has happened to you?” she asked, and now he looked up at her. “Head—head trauma.” “From Carrera?” He shook his head. “The last mission…I found Kovac. Locating him has been almost impossible since…” Again, he shook his head, remembering. “Well, he’s a cipher. So when I got a solid location on him, I wasn’t thinking straight. I wanted to be the one to nail him, prove that I’m his equal.” His face twisted in ironic self-disgust. “I knew as soon as we infiltrated that he wasn’t there and it was a trap, but I couldn’t let it go. I thought if I could find a trace, I could go after him again. But Kovac planned well. He blew the place. The blast caught me—I was in its detonation range. Apparently, I was riddled with shrapnel. Still carrying a shard. They couldn’t remove it all without taking risks that could mean my death. I’m too valuable to them for that. So they’re hoping the last piece won’t cause trouble.” “When did this happen?” Tanya asked in shock, wanting to reach for him soothingly but not certain if he wanted her sympathy—or that she had the capacity to pull back once she took that step. “Not long ago. Few weeks. I’m not recovered. But I can do this. All I have to do is get Celine a half mile away from the area. The Network has to know where I am now, they know this is the end game, and they have the coordinates I gave Kovac. They’ll retrieve Celine, get the formula if it’s in the 177
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 KRC, and I’ll go after Kovac. I can save you and the children, Tanya. Just trust me. Promise me you won’t doubt me.” He cradled the side of her face that didn’t ache. “We’ll have to leave this untreated.” She nodded. Trust him to free me and the children? Or to punish Rex for what he did to his sister? Tanya no longer knew what was black, what was white, what was real or simply hoped for. The only person she could trust was herself.
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 Chapter 43 “What is that?” Tanya asked, inclining her head at the device he held in his right hand while he drove with the left. The small monitor showed a red dot and green lines on the LCD screen. The red light blinked, sending outward pulses. “It’s a tracking device. Celine and I are imbedded with chips so we can find each other at all times. The red is her chip. The green is the geography around her location.” “The coordinates you gave the Network and Rex?” Tanya guessed. He nodded, and explained how Celine’s location hadn’t moved either. That this was also the area of the Chihuahua Desert, not more than a few miles from El Malo where he’d set his explosives. “I thought she was buried alive—nothing else made sense because she’s here yet she’s not. But when you discovered that Kovac’s using underground tunnels around El Malo, I figured he must have an entire burrow system underground. It’s why we could never locate his headquarters. That securitylocked door in the basement of the KRC must be an underground passageway that leads to this area.” “You conveyed this when you sent the transmission to the Network?” 179
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 He nodded. The Network had the means to discover the burrow now that they knew it existed and could lock on its general location. Slowing down the Jeep miles from the place where Kovac agreed to make the exchange, he set aside the tracker, then he opened the box between them on the seat. He took out a gun inside a thigh holster. “Lift your leg,” he ordered, and she willingly lifted the leg nearest him. He pushed the skirt of her dress up to her pelvis, revealing to the full moon an endless expanse of creamy, smooth thigh, then slid the holster material beneath her. Velcro secured the gun in place on her thigh. “I know you’ll probably never forgive me for this, Tanya, but it’s what I have to do. I can’t change the way it works. I’ve been taught that love is an illusion and loyalty is the only reality operatives have. It’s what I taught new recruits, but I could never seem to take my own advice. Even when I tried to deny myself and make myself into an unfeeling machine, I needed a woman’s soft touch. It can’t be found in the Network. I never found it until I found you, Tanya. I’ll give my life to rescue you and protect you along with the children. Believe that if you can’t believe anything else about me.” “After you have Celine?” she said unemotionally, completely unaware he felt her words like knives inside his already splitting skull and splintered heart. “It’s not a choice between the two of you. It’s fulfilling the obligations I’ve made in the order I made them. This is the only way to save Celine.” “I have no desire to be your obligation, Hunter.” “I love you. That produces an obligation. I’ll die before I let Kovac hurt you again. If it kills me, I’ll save you. You don’t have to accept that now. You can wait for the proof. I…” He faced forward again. “I don’t expect anything else.” He put the Jeep in gear again. The grinding of gears in the old vehicle vibrated inside his head. Why did he feel like some180
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 thing was moving inside his skull, drawing down to the back of his head? And trying to make him black out in the process. One way or another, he had to be all right until he did everything he had to do. He’d never need anything more than to know Celine, Tanya and the children were free. When they arrived at the location, Hunter felt a weight as heavy as a semi settle on his chest. If what he expected to happen did, Kovac and Celine would emerge—not from the road or the sky—but from the ground. The only thing left to do was wait.
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 Chapter 44 Standing beside the Jeep, Hunter again lifted the night vision goggles, scanning the area from all sides. The moon spilled light into the Jeep, and Tanya glanced down at her skirt covering her legs. She should test that the gun was secure before Rex arrived by standing and see how it felt. The clanging sound of steel stopped her dead, and she turned toward the sound. In the sand, about a hundred feet away, a manhole cover opened. Hunter came to Tanya’s side in an instant, and together they watched a tall, lithe young woman with long blond hair emerge from the hole. She had a cloth over her eyes and her hands were cuffed in front of her, so her passage up and out was a stumbling one. She fell to the ground when a hand behind her gave her a shove. Then Rex emerged from the hole, dressed in one of his thousand-dollar suits, immaculately presented. He rearranged a cuff before reaching down to unceremoniously haul the woman to her feet. Hunter took hold of Tanya’s arm and roughly helped her out of the Jeep. He’d said he believed Rex had a helicopter in the Sierra Madre Occidental somewhere, down and waiting for his signal. If the Network had gotten his communiqué, they would also be standing by in the distance. 182
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 Dragging Tanya beside him, Hunter closed in on Rex, who shook his head at him, tsking. “The most dangerous man in the world? Is that your unofficial title, Señor Savage? Felled by love of a sister.” Hunter shrugged. “Possessions are taken seriously by both of us, wouldn’t you say?” He came to a stop about eight feet away from Rex and Celine. Tanya halted beside him. Soon, he would give her to Rex. She would take those steps as if she wanted to. What am I doing? Why have I chosen to do this? For freedom. For love. Dios bueno. Mutually, the men reached for the bindings. Hunter didn’t look at her while he untied her. She forced herself to concentrate on the sound of Celine’s handcuffs opening nearby. With that task completed, the men both nodded. Rex shoved Celine, still blindfolded, in the direction of Hunter while Hunter didn’t do anything at all. Tanya willed herself forward, somehow forcing a scream back as her eyes met Rex’s cold, black ones. He only looked at her for an instant, and, in that short time, she understood exactly what fate awaited her. He would grill her relentlessly when they returned to the house, trying to ascertain whether Hunter had ‘soiled’ her. He wouldn’t believe she remained pure. He would punish her… “Abajo el túnel. Ahora,” he said, jerking his head toward the tunnel. She knew he wanted her to follow it to the end, where Carrera or one of his goons would be waiting to take her home. Gritting her teeth, she grasped the manhole cover, then glanced back to see Hunter receiving his sister, taking off her blindfold. His expression could only be described as odd.
