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For Stuart, who has supported me in being the Shannon I need to be—wife, mom, and writer—and for being my own personal Batman.


And for Wax, for the late night chats about Alex.


 






Chapter One


 


Key West


Facing down an irate, grenade-toting guerilla beat the hell out of knocking back umbrella drinks in this sun-drenched purgatory any day.


But Alex Rossi waited, boiling in the unforgiving humidity. Any second now, the man who’d killed his mother might walk around that corner.


He loosened his grip on the glass before it could shatter in his hand. Wouldn’t want to startle the mimosa-serving legion of Malibu Ken dolls.


But twenty-five years of waiting might come to a head in this tourist trap of an outdoor café, and if Alex didn’t get to release some tension soon, the glass was toast.


“We’re on vacation, here. Remember?” His partner raised his own glass. “Two fishing bums with nothing better to do than soak up some rays and play spot the silicone.”


Alex gave Gallagher a hard stare, but he was fighting like hell not to smile. The man looked ridiculous in his blinding tropical shirt, and he’d even smeared some kind of white sunblock on his nose.


His own white tee and cargo shorts were a little on the conservative side, but at least he didn’t look like some sunburned escapee from a Beach Boys reunion.


They didn’t come any steadier than Gallagher, though. When Alex Rossi had started the Devlin Group eleven years before, Gallagher was the first contract agent he’d taken on. He was his right hand, his best friend and the only guy Alex trusted to have his back when this deal went down.


Usually, the Devlin Group worked at the request of governments who needed help going over, under or around regulations or jurisdictions to get a problem taken care of. Now his job had collided with his past and it was personal.


When his mother, Maria Rossi, was gunned down as a warning to her undercover-agent husband, the family had been using the name Devlin. Eleven years ago, Rossi put that name on his own agency’s letterhead as bait. Over a decade of hunting might pay off today, if Alex’s intelligence was correct. Some two-bit thief named Johnny Washburn was moving up in criminal circles—into a circle headed by the man Alex was looking for.


For two weeks now he’d done nothing but watch Johnny Washburn lie in the sun, smoke pot and leer at beach bunnies. The only interesting thing the man did was sit at the same table in the same outdoor café for every meeting. It made the surveillance almost too easy. Except for the sunburned tourists who’d managed to grab the only table with an unobstructed view of Washburn’s table. He was half tempted to go over there and…


The sound of a chair being pulled out scraped through his earpiece, and Alex let the thought die.


Showtime.


He slid a hand into his pocket and hit the button to record the conversation feeding into his earpiece. Another chair slid across the cement patio floor, and he couldn’t keep himself from sitting straighter in his chair, his hand inching toward the Glock tucked in a pocket of his shorts.


The visitor spoke first. “Why are you alone, Mr. Washburn?”


That voice. He knew it from somewhere. Alex met Gallagher’s eyes, but he didn’t see any recognition there. Not somebody who’d come up in recent surveillance, then. But so familiar.


And too young. Alex choked down a bitter curse. This guy, whoever he was, was too damn young to be the man who’d ordered his mother murdered just to make a point.


The disappointment was keen, and he fought the urge to yank out his earpiece and walk away. Vengeance wouldn’t be served today, but the contract remained.


Washburn said, “My friend won’t meet with just anybody, man.”


“I’m not here to play games.”


“No games. This is the way it’s done.” A little edge crept into Johnny’s surfer dude voice.


The hair on Alex’s arms tingled, his interest piqued again. He leaned forward, trying to see around a wide woman in a wider hat. Maybe if he could see the man’s face he’d place the voice.


Gallagher leaned in with him, smiling, but with hard eyes. “Chill, Alex. That boy’s wound tight.”


“I know that voice.”


“We’ll ID him later. Unless you spook him and blow our cover.”


Alex leaned back, cursing again the tourists who’d nabbed the good table.


“The person I represent,” the voice said, “has received word you’re under surveillance.”


Alex made himself pick up the sweating pitcher of ice water and pour himself a drink. Gallagher didn’t even pause in flipping through his Key West guidebook.


There’d been no evidence they’d been made. Not so much as a hint of counter-surveillance.


“No way, man,” Johnny Washburn protested. “You think this is some pool hall back-room operation? If the feds were on to me, I’d know about it.”


“I said nothing about government agencies.”


Not good.


If the voice knew Johnny Washburn was being watched, and not by the feds, there was a good chance he knew about the Devlin Group. And DG guys weren’t supposed to get made.


Now Alex knew with a burning certainty the man sitting with Washburn had to work for the man Alex was looking for. There was no way he could let him just walk away from this café.


“Man, what are you talking about?” Washburn demanded.


Alex scanned the outdoor café, looking for his opportunity. He needed to be on the other side of the patio if he had any chance of seeing the man’s face.


There. By the street. He fished in his pocket for a couple of quarters and started to rise.


Gallagher snapped the guidebook closed. “Where are you going?”


“To get a paper. Be right back.”


“Don’t—” Gallagher started, but Alex was already walking away.


He forced himself to walk straight to the newspaper box and put the coins in the slot. He scanned the headlines for a moment, then made his way back toward the patio.


Casually. Sauntering. Just another fishing bum blowing off responsibility for a while.