 
 183
 
 Renegade’s Rose: Book 6 of the Incognito Series
 
 Agony of tsunami proportions welled inside her chest. She’d lost everything. Everything. She’d lost what she’d never had. Rex’s voice made her turn her head toward him. She saw him reaching into his suit jacket…withdrawing a gun and his radio. “And now…you did not really believe I would let you escape, Señor Savage? I have waited for too long for this moment.” Tanya had never before had the instantaneous decisionmaking skills and reflexes the Network had tried to instill in her in one short year. For the first time, she made a decision and acted on it before she became consciously aware of what she was doing. She slipped a hand up the hem of her skirt and yanked the gun out of the holster. Both Hunter and Rex were alerted by the tearing sound of the Velcro. For an instant, she aimed the weapon on Hunter, who didn’t seem in the least surprised or alarmed. Rex had pivoted in response. He’d seen her aiming at Hunter. Smiling, she turned the gun on him. “So sorry, darling. This is for five years of hell.” She shot him in the chest once, and then Hunter ran toward her, his hand pulling his sister along. She saw Rex fall back, clutching his chest. Hunter leaned over him and took the gun from his hand, shoving him all the way to the ground with a dusty boot. Raising his head, he said to both her and Celine, “Get down the tunnel. Fast.” It was then that Tanya heard a helicopter drawing near. With one hand, she lowered herself to the ladder of the tunnel and began climbing. She looked up only once to see Celine above her, and Hunter pulling the manhole cover closed behind him. The tunnel was plunged into darkness.
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 Tanya gasped and descended faster. But then an explosion rocked the earth. She lost her grip and fell into the abyss of black beneath her.
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 Chapter 45 Hunter clung to the ladder while the earth quaked ruthlessly following his detonation of the explosives he’d set on the surface area. Below him, he felt ‘Celine’ also hanging on for dear life. Tanya cried, a brief and terrified sound that made him realize she’d lost her grip on the ladder. She was falling, he didn’t know how far, down the tunnel. “Climb down!” he shouted, ignoring the sizeable tremors still happening around them. His supposed sister did as she was told, and he warned her to be careful when she got off the ladder. “Tanya fell. She’s down there somewhere.” “Hold on,” she called up to him. He halted, and, a moment later, she ignited a flare stick. She threw it down, then she began her descent again, this time more rapidly with some light reaching up to them. He saw Tanya on the floor of the tunnel, lying at an awkward angle. ‘Celine’ got to her first and asked, “Can you move? Is it bad?” “I thought you were a doctor?” Tanya moaned. “This isn’t my sister,” Hunter told Tanya, kneeling beside her. “It’s Lucy Carlton, an abeyance operative.” He didn’t bother looking at the woman his superiors had gone to a lot of trouble to make look like Celine. Lucy Carl186
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 ton, the Rebellion Hellion. Even in those final minutes between the time Lucy was called off the Black Pope mission and they shipped out, their superiors had gone to considerable effort to secure the illusion. He’d observed something familiar about Lucy all these months, but he couldn’t pinpoint what niggled at him. He saw now that she looked almost identical to Celine. How could he have missed the obvious? Then again, without being privy to his superiors’ intentions, why would he come to the conclusion that an abeyance operative was inexplicably starting to resemble his only flesh and blood relative? When he’d removed the blindfold of who he thought was his sister and saw the truth, he’d acknowledged what must have happened. Celine had gone straight to Angelo about sending a medical team in to work the perimeter on the Black Pope assignment. Angelo agreed, but refused to let her accompany it. Instead, he put Lucy in Celine’s role, somehow realizing R.E.D. would take her from there. His superiors had been aware that R.E.D. was targeting his sister—for the formula. Hoping to dangle the bait, they’d waited for the terrorist organization to make their move. He could easily guess what the regime was at that point. They’d prepared Lucy—an abeyance operative would be expendable the way Celine wasn’t—for her role with reconstructive surgery, the drastic change in hair color, leaning her out with diet and exercise. They must have also given her some medical training that might be needed to convince R.E.D. she really was Celine. No doubt Lucy had viewed this as her last chance to redeem herself, even though she probably hadn’t had a choice about doing it. Hunter had never had a chance. Knowing he’d been duped, that he hadn’t been consulted about any part of this mission, infuriated him. But he understood why they’d done 187
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 it. To extract their deep cover op, Susana Ortega, take down Kovac and get the formula back, they had to let Hunter act outside of their influence. Kovac, and no doubt countless other terrorist groups, had been spreading the rumor started by Hunter’s superiors. Hunter Savage, the most dangerous man in the world, had gone renegade. The Network’s attempt to bring Hunter back in had to have been a ruse. The operatives who’d been instructed to carry out his extraction hadn’t been told to let him escape and make it look authentic. That would have been too easy—and Hunter would have realized it was a ruse immediately. His superiors laid a trail of bread crumbs the whole way, and he’d followed the path exactly the way they knew he would. If there was one thing the Network Powers-That-Be excelled at, it was master chessmanship. They could predict a person’s move down to the final stroke. They even seemed to know when someone would act against character. He’d seen them do it flawlessly for eighteen years. And he’d been aware that he wasn’t part of their elite circle yet. He didn’t have their power. Holding back from him full knowledge, the way they hadn’t Roan Emory, told him he hadn’t made the cut yet. Only a small handful in command possessed that kind of clearance. It was obvious to Hunter now that that the Network had known about his and Celine’s secret, implanted chips all along, but they’d allowed it for their own reasons. They wouldn’t have had to remove Celine’s secret chip and inserted it into Lucy to keep up this charade. All they’d have to do was re-calibrate Lucy’s chip to Celine’s identification code, then re-calibrate Celine’s secret chip to another code. Celine wouldn’t have gone along with any of it, Hunter knew. Which meant she knew nothing about any of it. If she’d been privy to the plan, she would have come to him secretly be188
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 fore, during or after it went into play to warn him. Celine had to be safe back in the compound or on assignment somewhere and unaware of his situation. The Network wouldn’t have allowed any part of it to leak to her wherever she was. Hunter acknowledged that their superiors ran all the simulations concerning the consequences of having R.E.D. kidnap Celine, ascertaining every possible angle. In each sim, Hunter would go after his sister, regardless of his own physical condition. His superiors had risked his life, aware that he’d refuse to abandon the Black Pope mission until he’d found a trace to follow. They’d expected him to defect from the Network to rescue his sister. They must have believed he wouldn’t fail because he would stop at nothing to save Celine and make Kovac pay for his serious lack of judgment. The most probable sim would have also confirmed that Hunter would attempt to kidnap Kovac’s wife to get Celine back. In the process, he would extract their undercover agent. If previous experience held true this time, they’d received his communiqué and they would have teams waiting at the surface to finish this. They’d all been used, and the realization burned him like fury and humiliation. This mission had been in the making for a long time. That was further evidenced by Tanya’s initial belief that he was her Eduardo. Their superiors must have known about that relationship, known Tanya would assume he was Eduardo and would trust him for that reason, agreeing to the kidnapping in the end because of her feelings for him. Though he doubted they’d expected her to perform so admirably. This was how the Network maneuvered. Always had, always would. His anger didn’t accompany surprise about that. Unless the Network turned its back on him now, when he was counting on them most, he couldn’t and wouldn’t turn his 189
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 back on them. Besides, this was his moment to shine. It was Tanya’s time to prove herself, and Lucy’s to survive. If he pulled this off, he’d gain the respect of everyone who doubted he could replace Emory, and he’d demand his due power. He’d demand his place as the most dangerous man in the world. Tanya would be free to make a choice whether to leave the Network or stay and continue her training. And Lucy could begin again, this time never underestimating her superiors’ promise of success rewards or failure punishments. One thing bothering him was the question whether Angelo knew Rex Kovac, the notorious leader of Revolutionary Echelon Defenders, had been the one gunning for him and Celine all these years. Or was it mere coincidence? Hunter remembered Kovac’s comment about waiting too long to let him escape now. Kovac knew exactly who he and Celine were. And the Black Pope never kept enemies alive. “My leg,” Tanya said, sitting up. Hunter leaned over the one at an awkward angle and gently palpated it. “It’s not broken. You just landed on it badly. Let’s see if you can stand on it…carefully.” With Lucy on the other side of Tanya, they helped her to her feet and allowed her a few moments to test the leg. “I think I can walk on it,” she said, and proved it by limping away from them to retrieve the gun she’d dropped in her fall. While Hunter didn’t want to involve her in this, he already realized she wouldn’t allow herself to be on the outside of it anymore. The odds of three against an army would be a lot better than two anyway. Green as she was, she’d be able to calculate their odds. “If you think you can do this, we have to get the formula back. If they figure out the missing piece on their own, they could use it in terrorist activities untold. We can’t risk that. As soon as we have the formula, we’ll get the children.” 190
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 He didn’t expect Tanya to agree with helping him again, but she gave a decisive incline of her head. And he didn’t expect her to look so determined. “Okay.” He handed Lucy the gun he’d taken from Kovac, then told her to lead the way. “Now that I blew the perimeter on the surface, forward is the only way out of here. Kovac’s men will be closing in and possibly coming down on us from the hatch. They’ll also be at the end of this tunnel. Be ready for anything.” Lucy nodded, picking up the flare stick, still glowing. “Can you make it?” he asked Tanya, wanting to reach out and console her when he saw the cold look in her eyes. “Yes.” The two women started ahead, Tanya limping without complaint. The pain in his head had become torment wrapped in flames. If possible, it was worse than ever, and his eyes watered non-stop now as it punished him, threatening to take away his last chance to do what he was meant to in this life.
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 Chapter 46 The door at the end of the tunnel stood only a dozen yards ahead. Tanya was so focused on setting one foot carefully in front of the other, so determined to see this thing end, that she only half registered the groan of excruciating agony behind her. The woman who wasn’t Hunter’s sister but was another Network agent—this one on an abeyance mission— alerted Tanya to turn around. Behind them, Hunter had sunk to his knees and held his head in his hands. His groan had turned into a cry. By the time Tanya flew to him and kneeled beside him, ignoring her own hurt leg as she went down, his pain expressed itself in screams of torture. Tears streamed out of his eyes, down his twisted face as he tried to hold his head together. Though he couldn’t speak, Tanya knew instinctively that this was the injury he’d told her about earlier. “Is it the shrapnel?” she asked, but he was incapable of answering her. “What’s going on?” Lucy asked. “He was within range when an explosive went off not long ago. He still has shrapnel imbedded in him.” In his head, Tanya remembered. That was the cause of the headache, head trauma he’d called it, aptly so considering his screams. Had Carrera’s men made the shrapnel in his head shift? How had he functioned in this kind of pain since he defected? 192
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 Wanting to help him somehow, she set her gun down, then rose and tenderly eased his hands away from the back of his head. By ruffling the back of his hair, she uncovered a gaping wound that nearly made her gasp. Sticking out of it was a sharp metal fragment, surprisingly large considering the miniscule size she’d entertained when he told her. Hunter had said his doctors had deigned to remove some of it because it might kill him. How could he have done all he had outside of a hospital with something like this stuck in his head, clearly working its way out in excruciating increments? “Take it out,” he panted, halfway between an order and request. “No. I cannot. What if you bleed to death?” “It’ll kill me where it is, too. Help me.” He was begging her, and this time Tanya didn’t believe she could do it. He lifted his head and looked at the other woman. “Lucy…” She looked a little pale at the thought herself, but she moved forward at his request. “Pull it at the angle it’s coming out,” he managed raggedly. Lucy made a squeamish noise, but nevertheless did as she was told. Tanya watched in horror as her fingers closed over the fragment, using the other hand on his head above to brace. “On the count of three,” the woman said. “Do it.” Tanya clasped her hands over her mouth, wanting to cover her eyes instead. But she couldn’t. Not when she could lose… Lucy pulled, Tanya screamed helplessly in horror, and Hunter collapsed to the floor of the cold tunnel with a stifled grunt. Blood squirted out of the back of his head. Feeling hot 193
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 and terrified, Tanya rushed to him, shouting, “We need to stop the bleeding. Do you have…” She barely felt the tears streaming down her face. A moment later, Lucy handed her a handkerchief, still folded. Tanya removed the sweat-covered one tied across his forehead. She pressed Lucy’s against the wound, then used the other one to tie it in place, tightly, as tightly as she could to stop the bleeding. Above her, Lucy fished around in Hunter’s pack still on his back. A moment later, she broke open a smelling salt caplet and waved it under Hunter’s nose. Tanya didn’t expect him to rouse, but he did instantly. “Do you know your name?” Lucy asked, peering into his slightly dazed eyes. “Hunter…Savage. Did you get it?” She held out the bloody metal fragment, and Hunter took it from her palm. “No wonder it hurt so damn bad.” “How are you?” Tanya asked. “I don’t know. Like getting a huge splinter out. Relieved, but it still hurts.” He glanced at the operative. “Thanks.” Lucy didn’t look in the least bit pleased with herself. Given the choice, Tanya had no doubt she would have let someone else do it. “You need medical attention. Whatever we’re gonna do, we better do it fast. You’re not gonna last long, boss,” Lucy said. “You’re bleeding like a sieve.” He nodded, then turned to Tanya. She immediately offered her shoulder to help him up. At that moment, the steel door at the end of the tunnel passage swung open. None of them got the chance to retrieve their weapons. Carrera and his men flooded into the tunnel with automatic rifles. The goons retrieved their guns and Hunter’s backpack, leaving them huddled together in their 194
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 center. Then they backed away, forming two lines, one on each side of the tunnel. In shock, Tanya watched Rex enter through the door. She’d shot him. In the chest. At close range. How could he be alive? She watched him drop something on the floor of the tunnel. His eyes narrowed on her for only a moment, challenging. Then she knew what it was. He’d been wearing a Kevlar vest the whole time and it’d saved his life. In his brief gaze, Tanya comprehended that any affection he’d held for her had been shattered. He saw her as a betrayer. With Hunter’s arm over her shoulder, in a gesture of aid and concern, Rex could no longer doubt that all of this had been arranged with her cooperation. Picking up Hunter’s backpack, he tossed it at his right-hand man and said, “Take her back to the house. Trataré con ella para su traición más tarde.” Tanya didn’t doubt for a moment that he would take care of her later. She wouldn’t survive his ‘care’. Carrera moved toward her. Suddenly, she felt something thrust into her hand behind her back. She instinctively closed her fingers around the warm and sticky…sharp…object Hunter had passed to her. Then Carrera yanked her to her feet and shoved her ahead of him. She went down on her bad leg, and he hauled her up again. Helplessly, she turned back, searching out Hunter, and his gaze met hers. In their depths, she saw a promise. He would rescue her. But how? As Lucy had said, he wouldn’t last long because of his injuries and the bleeding. He couldn’t help her and she couldn’t help him.