“This is how it’s going to be,” the voice was saying in his earpiece. “We’ll meet again in ten days—”


“Ten days? No way,” Washburn protested.


“Timing is everything. You’ll do what you’re instructed, exactly how and when you’re instructed.”


Alex smiled at an elderly woman, nodded to a waiter. Let his gaze wander toward, then away from, Washburn’s table.


Thirties. Latino. Thick and wavy black hair.


He paused to smile at a toddler styling his hair with ketchup. Damn. The face didn’t click with a name.


Plastering a “hey, how you doing?” smile on his face, Alex took a few more steps. This time he let his gaze linger a little longer.


It was the face of a stranger. But that voice was in his earpiece again, in sync with the man’s lips. Alex watched as he slid an envelope across the table to Washburn. “Remember. Timing is everything.”


The man looked up at Alex, and his mouth tightened.


Damn. He’d lingered a second too long. Alex started to move, then the man’s eyes widened and he shot out of his chair. The recognition on his face was unmistakable.


Where do I know this guy from?


The gun came from nowhere.


Alex was aware of Gallagher moving. A Malibu Ken clone dropping a tray. The sticky-haired toddler jabbering behind him—right in the line of fire.


He’d never get to the gun before the man got a shot off.


Alex took a running leap onto Washburn’s table, using it as a springboard onto the patio wall even as the legs cracked beneath him. The shot was high, slamming into a palm tree just over his head.


Alex ran to the left, staying on the wall, well above the patrons scrambling under tables. Another shot nicked the stucco under his feet.


He had no chance to draw his own Glock. He couldn’t use it yet, anyway. If there were a clear shot to be taken without risking civilians, Gallagher would take it.


A quick glance over his shoulder showed the man taking aim again, and no sign of Gallagher. Alex hopped off the wall, angling further away from the crowd.


He hoped the scumbag would follow him. Away from elderly ladies and toddlers, Alex could take him. It wouldn’t take him long to get the information he wanted.


The plan evaporated when he heard a high-performance engine roar to life. He turned just in time to see a Porsche Boxter scream past him, his mystery assailant at the wheel.


He let loose a stream of expletives as the car tore up the road, then turned out of sight. The guy was uncatchable. The first tangible link to his mother’s killer in eleven years had just driven away.


When his pulse stopped pounding in his ears, Alex turned and made his way back to the café.


Gallagher had Johnny Washburn by the scruff of the neck, shoving him into the backseat of their beat-up, rented Volvo. The thief was putting up only a token struggle, and Gallagher had him handcuffed to the inside door handle in no time.


“I don’t know the dude’s name, man,” Washburn said. “I swear I—”


Gallagher slammed the door closed in his face. “What now, boss? We’ve probably got less than a minute before the locals show up.”


Alex scowled. Gallagher wasn’t supposed to call him that in public, or even at all. Too many ears out there. In his identity as Devlin Group founder Sean Devlin, he was Gallagher’s boss, but as Alex Rossi, he was just another contract agent in the field. One everybody obeyed, as he was senior agent and believed to be Devlin’s right-hand man, but just an agent.


“We’re going to convince little Johnny here we’re his new best friends,” Alex answered, sliding into the driver’s seat.


“You shouldn’t have moved on him,” Gallagher said critically when he got in the other side. He spoke in a low voice, his words probably not penetrating Washburn’s panic.


“We were made anyway.”


“Maybe we were, and maybe we weren’t. Now there’s no question.”


“I have to place that voice,” Alex said again, and then swore.


“We sure as hell won’t get close enough to do it now. We’re done here, unless Washburn spills his guts, and whoever you bring in now will have it that much harder.”


Alex already knew he’d screwed up royally. He’d exposed himself and Gallagher, as well as a crowd of civilians, to a hell of a lot of risk on a hunch. He’d blown the operation wide open—alerting both Johnny Washburn and his buyer to a surveilling presence.


“Guess you and I are on vacation, pal,” Gallagher said, clapping him on the shoulder. “I think you can probably use one.”


He didn’t need a damn vacation. He needed inside Johnny Washburn’s head. Then his computer and cell phone. It was time to start shaking the contact tree. The bastard wasn’t getting away from him now.


 


One week later, New Hampshire


 


Something’s burning. The thought hit Grace Nolan a mere second before the alarm shrieked.


“Hold on!” She ripped off her headset, then pounded down the stairs. Dammit, this couldn’t happen again. She’d worked so hard to make sure it wouldn’t.


The room was quickly filling with smoke, and Grace grabbed a potholder. She yanked open the oven door and took out the smoking cookie sheet. With a curse, she dropped it into the sink and turned on the tap.


The pan popped and warped as the chocolate chip briquettes slid into a black, soggy mess in the sink.


“Crap!” she yelled at the smoke detector, flapping a towel under it to clear the smoke.


She could disable any security system known to man, and sell the CIA its damn own secrets, for chrissake. Why the hell couldn’t she bake a decent batch of cookies? A boy should come home from a long day in second grade to something warm and homemade with love.


When the alarm had chirped its last chirp, Grace rummaged through the cabinet for the Chewy Chips Ahoy. After tossing a few on a plate, she shoved the package back behind the bran flakes and glanced at her watch. Just enough time to wrap things up with Carmen before she poured Danny’s milk.


“Forget to set the timer again?” Carmen Olivera asked after Grace retrieved the headset.


She nodded, then shrugged at the Latin beauty in the high-definition video screen. “I think I forgot the vanilla, anyway. Do they taste the same without the vanilla?


“Do I look like Betty Crocker? You need to get out more, chica.”


If only she could. “Who’d have thought motherhood’s harder than infiltrating Russian military installations?”


“Honey, I know it is. Why do you think I run so fast from men?”


“Because they usually have badges from some alphabet agency or another, and want to see you in an orange jumpsuit?”


“That too. You should come back to us, babe. Can you believe Gallagher and I are staying at the freaking Plaza Royale?”


“I’ve been to the Plaza Royale. And I quit the agency eight years ago, Carm. When are you going to believe me when I tell you I’m not coming back?”


“Never. You know the Devlin Group—we never give up.”


“Yeah, like Mounties, only a little more juvenile, and a lot more delinquent. And speaking of delinquents, how’s Gallagher doing lately?”


Carmen rolled her eyes. “Not too happy about being the hired muscle, but Dev didn’t have anybody else available. Pretty good money just to hang around and make sure nobody kills me, if you ask me.”


“Damn straight,” Grace agreed. Sean Devlin had founded a very lucrative business brokering assignments for the loose network of international freelancers specializing in just about anything. His primary focus was assisting government agencies whose hands were tied by red tape, but he certainly didn’t do it for free.


“Like hanging out pool side’s such a hardship for him,” Carmen was saying. “You’d think he’s on vacation for all the attention he’s paying me.”


“Based on some of his previous jobs, I’d say this is pretty close to vacation for him.”


“Knowing my luck he’ll try to cut the power to the camera bank and set off the fire alarm instead.”


“What’s the job?” Grace asked, knowing Carmen would tell her if she could, shrug it off if she couldn’t.


“Some pencil pusher from a biochem company got it into his head to sell a sample of a new biotoxin to the highest bidder.”


“Wow! I hope you brought good gloves.”


Carmen pulled her sable mass of hair into a sleek ponytail. “A very unsexy, but surprisingly flexible hazmat suit, actually. It makes blending in a bit of a challenge, though, so the whole thing’s gotta go down like clockwork.”


“And the seller?”


“We’ll leave him for the big, bad buyers to take care of. The client doesn’t want the publicity of prosecuting a guy for managing to steal a very scary concoction out from under their noses.”


“People really have to start taking better care of their scary concoctions.”


“Yeah. Nice to know there are people making up poisons so they can have an antidote to it by the time somebody else makes it up.”


“It’s a scary world out there,” Grace agreed. Just one more reason she had traded in her cat suit for an apron.


“I wish you were still in the field with me, Grace. I’d feel a lot better if you had my back.”


Not a chance. When the Devlin Group had poached her away from the FBI, she’d jumped at the chance to leave her small-town, white bread upbringing behind. Miss Most-Likely-to-Organize-Carpools was going to be an international super agent.


It didn’t take long for the flash to fizzle. Fast cars, hard people, and too much adrenaline. Each mission left her more jaded and more tired. She could barely recognize the person in the mirror at the end of each day.


Not until the doctor treating her for a gunshot wound told her she was pregnant did she have the strength to walk away.


Being a civilian contractor for legit government agencies didn’t pay as well, but it let her be home with Danny. Her mission now was to be both mother and father to one hell of a great kid—the only mission that ever made her curl in her bed and cry in fear of failure.


“You know I can’t raise Danny like that.”


And she did know. Carmen Olivera was the only person connected to the Devlin Group, besides Sean himself, who knew about Danny. Her need to have an ear to bend had overcome her initial decision to never tell a soul. Nobody knew who his father was, though. She’d told them it was her doctor, and Carmen and Devlin—the only two people she’d kept in contact with—had no reason not to believe her.


“Maybe when Danny’s all grown up, you can come out and play, huh?”


Grace laughed again and shook her head. “Sure. I’ll just stock up on the Geritol.”


They chatted for a few minutes, then she severed the digital connection to her former life and returned to Mommyworld.


She was pouring milk into a plastic cup when the screen door slammed.


“How was your—” She turned.


Her throat closed. The clock ticked.


Cold milk splashed over her bare toes.


The man smiled.


“Your son won’t be coming home, Ms. Nolan…for now.” He held up an 8x10 photo.


Danny, with a large, tanned hand pressing against the backpack he still wore, ushering him onto a small plane. No markings were visible on the aircraft. No other faces in the picture. Only Danny’s. The camera captured him looking over his shoulder, his blue eyes under his Red Sox cap wide and liquid.


“You bastard.”


Inside, she shattered. Her chest hurt with the effort of inhaling and exhaling each breath. Please, God, don’t let them hurt my baby.


Even as the maternal agony threatened to shut her down, the old training kicked in. Instincts she thought she’d lost reawakened, and the quickening of her senses—the burst of adrenaline—sharpened Grace’s mind.


Let him underestimate her. This guy thinking she was incapacitated by grief was her best weapon.