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 Chapter 47 Despite knowing the gaping hole at the back of his head continued to bleed, the release of that piece of shrapnel had brought profound relief that belied any other resulting weakness. He had no doubt that Kovac would kill Tanya at the first available opportunity—he couldn’t allow that. At the very least, she had some weapon against whatever Carrera would do to her before his boss finished her off. The shard of shrapnel wasn’t much, but he’d used less in a bind. If she could get away for a little while, the Network might pick her up. Kovac smiled at him and Lucy. “And so now we are back where we were eighteen years ago. Do you remember how your papá begged for me to save his wife? Do you believe he would beg for the life of you and your sister?” “Híbrido,” Hunter spit. Kovac laughed heartily at that. “So you, too, have not forgotten our encounter. That is good, hijo, because I pride myself on being memorable to my enemies.” “Don’t worry, Kovac, your stench alone makes you memorable. And don’t call me ‘son’.” “As you wish.” He turned an animated gaze on Lucy. “You have been no help to us, my dear, since your own organization wiped the formula from your mind so you could not aid us in constructing the final piece. Enjoy your last moments 196
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 with your beloved brother who risked all to save you…for nothing.” Hunter saw the gun in Kovac’s hand raise and instinctively shoved Lucy out of the way. Kovac fired twice. One bullet slammed into his flesh like a conflagration. He closed his eyes, unable to look at Lucy. Kovac’s laughter echoed against the walls of the tunnel, telling Hunter the terrorist leader believed he’d badly wounded both of them. Then he ordered his men, “Have both hatches sealed. Let them suffer and rot in this hell.” Kovac’s men evacuated the tunnel, sealing it behind them, and plunging them back into darkness. “How bad did that bullet get you?” Lucy’s voice came beneath him. “Bad. I don’t know. Hurts to breathe. What about you?” “Thanks to you, that first shot missed its mark but he couldn’t tell that because you landed practically on top of me when he hit you.” She paused for an instant, and eased herself from under him. “Shit, you’re gonna bleed to death either from your head or your chest. What did you do that for?” “Do what for?” “What’d you throw me out of the way for? I mean…hell, Savage, I’m an abeyance op. You’re practically top dog. What do you care about me? Especially when you’re already injured.” She shoved something at him, and he knew it was her undershirt. She’d removed it so he could stem the bleeding in his side. Hunter let out a groaning chuckle that held little amusement. “Exactly. You’re the only one who can do anything to save us.” “So that’s why you did it?” He closed his eyes against the burning anguish. “It shocked me when I saw you and not Celine.” 197
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 “No shit.” “Our superiors put you on this mission to give you another shot—” “Wrong.” “What?” “I requested it.” “What do you mean? How could you have even known about it?” “I overheard Angelo talking to Lona Reznik in her office. They approached her about it months ago—you gotta admit, with some reconstructive surgery and a diet and exercise, she’d be a good choice for the transformation. They’re the same height. Celine’s slimmer, not as muscular, so she’d have to work on that. Hair color and stuff would’ve been a piece of cake once they did the facial surgery. But the bottom line was, Lona agreed out of duty, and, when I confronted her about it, she admitted she didn’t wanna do it. Thought she was too valuable, and, in the scheme of things, she probably is. Wasn’t hard to convince her that an abeyance op was the only choice for a no-contest mission like this. I knew if I could convince the Powers that I could do it, I’d be reinstated. Let’s face it, obeying orders after you screwed up ain’t gonna take you too far. In this place, ‘after the fact’ is too late. I was dead the day they caught me selling secrets to the Japs. This was gonna give me my resurrection.” Hunter swallowed the lump in his throat. He’d done his job and tried not to think about what it was like for abeyance operatives. After all, they’d messed up bad to get where they were. Those who couldn’t handle the Network shouldn’t be there, he’d convinced himself, because it was easier than realizing that a mistake could cost an operative his life. Often, it was as dangerous on the inside of the Network as on the outside. 198
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 “We’re not dead yet, Lucy,” he reminded her. “What can we do? The hatches are sealed, and we don’t have the code, or the equipment to bypass it. Kovac’s men will be waiting there for us anyway.” “Not after they seal the hatch. We don’t have any way out, remember? They know it as well as I do. And I’m not going anywhere.” The tunnel fell into silence as she considered what he’d said. “Did they break you?” he asked her, knowing Kovac’s men had tortured her these past few weeks. The reason he didn’t see the effects was because they’d used chemicals in an attempt to get what they wanted. “No. I told them my superiors wiped the recipe from my mind when we completed the formula, so I couldn’t be collateral to enemies. They didn’t find anything because there was nothing in here to find. I didn’t compromise or cave. I’m intact. But…” “What?” “I think they removed my transponder, but I’m not certain. They put me out for awhile, and, when I came to, my back hurt near the base of the spine. I was kept chained up and it seems healed now. I don’t know for sure.” Hunter thought about those last few minutes he’d had with Tanya before Kovac and who he thought was Celine emerged from the hatch. Lucy’s re-configured tracking chip signal hadn’t changed location, which made no sense, since she’d been moving—coming to the surface. That meant the chip had to have been removed, and it remained wherever she’d been held all this time. Find the chip and he’d find the lab. If he was lucky, the formula would be there. “What were your mission protocols?” 199
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 “Once you showed up, they’d already have my location since I’m implanted with a transponder. They’d move in and extract us. But they never figured R.E.D.’s headquarters were underground. I’ve probably been off the board since I was brought here.” “You were in this tunnel?” “No. Another one down here somewhere. I was in some kind of lab.” The one they were in had only two exits. So Lucy must have been kept close to this location, since the deep penetration transponder chip she was implanted with had continued to display her location near here for the last few weeks. “Would you recognize the lab if you saw it?” he asked, starting to feel a syrupy lethargy steal over him. He wanted only to sleep. Or let go and stop resisting the pull to slip away into the peaceful black velvet beckoning him. “Yeah, but only from the inside. The only time I left it was when Kovac came to get me, took me through this tunnel and out the hatch.” “The Network probably had time to get your location when you were topside,” he managed faintly. “I was only out for five minutes, if even,” she insisted, “and my chip was removed.” “I sent a transmission earlier. They’ll be topside by now.” “I don’t know,” Lucy said hopelessly. “I expected them to extract us during those five minutes, and there wasn’t the slightest sign that they were around. I feel it when they’re there.” So did Hunter. He hasn’t sensed their presence. At his lowest point, he began to wonder if their superiors had abandoned all of them—him, Tanya and Lucy. As unconsciousness claimed him, he no longer cared one way or another. 200
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 Chapter 48 Carrera expected her to ‘go quietly’ as the saying went. Tanya become tangibly aware of that fact when he didn’t bother handcuffing or restraining her in any way. He shoved her into the passenger’s side of the car. She instinctively put on her seatbelt while he went around to the driver’s seat. He tossed Hunter’s pack in the backseat, then, sliding into the driver’s seat, he cast her a lurid grin. He didn’t bother with his own seatbelt. She knew he relished what his boss would do to her for the unfaithfulness he’d suspected but couldn’t prove. Not for the first time, she wondered where Rex got these men without souls to do his immoral bidding. Fear wouldn’t restrain her this day, she determined in the minutes that passed as the road flew by. This would be the day of freedom if she only wanted it bad enough. Contrary to fear, for the first time in her life, she looked forward to being in control of her outcome. Turned toward the window, she put her clasped hands in her lap and waited anxiously for her cue to act. About a quarter mile from the main security gate of Rex’s home, she made her move. Grasping the ragged shard of metal, shaped like a tiny triangular tortilla chip, in her fingers as if she held a razor blade, she faced him. Hunter had 201