He’d said for now. She focused on those precious words while collapsing against the counter in a sign of distress she didn’t have to feign. Hanging her head in a gesture of defeat, she scanned the floor, noting the location of the spilled milk. She slid her hand a little to the left. Closer to the breadbox. Right now, the fact that she’d never totally let go of the constant fears of her former life was a very good thing.


Process the situation, her training prompted. Soft-looking white male. Slavic bone structure. Five-ten or so. Big, but in a middle-aged way. Very expensive suit. Voice too carefully devoid of any trace of an accent. Grace looked him in the eye. A follower, not a leader. She could take him.


“Where did you take my son?”


“Little Danny’s safe. For now, as I said.” The man pulled out a chair and sat, crossing an ankle over his other knee. “Whether or not he stays that way is totally up to you.”


“Who do you work for?”


“That’s not important right now. What is important is Alex Rossi.”


Alex? She flinched and cursed herself for letting the scumbag see her do it. Dammit, Devlin’s network was supposed to be secure. How had they connected her to him?


“I’m retired,” she said in a low voice. There was no sense in trying to bluff her way out. If they knew where to find her—knew she had a son to use against her—they already knew too much.


Images flipped through her mind. Faces and names ran through her subconscious until one clicked. “Peter Rustikov. I heard you were taken out in Greece a couple years back.”


Rustikov smiled. “Those reports were greatly exaggerated, as you can see. Fortuitous, though, as I was in the act of changing employers.”


“Which lowlife’s paying you now?”


“As I said, that’s not important right now. Neither is your supposed retirement, which is a farce. People like you don’t retire. They die.”


“What does your boss want with Alex Rossi?” Grace let herself slump more over the counter, bringing her right hand slightly across her body. Very slightly. Peter Rustikov didn’t play on her level, but he was no amateur.


“Rossi has something my employer wants, but information on his whereabouts is hard to come by. The international grapevine says you’re close to him.”


Grace forced a derisive laugh. “We blew off some steam in Brazil years ago. He didn’t take me home to his mother.”


“Maybe if he had she’d have taught you how to cook.”


He dropped his head to laugh at his own joke, and Grace moved. She spun, knocking the breadbox away from the wall with her left hand, and peeling the Sig .38 from the back with her right as she turned.


The tearing of Velcro jerked Rustikov’s eyes back to her, but she was already there, taking his crossed ankle and jamming it up hard. His shin hit his nose with a crack and the chair fell backwards.


Grace moved with him to floor, pinning his ankle to his shoulder with the left side of her body while she pressed the muzzle to his forehead.


“Where’s my son, asshole?”






Chapter Two


 


Blood ran from his nostrils, but other than his breathing, he offered no reaction. Grace moved her knee to his thigh, unmindful of the tearing seam of her soccer-mom sundress, to put more pressure on his already overextended groin muscle.


“Tell me where my son is and you might walk out of here.”


“I’ll walk out of here,” Rustikov said in a hoarse voice now betraying his Russian origins. “Because if I don’t, the man sitting in the car out front is going to make a phone call.”


For a second Grace considered shooting Rustikov, then hitting the man in the car, but she wasn’t stupid. If these two idiots didn’t check in, the game was over. And so was Danny’s life.


“What’s the deal?”


Rustikov took a deep breath, relief clear in his eyes. “You have seventy-two hours to deliver Rossi. We get him, you get your son. That’s all there is to it.”


The toad had obviously never crossed paths with Alex. There was more to it than he could imagine. But the decision was out of her hands.


She’d bring him in. The man who once upon a time she would have sacrificed everything for. The man who set her blood on fire in a way living on the edge of death never had. She would trade Alex’s life for Danny’s and never look back.


Grace concentrated her weight on Rustikov’s thigh while she got to her feet. Sweat broke out at his hairline. She hauled him to his feet while he cursed, then stepped back out of his reach. Getting shot with your own gun taught you a lesson you never forgot.


“Details,” she demanded.


Rustikov used his sleeve to mop blood from his face before answering. “Seventy-two hours from now you deliver Rossi to a boat docked at the Last Stop Marina in Key West. The Intrepid. Then you’ll get the boy back.


“Nobody but an advanced security team will be on the boat until the arranged time, so you can forget a rescue attempt. It’s a big planet, and you won’t find Danny.”


Her son’s name on this scumbag’s lips made her hand tremble, and Rustikov stared at the .38 without blinking.


He cleared his throat and spoke again. “There’s only one stipulation. He wants Rossi alive and able to speak coherently. Other than that, there are no rules. You can put surveillance on the boat. Bring in whomever you want. At this point there’s nothing you can do. But anybody besides you and Rossi approaching the boat at deadline time will be shot. Are we finished?”


Grace inhaled deeply, controlling her breathing and steadying her hand. “If my son is harmed, I will kill every one of you very, very slowly.”


“I believe you,” Rustikov said and limped out the door.


 


* * *


 


Alex was cubing chicken for a salad when the phone rang.


He knew by the tone it was the silver cell phone. The Bond phone. Or the Batphone, as Gallagher called it. His Devlin phone. He crossed from the suite kitchenette to the coffee table to grab it. The number on the screen wasn’t one he recognized, and Gallagher had already let him know he and Carmen were on their way to the island with the package.


“Devlin,” he barked. The integrated voice chip altered his voice, but he also changed his speech pattern.


“Sean?”


He froze, not sure he’d heard correctly. “Grace? Is that you?”


“Yeah. Are you okay, Sean? You sound a bit odd.”


Maybe because every time he heard her voice his heart jumped up into his throat? “I wasn’t expecting you—different number on the caller ID.”


She gave a quick, nervous sounding laugh. “I got a new cell phone.”


The familiar frustration drove him to pace the floor in long strides. Alex hated knowing she didn’t hear him. On her end of the line she heard Sean Devlin, a figment of vengeance and technology.


He wanted her to hear him. But Grace had refused to speak to Alex Rossi since the Escobar deal went sour in London. This long subterfuge was the only way he could speak to her at all.


“How’s Danny?” he forced himself to ask. What kind of friend wouldn’t ask about her son?


Even if he was the son of a no-good, morally bankrupt doctor who Alex hoped to kill with his bare hands some day. A physician willing to take advantage of a patient recovering from a gunshot wound didn’t deserve to breathe.


Alex pulled his mind away from those thoughts like a man jerking his hand away from a hot stove—one he knew he wouldn’t be able to resist touching again.


Then he realized she hadn’t answered. “Grace?”


“Danny’s fine,” she replied too quickly. He wondered if she had a cold, or if she was upset. She sounded stuffy, and her voice was tight. “I need to see Alex Rossi, Sean.”


The two facets of his life collided in one paralyzing thought. She wants to see me.


He kept his mouth shut until he had some idea of what words would come out. After eight years of rigid, uncompromising silence, she wanted to see him. Why?


“You know I can’t give out an agent’s location, Grace.”


“Please, Sean,” she said, the pleading note in her voice making his chest ache. “For me.”


“Why? You can’t ask this kind of favor from me without a damn good reason.”


“It’s…personal. Unfinished business.”


Alex stopped pacing and dropped into an overstuffed chair. His body wanted nothing more at that second than to get personal with Grace Nolan again.


But the unfinished business made him nervous. He couldn’t let himself forget he’d shot this woman eight years ago. That was the kind of grudge that could fester in a person’s subconscious.


“He’s in the Keys.”


“My charter’s waiting on the tarmac, so I’ll call you in-flight for the particulars. I…thank you, Sean.”


She disconnected before Alex had a chance to say anything else. Was she okay? Why the rush and the secrecy? And perhaps most importantly of all, why now? Why the hell, after eight years of silence, was she climbing aboard a chartered plane?


His appetite gone, Alex repacked the salad fixings into the fridge while he waited for her to call back. A shower and a quick nap would put him back on top of his game. And that’s exactly where he needed to be with both Grace Nolan and a deadly biotoxin en route to his suite. Which one would prove more dangerous to him remained to be seen.


 


* * *


 


Alex awoke in a cold sweat with Grace’s name on his lips. He stared up at the hotel room ceiling, trying to control his breathing.


It was a coincidence. Nothing more. Grace was coming here to Key West, and knowing that had triggered the nightmare. He’d been foolish to even attempt a powernap before her arrival.


The chaos of that London hotel room still echoed through his mind. Angry shouts. The flicker of fire growing bigger and hotter by the second. Grace’s ragged, terrified breaths. He didn’t have to close his eyes to remember the knife. The look in Ricardo Escobar’s eyes. And he’d never forget the trembling in his own hand as he raised a gun—Grace’s own weapon—and made the hardest decision he had ever faced.


Ricardo Escobar. Shit.


He rose from the bed and pulled on the drawstring black silk pants balled at the end of the bed. Out of habit, he tucked his Glock into the back of the waistband before he walked out into the main room of the suite. The surveillance equipment was on a side table and he hit the play button.


Remember. Timing is everything.


Alex’s curses drown out the recording. Ricardo Escobar was dead. He’d shot the man himself, straight through the heart, then left him behind in a hotel room going up in flames.


He shuddered, his body trying to shake off the last vestiges of the nightmare, but it did no good. Especially when he hit rewind, then listened again to that voice from the past.


His watch beeped twice, sounding an alarm he no longer needed. She would be here soon, and he wasn’t quite ready to see her.


Hell, he probably wouldn’t ever be ready to see her again. It was hard enough hearing her voice, knowing she didn’t hear his, but rather the voice-altered version which belonged to Sean Devlin. He didn’t want to play out the pretense in person.


Alex lifted the silver cell phone from the table, switching it from ring to vibrate. It looked like any other phone, with the voice engineering program integrated in its circuits, but he couldn’t take the chance of it ringing if she should decide to call up Sean Devlin—a man who didn’t exist, but a man who could talk to her and comfort and support her in a way Alex Rossi couldn’t.


When he’d started the Devlin Group eleven years ago, he’d chosen the identity for one reason—to bait the man who had killed his mother. Little did he know then Sean Devlin would also serve as his only link to the woman who should have been his future.


The knock on the door froze him in place. He had no idea what the hell she wanted, or why she’d called Devlin looking for his location. But she was on the other side of that door. One quick glance through the peephole confirmed it.


Alex watched her jump when he opened the door, her mouth opening in a quick exclamation of surprise.


She looked the same, yet so different. Her mass of chestnut curls was pulled back in a loose clip, and she needed no makeup to enhance those big sapphire eyes.