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 given this weapon to her when he had nothing else to aid her survival. The cursed source of his pain would be her blessed salvation. Sensing her gaze, Carrera pivoted his gaze toward her. She lifted the shrapnel and slammed the sharpest point deep into his grotesquely pale eye. He screamed, one hand lifting from the wheel, the other from the automatic rifle lying across his lap. Tanya grabbed for the gun. Surprising her, his strength overcame his torment, and they struggled for possession of the weapon. The car fishtailed off the road, careening wildly down the incline of the basin and picking up speed as it went. Despite his considerable strength, far surpassing her own, Tanya refused to let go of the rifle. But the sight of something approaching in the windshield distracted her for a moment, and she realized what was about to happen in a moment when he didn’t. Still holding the barrel of the rifle, she ducked low in her seat, hoping her seatbelt would protect her in the inevitable collision. Carrera had only a second of awareness when the car slammed into the Velvet Mesquite at sixty miles per hour. He flew against the windshield, shattering it with his body propelling through it. The rifle slid from his grasp, and Tanya fumbled for it and caught it as she, too, launched forward. Her seatbelt caught her just before the moment of impact with the splintered window. The car seemed to bounce backward, crumpling like an accordion, but Carrera remained half through the window. Only when the accident was over did the sound of breaking glass, and screeching, collapsing metal against crunching bark register in her mind. Then shocking silence settled as the engine hissed, billowing smoke and steam. 202
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 Tanya grabbed her seatbelt release, somehow not expecting it to open as easily as it did. Shoving against the door handle release, she all but fell out of the car with the gun still clasped in one hand. As she lifted her head, she became aware she had no idea what time it was. Her senses stabilizing, she figured it to be around two thirty in the morning. She had to go back for Hunter. But a quick scan of the area told her she wasn’t far from the tunnel hatch around the back of the hacienda. This Mesquite tree was the very one she’d seen from the inside of the hatch. Luckily, the car had impacted far enough away that it was unlikely that Rex’s security had heard anything. They would, however, expect Carrera to arrive soon with her in tow. Hunter had said the children would be ‘taken care of’ by his helper at the earring boutique. She didn’t believe that. There was little chance that Alano would have disobeyed her orders, even if Hunter had had contact with them. The children would either stay in the tunnel just under the hatch, as she’d instructed, or they would go back to the house when hunger and hopelessness overcame them. First, she had to get what she needed to rescue Hunter. Tanya rose to her feet, taking deep breaths to calm her instinctive trembling. Not wanting the children to have to see this, she had to do it first. She walked to the driver’s side of the wrecked car, laid down the gun and pulled out the fingerprint sample kit Hunter had given her. Getting the print from Carrera’s lifeless finger took seconds. However, the retinal scan was impossible. Carrera’s left eye had the shrapnel embedded deeply inside it. The other had rolled up into his head, and she didn’t have the stomach to ‘play’ with the eye before she attempted to remove it. Removing and taking it with her would be the fastest and the only way to save Hunter. 203
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 Cringing and feeling queasy, Tanya retrieved the knife she knew Carrera kept in a sheath against his ankle. She did what she had to do even when it made her want to scream in horror. After she dropped the intact eyeball into the pocket of her skirt, she attempted to wipe her hands on his jacket. The sticky blood and gore refused to come off. Leave it. You have to get the children. Taking a deep breath, she retrieved the gun and Hunter’s backpack, and then ran the good quarter of a mile toward the tall, white retaining wall that surrounded the whole of Rex’s property. In the glow of moonlight that made her worry throughout her trek that she might be seen if anyone chose to look beyond the wall, she saw the hatch half buried under the sand. She said a silent prayer that the wind hadn’t completely covered it over. Crouching, not certain whether they were there, she knocked on the steel, trying not to make excessive noise that might alert Kovac’s men inside the wall perimeter. A few minutes later—minutes in which she feared the children had gone back to the house and to punishment—the hatch creaked open. She reached down and helped Alano open it fully. “You are late, Tanya,” Alano said. He stood on the ladder, looking out of the hatch at her. His expression and tone sounded both annoyed and relieved. She acknowledged that he’d feared what he’d see when he opened the hatch at her knock. He turned and spoke in rapid Spanish to Vina. Tanya helped him out, then he turned back to help his sister. “Are you safe?” Tanya asked. “Did anyone see you go into your father’s suite?” “No. And no one has come up the tunnel to search for us.” 204
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 “Pulgas would not come back, nor would Alano let me go after him!” Vina interjected furiously. Tanya knew the redness of her face was because of the crying she’d done for the loss of her beloved cat. Would she get him back? Tanya couldn’t tell her she would never see her pet again. Instead, she embraced her, grateful at this moment for the sweet, clean scent of the little girl. Alano watched them with shrewd, concerned eyes. “We did not think you were coming.” “I am sorry, Alano. I…got held up. How long have you been waiting here?” “Hours. We waited until the guard outside Papá’s rooms left for the shift change after midnight. We did not need to use Pulgas, but he ran away before we could catch him. I would not allow Vina to go after him.” Suddenly Alano was looking far too closely at her, seeing blood on her hands and a swollen face from Hunter’s necessary blow. “No,” Tanya said in a fierce whisper, unwilling to admit how she came by either. She rose to standing. When she held the rifle and backpack out to Alano, he took them, but reluctantly. Tanya picked Vina up in her arms. “We must not speak of it now. We must go. This is the only chance we will ever have to be free.” Even if Hunter didn’t love her and didn’t want to be with her beyond this operation, she had to focus on completing her mission. She would rescue him and Lucy, they could get the formula, then the Network would take all of them to a place of safety.
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 Chapter 49 “Savage…you still with me?” Lucy’s voice penetrated the outer darkness, then the inner. Hunter opened his eyes to a sense of hopelessness warring with his duty. He had to make sure the Network had picked up their signal—Lucy would have to do that. He couldn’t. Now that he’d sent Tanya to her death…what mattered? Nothing. He’d die a failure, unable to do the job he’d been assigned to, and unable to save the woman he loved, the only one who’d ever been willing to love him back. Like air, she’d given herself to him naturally, instinctively, wholly. In return, he’d betrayed her to her worst enemy. She would never forgive him any more than he could forgive himself. Does she know how I feel? Does she know handing her over to that bastard ripped my soul in two? “Savage?” He felt Lucy leaning over him and wondered how long he’d been out. His chest hurt like hell. Breathing equated with stabbing himself each and every time. “Damn, no more smelling salts. I’m begging you,” he muttered, and she let out an overwhelmed sigh of relief. “Carlton?”