Her body had changed. Her breasts under the lightweight sweater were a little fuller, as were her hips. No doubt the changes lingered from giving birth to her son, but they didn’t stop the sudden, hot urge to feel her body under his.


If anything, his want was intensified. The lean girl was gone, and in her place was a woman with a body to make a man want to come home at night.


He stepped back, giving her room to enter and close the door. It was only then he realized she was watching him as well. In his pajamas, probably still coated with the sweat of his nightmare, he guessed he probably made an interesting picture.


Alex watched Grace stare at his body, but he didn’t let it get to him. She wasn’t here to play. And she looked like hell.


“To what do I owe this pleasure, Grace?” he asked. He made sure the words were slow and lazy, but the back of his neck tingled in warning.


That was fear in her eyes. The list of things that scared Grace Nolan was pretty damn short, and he sure as hell wasn’t on it. So what was?


“What are you doing in Key West?” she asked. Stalling—gearing herself up for something.


Instead of moving toward her, trying to intimidate her as he’d done in the past, he stepped back. He might need some room. For what, he didn’t know, but he had a feeling he was about to find out.


“Just a job,” he said. “It’s me, remember? The guy who doesn’t know how not to work?”


“Devlin told you I was coming?”


Alex nodded, hating the lie even more when looking her in the eye. “But not why.”


She took a deep breath, and he noted the slight hitch. “I need to know…I need—”


Damn. Alex rested his hand on his hip, closer to the Glock tucked at the small of his back. This woman never needed anything, especially from him. But today…something was very wrong.


He blinked. Her arm moved. He blinked again, and found himself staring straight down the barrel of her Sig .38.


“I need you to get dressed and come with me, Alex.”


He spent a few seconds eyeing the barrel of the gun while he slow-breathed his pulse rate down.


What the hell was Grace into? And who was she into it with? She was supposed to be doing boring-as-hell computer support for the feds, not kidnapping people at gunpoint.


He shifted his gaze to her eyes, and he found no give there. No doubt about it. He either had to pack a bag or incapacitate her.


“I want you to untie that drawstring and let your pants fall to the floor.”


“Interesting foreplay technique, sweetheart. New since last time we were together, isn’t it? A little rough is one thing, but this…”


“Let the pants drop, Alex. And let the Glock go with them.” She knew him well, but he knew her, too. Oh, she sounded cool enough, but he saw the flush on her neck. Saw her nipples harden under the light sweater.


And felt the hot rush of victory. Game over.


With slow, deliberate ease Alex pulled the ends of the drawstrings loose. Wait for it.


He ran his thumbs around the front of the waistband, loosening it, and the weight of the Glock drew the silk fabric low on his hips.


Grace’s eyes slid down to his groin.


He dove, launching himself at her midsection. He heard the air whoosh from her lungs as he swept his arm up and sent the Sig clattering to the opposite side of the room.


He managed to slip his hand under her head before it bounced off the floor. Grace was pinned under his body, and he squeezed his thighs together just in time to block her jabbing knee.


The Glock had slipped down into the leg of the pajamas now bound uncomfortably around his thighs, but he didn’t need it. Didn’t want it. He’d shot her once, years ago, and she probably still hadn’t forgiven him for it. He hoped never to have to do it again.


He grabbed Grace’s wrists and raised them over her head, stretching her body beneath him.


“Tell me what this is about, Grace.”


“Get off me,” she growled.


Alex saw the muscles in her neck tighten, and barely managed to dodge what would have been a nose-breaking head butt.


“Enough, or I’ll put your ass to sleep for a while.”


Grace stilled. She’d known him for years—long enough to know he never made idle threats. Staring up at him with those blue eyes, she trembled under him.


“Talk to me,” he said in a softer tone. He had never seen this woman desperate. But she was desperate now.


“I need you to come with me. Please don’t ask me why. Please.”


“I will go with you,” he promised. This woman who owned a piece of his soul was on the edge, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to let her go over alone. “I’ll go with you, sweetheart. But you do need to tell me why. And why the gun?”


Her throat worked hard to swallow and her eyes flooded with tears. Against his own skin he felt her stomach muscles spasm.


“What the hell?” He lifted himself from her and she curled into a ball, sobs making her entire body shake. He swore viciously. “What’s the matter with you?”


He stood, letting the Glock slip through his pant leg to the floor, and refastening the drawstring at his waist. Then he dragged her to her feet. “Grace, dammit, talk to me now!”


She collapsed against him, and fear pumped adrenaline through his body. He held her for a second, then grabbed her chin in his hands, forcing her to look up him.


Her teeth chattered, and her body shuddered hard. “They took my son, Alex.”


No. Not Danny. The words ran through his mind like a mantra, but instinct stopped him from saying them aloud. Alex Rossi knew nothing about Danny, other than the fact that Grace got pregnant by her scumbag doctor right after the London fiasco. As far as she knew, she hadn’t spoken to Alex in eight years.


But Sean Devlin knew all about Danny—knew all the things any proud mother told her friends. Or the people she believed to be her friends.


Guilt and fear punched him hard in the gut. He let her go, taking a step away from her. She slid to the floor, sobbing.