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 “What?” she bit out, sounding annoyed that he’d inadvertently let her think for even a minute that he lay dead here in the dark with her. “You need to go topside. You need to get out.” “How? They’ve sealed it.” “You’ll be closer to the surface when you’re against the hatch. The Network might be able to pick up your signal—on the off-chance that your chip hasn’t been removed—at the hatch, even if you can’t open it. You might be able to signal them manually in any case at ground-level.” “Kovac’s men might be waiting for me.” Hunter was aware of that, and he didn’t like the realization, didn’t like sending her to the dogs. “You’ll sense their presence long before you get to the ladder. If they’re there, come back.” Silence penetrated the darkness like a fog. She didn’t want to do this. He didn’t want her to, but it was their only chance of escape. He heard her swallow and understood her fear, yet it surprised him. She’d volunteered for this assignment—a nocontest mission if ever there’d been one. She’d had to know at the get-go that her chances of survival were slimmer than a stick of gum. So why be afraid now? Death was inevitable…for both of them. “Okay,” she muttered unhappily. He heard her rise and then her footsteps started away down the tunnel. A sound came from farther down the tunnel, near the exit that Kovac and his men had used, the door Tanya had walked through straight and tall and unafraid. Hunter lifted his head, aware that Lucy had stopped her trek toward the top at the noise. 207
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 When it came again, Lucy rushed back to him. Then the airlock door swung open, and a broad beam of light entered the dark tunnel. In the glow, Hunter saw two bodies lying prone on the ground just outside the tunnel. Inside the entrance, Tanya stood with a rifle at the ready. Just behind her, off to the side, he saw young Alano holding a flashlight that now captured Hunter and Lucy in its spotlight. Little Vina stood on Tanya’s other side. Tanya relaxed her ready-for-anything stance and murmured, “So it is true. Only Carrera had access to this door.” She threw something down on the tunnel floor, and Hunter glanced at it to see an eyeball with a pale iris. Pride and hope metastasized in his aching chest. Green as she was as an operative, Tanya had killed her captor— certainly Hunter’s opposite-end-of-the-spectrum counterpart—evil’s most dangerous. She’d taken Carrera’s gun, retrieved the children, and rescued him and Lucy. “Were you followed?” Lucy asked her. “No. I took out these guards before they could call for backup. These are the only two left here at the Center. But we have to hurry.” Before he’d seen Tanya, he’d believed he was going to die. He still might, but not before he completed his mission. With Lucy’s help, he managed to get to his feet. In that time, Tanya saw the blood covering his chest. She rushed to him. “Dear God, what happened to you?” He pulled her to his good side, almost crushing her as he held and kissed her. “I didn’t know what would happen to you, but nothing mattered if you were dead. I’m sorry, querido.” “Am I your beloved, Hunter?” “Now. Forever.” 208
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 The sound she made fell somewhere between a sigh and a gasp, then she kissed him, murmuring, “Te quiero, my darling. Ahora. Por siempre.” “Okay, if you guys are almost through here and don’t need me to call a preacher or something—or maybe just book you a room—we have to come up with a plan.” Lucy’s words made Hunter chuckle deliriously, and Tanya smiled against his lips. “How bad are you hurt, darling?” she asked, much more serious when she looked at his chest. “Now that you’re here, I can do anything.” “Rex shot you?” “In the side.” He didn’t mention that the shot must have nicked a lung—given his trouble breathing even now. He’d need medical attention sooner rather than later. Given his second chance to succeed, he was determined to hold out as long as possible.
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 Chapter 50 They’d been all through the basement level of the Center. Tanya heard Lucy’s frustration as she led them in search of the lab she’d been held in. Somehow, the two of them had circumvented all the security in the building and it’d been a simple matter of opening one door after the next, since they were all controlled by the main security grid. Once the system was manipulated, the doors were no longer locked. “I’m tired,” Vina complained softly. Though Alano said she’d slept most of the time they’d been in the tunnel that led back to their father’s suite, she was small and needed proper rest. Tanya picked her up, and the little girl wrapped her legs around her waist, her arms around her neck, and tucked her head into the crook of her shoulder. It was then she remembered the sack Alano wore on his back. She’d nearly forgotten that she’d retrieved it from Carrera. Hunter and Lucy had been in the lead from the beginning—they hadn’t taken notice of it on the boy, probably assuming he’d come out of the tunnel from Rex’s suite with it. “Wait! Maybe there’s something in here that can help us,” Tanya said, motioning toward the pack. Alano slipped it off and held it out to Hunter. “This is mine,” he said in surprise and sudden excitement. He unzipped it and plunged a hand it to pull out the device 210
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 he’d said carried his sister’s transponder signal. For a moment, he looked at it, then he murmured, “It’s still working. Come on.” He took off at a run in front of them, and Tanya struggled to keep up with the group with Vina already asleep on her shoulder. He led them to a part of the basement that they’d passed by without notice. He said something, and he and Lucy began feeling along the wall. Moments later, a panel that blended so well into the wall it was virtually unnoticeable opened to reveal a dimly lit lab. “This is it,” Lucy said immediately, and the two of them plunged inside. Tanya and Alano watched them from the doorway while they located the central computer. Hunter dug in his pack once more and came up with a micro-disk. In moments, he downloaded the information he needed, then inserted a device. Seconds later, Tanya understood that he’d wiped the hard drive and destroyed the CPU. “We’ve got what we need,” he said, his gaze immediately going to Tanya. “We couldn’t have done it without you.” Though his words were spoken in triumph, Tanya nevertheless felt a shaft of uncertainty plunge into her. They had succeeded. What would it get them?