“Your son. I’m so damn sorry.” Alex plunged his hands into his hair, afraid to say more as his mind tried to sort what he wanted to say and what he could say. Anger grew in him until it eclipsed everything else. He was going to hurt somebody for this.


 


* * *


 


Neither of them moved for several moments. Only the rattling hum of the air conditioner broke the silence.


Grace wiped her eyes on her sleeve and looked up at Alex. “Somebody wants you, and they took Danny to make sure I brought you to them.”


It hurt so much to say his name aloud. She wanted to hide her son away inside of herself, to keep him all to herself again.


“Why didn’t you just shoot me and take my carcass in to get your bounty?” His voice cut through her like Italian steel.


Anger pushed her to her feet, and she swept up his dropped Glock on the way. She would get her son back, even if this was the only way to do it. “He’s not a bounty—he’s my son. And they want you alive and able to talk or you’d be dead already.”


Alex held out his hand, palm up. “Give me the gun.”


It took all her resolve not to let her hand shake as she pointed the Glock at him. “I want you to get ready to travel. Now.”


“You can’t shoot me, honey.”


Could she? This was Alex, after all. The only man who’d ever stirred up those happily ever after feelings in her. His shooting her—with her own gun—all those years ago wouldn’t make it any easier to pull the trigger of his own gun now.


“You can’t shoot me,” he continued, “because whoever wants me, wants me alive. Even a non-fatal shot could lead to heavy blood loss or infection. You can’t take the risk.”


“You said you’d go with me.” Grace’s stomach rolled as she realized there was no easy way—if any—of doing this without Alex’s cooperation.


“I will, Grace. And you need to tell me everything. But first I want my damn gun back. Don’t make me take it from you.”






Chapter Three


 


The challenge hung between them, but she really had no choice. Emotion aside, Alex had given her a very logical reason why she couldn’t shoot him. There wasn’t much sense in keeping the gun.


Unless he planned to shoot her again. That’d be one way to make this problem go away and save his own skin. “I’ll give it back to you later.”


Alex folded his arms across his chest and she knew the debate was over. “Then I won’t go. You either trust me, or you don’t.”


“I trusted you once. Remember London? I wouldn’t trust you to take out my garbage.”


Something like confusion passed over his face, then was gone. “I guess I’ll have to wish you good luck, sweetheart.”


She cursed a blue streak while handing over the Glock. She didn’t need good luck. She needed him to do what he was told.


“Still quite the lady, I see. I think your Sig went under the loveseat.”


She fished it out while Alex put some clothes on. It was hard, but she managed not to drift to the doorway to watch. Danny was her sole focus, and she wasn’t about to let anything cloud her judgment.


“You look like hell,” he said, reappearing in jeans and a snug, white T-shirt. “Pour us each a coffee and let’s talk.”


There was a fresh pot in the kitchen, and she added extra milk and sugar to his because she remembered he liked his light and painfully sweet. She remembered a lot about Alex Rossi. Too much.


She set his cup on the table and took a deep breath. The only way to get through this was from the beginning.


He didn’t interrupt while she related Rustikov’s visit. She even managed to get through most of it without choking up. Most of it.


“What time did they take him?” he asked when she had finished.


“It had to have between eight and eight-thirty. He never made it to school.”


She paused, taking a sip of coffee to hide her need to calm herself.


“I called one of his classmates, and managed in a roundabout way to find out he wasn’t in class today. So they somehow got a woman to call in and pretend to be me.”


He looked up from the ammo clip he was loading to cock a questioning eyebrow at her.


“If a child doesn’t show up for attendance, the school calls home. He wasn’t there, but nobody called me.”


“Did you call the school to verify they made calls for all the absentees?”


“No, I… Everybody thinks I do web design from home. I’ve even done some for people in town. If I called the school, they’d know Danny’s missing. There’d be reports, police, and a lot of explanations I’m not ready to give yet.”


“Why didn’t you tell…why didn’t you call Devlin?”


Grace winced. She knew as soon as she started talking he’d ask this question, and there was no possible answer but the truth. But he wouldn’t like it.


“I needed to come on my own…alone.”


“Don’t you think having everybody in on this would up your chances of getting the boy back? You’re a pro, Grace, and you know this shit.”


“I’m a mom, too, and I know that nobody with the Devlin Group, especially Sean himself, would willingly sacrifice you for my son. I’m the only person willing to do that.”


A smile tugged at his lips. “And you thought I’d simply cooperate, and go to my death without question?”


“No, I… You just… I want my boy back, Alex.”


He set his mug on the table, then walked over to her. He crouched, cupping her chin in his hands. “We will get him back, sweetheart. Together.”


She had to blink away a wave of fresh tears. With his touch warm on her face, her heart ached to believe in him. But her mind knew better.


“I’m going to call Devlin, and get more people on this,” he continued, looking away from her. “He can figure out who’s free and put the tech support on alert.”


She nodded, unshed tears clogging her throat.


“And, Grace, if it comes down to me or the child, trust in me. Please.”


Trust wasn’t something she had in spades when it came to Alex Rossi, but she had no other choice right now.


He stood and took a step back. “I’ll call Devlin while you wash out those mugs and the carafe. I have orders for no housekeeping unless I request it—too many tools of the trade lying around. Then we figure out a Plan A. Did you bring the picture? The technicians might be able to get something from that.”