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 Chapter 51 The doors of his hospital cell opened with a hiss, and Hunter turned his head, expecting to see Celine. Instead, Angelo came in. “Where’s my sister?” “On her way,” Angelo assured him, approaching the bed. “She performed your operations herself. That bullet pierced your right lung. It’s a miracle you made it as long as you did without collapsing. But you’ll live to fight another day, son.” “Son?” After the way his superiors had played him, Hunter didn’t expect the expression of shame overwhelming his mentor’s face. “It wasn’t my first choice for this to go down the way it did—I tried to find every conceivable alternative to sending you to the dogs and then abandoning you once you made it inside. But it was the only way. There was no other way to extract Susana. You were her only hope. I don’t expect you to believe me.” Angelo set a panel on the side table, and Hunter realized that it contained her operation protocols from start to finish. “I should have been privy to this from the start.” “If you had, none of it would have worked.” Much as Hunter hated to admit it, he suspected the man was right. The mission brief would only confirm that. His su212
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 periors had played a game of chess they hadn’t lost. They’d known they wouldn’t. “Where are Tanya and the children now?” “Safe and healthy. Their mother wanted nothing to do with them. She thinks of them as Kovac’s evil spawns.” Hunter shook his head in disgust. Beside him, Angelo shifted slightly on his feet. “You did what no other man alive could do, Hunter. Unfortunately, Kovac slipped through our fingers again.” “What?” He’d had no idea. When he, the two women and the children emerged from the Center to find the area secured by Network operatives, Hunter hadn’t gotten the opportunity to ascertain that their mission had truly been a success. Shortness of breath, feeling like his chest was being mangled in a vice grip and sharp pain had resulted. He knew now, two days later, his lung had collapsed. “Kovac escaped. One second we thought we had him, but then realized it was one of his men posing as him, and he was off our scope,” Angelo said. “He was the only uncertainty in this mission, and we never expected to capture him. We knew you’d retrieve Susana and the formula R.E.D. took.” Hunter frowned at the realization that he hadn’t failed. He’d done exactly what they expected. Getting Kovac would have been an added bonus. But he would get him. Sooner or later, he would. “He’s the man who killed my parents.” Angelo nodded. “Before he took the name Rex Kovac, he was a paid assassin who went by many names, all of them false. Your parents were smugglers, as you know, but when they screwed over a client, the client hired Kovac to make them pay for it.” 213
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 “Did you know Kovac was the man who killed my parents before? All this time? Did you know the leader of R.E.D. was one and the same?” “I admit, I suspected a shadow of the truth, but I never had any real knowledge or evidence to verify it. There was no solid connection until now. Even if we had known the truth, it wouldn’t have helped you. If you knew, your pursuit of him would have been relentless…even more than it already was. If I’d told you, Celine would have lost you to your already fanatic obsession. I would have lost you. But, now that you know, you’ve got a better chance of locating him and taking him out.” Hunter was counting on it. “So you never told McKee your suspicions?” Angelo shook his head, grinning slightly. “I figured it was a need-to-know basis all around.” His mentor had protected him. On a shadow of suspicion from her top man, McKee might have done something with the knowledge, something that benefited the Network and no one else. “What about Lucy?” Hunter asked, following a pause that felt like silent healing of the rift his superior’s actions had caused between them. “That’s your call.” “Take her out of abeyance, reinstate her at Level 7. She’s repented, and she’ll serve us loyally from now on. I also want her compensated with Network housing off-compound.” It was unheard of for a Level 7 operative to have an apartment outside of the compound. Though she wouldn’t have privacy in the Network housing, she was being given a reward most Level 6 ops didn’t even receive. Angelo nodded. “I’ll arrange it. And now…we owe you for your service.” “I defected,” Hunter reminded him. 214
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 “We don’t consider completing a mission—even one you weren’t privy to—a cause for punishment. You succeeded far above our expectations. Name what you want in compensation.” Hunter took a deep breath. His moment to shine would have to wait. “Give Tanya the choice. Give her freedom if she wants it, so she can raise Kovac’s children.” For a long moment, his gaze held Angelo’s emerald green one. Then his mentor nodded, surprising him. “What else?” “Power. I don’t like being left in the dark. I’m Level 1, 5th in Command, but Roan Emory had more power than I’ve been given. You took him into your confidence without fail. I want what my promotion to his position requires and deserves. If you want me to do my duty—and I have without fail—then don’t stand in my way.” Angelo laid an affectionate hand on Hunter’s shoulder. “You’ll have power, son. And more.” The intercom came on, and Justine Fielding called Angelo to the perch. As his mentor went through the doors, Celine walked in. The sight of her angelic face filled him with relief that went bone deep. They hugged each other the way they had as children, huddled in a war-torn room. “I’ll never forgive them,” she whispered as he said, “I thought the Black Pope had you.” She eased back slightly. “When I asked Angelo to put a medical team on the perimeter, he told me I had another assignment. I didn’t have a choice. I shipped out at the same time you did on the mission, and they’ve kept me in the dark about your situation this whole time. I can’t believe Angelo did it.” “He did what he had to do, honey.” “You believe that?” 215
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 Hunter realized he influenced her ‘forgiveness’ in this vein. Living in this place as a prison, believing it was them against the machine, would be hell for both of them. Neither of them had ever felt that way. They made a choice. The Network was home, safety. Together, they served justice. “I believe that. He’s on our side. He did what he had to do, and we’re okay.” Celine’s lavender eyes showed satisfaction with his answer. She nodded, then picked up his chart. As she ran through it, asking him a few questions about his level of pain, he wondered what would happen when Angelo gave Tanya her freedom. Would she disappear with the children, putting herself beyond his reach? His chest tightened. He’d woken this morning to find, not the woman he’d hoped to see, but Lona Reznik. “I was wrong. I was afraid to go against protocols. I’ve regretted it every minute since I said those words to you. I’m willing to try…try it your way…if you’ll have me.” He’d remembered what Lucy said about Lona taking the easy way out of the undercover assignment posing as Celine. Lona wasn’t a woman he could trust. She’d drop him whenever danger got too close. She’d always play it safe. Whatever he’d hoped for with her had been misguided. Yet he harbored no ill will toward her. She hadn’t been the one for him. She’d just realized it before he did. Only Tanya…Susana…would ever satisfy him. “I met Susana today,” Celine said softly, as she checked his wounds. “I should say, I met her again. I remember her year of training. She was so young and innocent…” “Just like we were.” Celine nodded, her gaze locking with his. “She loves you, Hunter. She didn’t have to say those words for me to know it 216
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 in the way she asked about you, talked about you. What happened out there?” A moment of mirth filled him, and the corners of his mouth lifted slightly. “The machine was felled.”
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 Chapter 52 More than anything, Tanya wanted to fly into his arms the instant she stepped into the briefing room and saw Hunter, strong and healthy. She recognized the man, yet she knew this was his natural appearance as he’d been before he attempted to pose as Eduardo to gain her trust. All that seemed a lifetime ago. While his gaze met hers and softened, convincing her of love when she told herself not to trust it, he adopted the same professionalism Angelo, Shannon McKee and Jocelyn Dominica displayed. The same that she must with her superiors. Angelo invited her to sit, and she chose the chair next to Hunter at the wide table across from their superiors. Surprising her, she felt a large, warm hand enclose hers, and she instinctively looked at Hunter. His expression displayed nothing that could be construed as affection, yet she felt tender love in his hand, enveloping hers. They couldn’t display their hearts here, yet he wanted her to know where his lay. Tanya turned to Angelo directly across from her. She sensed in his gaze that he knew Hunter held her hand, but he gave no indication of reproach for it beyond knowledge of the fact. Shifting her gaze to the left, she viewed the current 2nd in Command. Captain Shannon McKee was the very picture of an unemotional robot. Tanya had never met the woman be218
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 fore, but her reputation preceded her. Her contact with highlevel operatives during her year of training had been with Angelo and Jocelyn. To Angelo’s right, the psychiatrist assessed Tanya’s observations with the curiosity of a scientist viewing a lab rat. Always, Jocelyn had put her on edge. On the other side of Jocelyn was the man Angelo had pointed out to her a few days ago and introduced as Captain Ron Blair, 4th in Command and Master Strategist. He’d apparently served with McKee when she’d been in the Navy. Tanya had never met him, nor the one beside him, whom Angelo now introduced as Chase Giovanni, 1st in Command and the Head in Washington, D.C.. Following the introduction, Angelo’s gaze shifted between her and Hunter. “Both of you are to receive the highest commendations for your service to the organization. As such, Hunter has requested that you be given a choice between leaving the Network as a free civilian, so you can raise Alano and Vina, and we have the means to do this without compromising the organization or the three of you, since your association with us has been tenuous with your deep cover mission. You wouldn’t be collateral or in danger. We would prepare identities and backgrounds that couldn’t be traced by Rex Kovac, and you would be moved to a secure location overseas.” Tanya had never expected this, but she barely had time to register it before Angelo continued. “If you choose to remain in the Network as an operative, you’ll be given Level 6 status, and your training will continue.” “What about the children?” she interjected impulsively. Shannon McKee rose from her seat, and Tanya felt sudden fear of the woman. Not an ounce of emotion played on her starkly cold yet attractive face, or in her narrow, tawny eyes. She was as toned and sharp as a razor, her hair cut short 219
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 in a ruthless style that did nothing for her outside of proving the implication her appearance gave—that she would always do what needed to be done, regardless of the cost to her own soul. “Angelo has suggested a pilot program, or more precisely, a modification of a program we abandoned long years ago.” She spoke in a flinty, measured tone, glancing toward them without lingering. “While I would contest its possibility of success, Angelo has assured me that you’re both ideal candidates for it. I’ve extremely reluctantly decided to give him the green-light to go ahead with it.” Angelo took over. “If you choose to stay, Susana, you’ll continue your training and the children will also be trained. They’ll live together with you and Hunter in a domestic situation. The two of you will act as parents, mentors and trainers for the children. The four of you will share Hunter’s suite above ETI. We believe the children will be more stable and able to handle the training with a firm family situation.” The explanation went back to McKee. “Roan Emory was the subject of this pilot program conceived of by #3, at its inception. We did discover that he was one of the rare operatives who performed his duties better when he was in a stable, monogamous relationship.” Shannon McKee stopped just behind and off to the side of her naval counterpart. Ron Blair glanced up at her, but she didn’t return his gaze. She stared hard at Hunter and Tanya. “Angelo believes that program was a success, felled only by Emory’s mission as a double agent for eight years and the trauma that followed his extraction from said assignment.” She leaned on the table, her stare like lasers on them. “I believe the program was destined for failure from the start, and I conceded to it on a trial basis only to prove its lack of viability to my highly esteemed colleague.” 220
 
 Renegade’s Rose: Book 6 of the Incognito Series
 
 The level of anger in her voice was unexpected and shocking to Tanya, who’d seen her only as a composed, cool robot previously. She understood that Shannon and Angelo were in a contest of wills. Shannon believed if she proved him wrong, he could never suggest anything like it again. But he could never be proved wrong. The children could only benefit from a secure, happy home life with nurturing mother and father figures. Men and women, lovers, would find peace for their souls—something that eluded standard Network protocols—in each other. What would fell this woman? Who? Tanya didn’t know, but she couldn’t help wishing that Captain Shannon McKee would someday soon fall flat on her face in love; learn what it was like for the very first time to truly possess a heart that beat in time with another she couldn’t live without. “Should the program fail, the two of you will be separated permanently and the children trained in the usual way.” “And if it succeeds,” Angelo continued, “if the two of you prove you can continue to perform at the top of your game with utmost loyalty, it may lead to changes that my highly esteemed colleague can’t yet conceive of in a positive light.” The silence stretched across the wide table, and Tanya felt encouraged to look at the man she loved. Like her, his confidence in the success of this program appeared to be unshakeable. Tanya turned back to her superiors and said calmly, “Under the terms you outlined should I stay in the Network, I decline to accept my freedom.”
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 Chapter 53 Only when he and Tanya stepped out of the elevator at his suite did he pull her into his arms and kiss her with the enthusiasm of a man who’d finally gotten everything he wanted in this life. She was completely pliant and sighing behind closed eyelids when he eased back just a fraction, her sweet lips only an inch away. Heaven was in reach. “Oh, Hunter, it is like a dream… ‘Every happiness I was longing for before you, My dreams they found it in the light of your eyes.’” “‘More precious than my life.’” “Yes,” she murmured. Squeals of joy intercepted another, impossibly sweeter kiss. Vina rushed to them, Alano much more restrained yet smiling. Tanya stopped to hug the little girl, then stood with Vina in her arms. She pulled Alano to her as well. “We will be a family, my darlings, with new names. We will live and grow and love each other here.” Hunter knew, looking at the boy, that he would question long before his sister did. It would be, ‘What is this place? Why do we not live like other families? Why do we not go to work, go to school, live in a nice house with nice neighbors?’ But they would have a mother and father who loved them and would teach them about the duty their parents had chosen to accept, to 222
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 protect themselves and children like them all over the world. Ironically, here, they would be safe as they couldn’t be anywhere else. Especially with the Black Pope still at large—but he wouldn’t be for long. Hunter felt the obsidian ring inside his pocket and knew it would keep him focused. No longer obsessed, but driven to do everything he could to protect Tanya and the children, and the world, from the evil it represented. “Come,” Tanya said. “It has been a long day. Let us get some sleep. Tomorrow will be our new beginning.” Together, they tucked the children in, and Hunter saw his new beginning in this family he embraced. With the children ready for bed, Hunter took Tanya’s hand and led her to his bedroom. Their bedroom. Closing the door, he drew her to him again, giving her a taste of what he couldn’t wait to share with her again. “I was a renegade, querido. I almost lost my faith.” “The most dangerous man in the world,” she murmured. “Now I know that everything that happened was supposed to happen. You’re my life. I’m the most satisfied man in the world. But there’s one thing I want right now.” Her tone was filled with warmth and invitation when she said, “Tell me, my darling. I belong to you.” He brought his lips within an inch of hers, whispering passionately, “Dance for me, my beloved Spanish Rose.” ~~~~~~~~ Look for Undercover Angel, Book 7 of the Incognito Series, coming October 2008 only from Whiskey Creek Press: Second in Network command, Captain Shannon McKee leads the organization with an unfeeling, iron fist, just as her father did before 223
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 her. Yet, when the opportunity comes to take down the most notorious drug dealer in history, she goes after her heart’s desire—to utterly destroy the man who killed her younger brother. Mareno isn’t at all what Shannon expects him to be. He’s intelligent, with an irresistible sense of humor, attractive, utterly charming...and, unbelievably, he’s shy around beautiful women. Shannon has more reason to hate this criminal than anyone else, yet she finds herself confused by his contradictions. Is he a man with no options, playing a game he desperately wants out of? Or is he an enigma, trying to seduce her in a cat and mouse chase she can’t win? The only man alive who can stop this undercover angel from her suicide mission is the Navy SEAL. she served with and nearly lost her heart to, Captain Ron Blair, currently Network Master Strategist. But can Ron save her...from herself? Also available now: No Ordinary Love, Book 1 of the Incognito Series 1-59374-695-4 (trade paperback); 1-59374-696-2 (electronic) Until Death Do Us Part, Book 2 of the Incognito Series 978-1-59374-697-1 (trade paperback); 978-1-59374698-8 (electronic) Bounty on the Rebel’s Heart, Book 3 of the Incognito Series 978-1-59374-739-8 (trade paperback); 978-1-59374740-4 (electronic) Dead Drop, Book 4 of the Incognito Series 978-1-59374-753-4 (trade paperback); 978-1-59374754-1 (electronic) 224
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 Under the Spell, Book 5 of the Incognito Series 978-1-59374-759-6 (trade paperback); 978-1-59374760-2 (electronic)
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