Grace swallowed hard and nodded. Some part of her had known this moment would come—had known Alex wouldn’t just roll over and play dead for her.


She walked to the door where she’d dropped her bag and unzipped the outer pocket. The picture was already folding at the edges. She’d looked at it a thousand times during the chartered flight, staring into her son’s frightened face.


And it was that face that made her have to stop and take a deep breath before she could turn back to Rossi. “Alex, I…”


He took it from her on his way by and she could do nothing but wait, her heart hammering in her chest. He had fired up his laptop and plugged in a scanner before he looked at the photograph of Danny. His son. Their son.


She knew the instant it hit him.


His shoulders hunched as if he’d taken a blow to the gut, and she heard his ragged intake of breath. Alex’s head bowed until his forehead rested on the picture.


Grace knew what he saw. She had lived with it every day of her son’s life. Rossi’s thick ebony hair, his olive complexion. The dark chocolate eyes. Even the faint hint of dimples that kept their faces from being too unforgiving.


How many nights had she watched her son sleep, then gone to bed haunted by an older, hardened version of that face?


“How could you?” Alex demanded in a voice both cold and hoarse. Then he swore and stood so abruptly his chair skittered backward and fell. “How in God’s name could you do this?”


Every muscle in her body trembled, but Grace kept her spine ramrod straight. “I did what I thought was best for my son.”


Immediately, she cursed inwardly, wishing she could snatch the words from the air before they reached his ears.


“Your son? No, Grace. Our son.”


She opened her mouth, with no idea what might come out of it, but he spun and stormed into the bedroom. He took the picture with him, and slammed the door behind him so hard a cheaply framed print rattled and fell to the floor.


Grace made it to the loveseat before her knees buckled. Pressing her hands to her overheated cheeks, she finally let the torrent of tears fall.


The first crash was accompanied by a howl of rage, and she flinched back against the seat. It sounded like the bedside lamp, and was quickly followed by the smashing of something small—probably the telephone.


She didn’t notice the suite door opening until it had swung halfway. She leapt to her feet, the Sig jumping into her hand almost of its own accord. Even as fear shot through her, she was amazed by how quickly her body and mind had dragged out the old bag of skills.


Carmen was first through the door, and Grace nearly collapsed with relief. Gallagher was tight on her heels, closing the door behind them.


“Hey, we…” he began, but the words died when he saw Grace. “Wow! Long time, no see, lady.”


The next crash was louder, and sounded as if it involved furniture. Grace winced as the two agents looked at the bedroom door. “He’s not in a great mood right now.”


“What are you doing here, Grace?” Carmen asked in alarm. “Where’s Danny?”


She didn’t want to tell the story again so soon, but she knew these two people were going to be instrumental in getting her son back. Taking a deep breath, she launched into another gut-wrenching retelling of the morning’s events. It wasn’t any easier the second time.


 


* * *


 


Alex sank on the edge of the bed, his breath ragged from the exertion of venting his anger. Picking up the photograph, he traced his son’s mouth with the tip of his finger. It was the only thing he’d gotten from Grace.


She was carrying my child that night in London. Alex shuddered and drove back the bile in his throat by force of will. Grace had been pregnant when he’d looked at her down the sight of her own Sig.


Sorrow and regret swept away the last of his anger, and he closed his eyes against the memories of that hideous night. He thought of Danny—of the life he’d followed through emails and phone calls as Sean Devlin.


Now he knew why there were so few photos. And never a school portrait. Only the occasional candid shot. When Danny’s Little League team had won their first game, Grace had sent Devlin a photo of the team in a huddle, showing only their backs. A Halloween picture with Danny’s face obscured by his mask.


The Rossi likeness was so strong Grace would have feared Sean guessing the truth and telling Alex. Juggling two identities had never been easy, but this was one hell of a tangled web they’d managed to weave. And he’d never taken the time to wonder why a woman with the best technology the government could provide couldn’t scan and send a school picture of her son.


Our son.


Alex stood and made his way through the wreckage of his room to the door. Right now there could be no past, only the present. They would get Danny back, and then the time would come for Grace and him to lay their cards on the table. Nothing stood between Alex and an objective, and his only objective now was to hold his son.


He was surprised to see Gallagher and Carmen in the sitting room. They weren’t supposed to be back for another hour or so. They were both unharmed and a steel case was propped against the television stand.


“Any problems?” he demanded.


Gallagher shook his head. “None. The package is secured and we can meet with the company rep anytime.”


Alex stood with Danny’s picture in his hand, random thoughts trying to coalesce in his head. “I don’t think we’ll return it just yet.”


Grace and Carmen watched him expectantly, but Gallagher was nodding agreement. “The timing ain’t a coincidence. You get made surveilling this deal, now Grace’s kid gets snatched at the same time this theft goes down?”


“What are you talking about?” Grace demanded. “What deal?”


“We heard a thief named Johnny Washburn was getting into something big, with some big people. He met with a rep from the buyer, and he recognized me. He got away, but we were able to bring Washburn in.”


“He sang like a girl,” Gallagher put in with a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes.


“The biotoxin we just stole?” Carmen reminded her. “Well, the pencil pusher was going to sell it to Washburn for peanuts, and he was going to sell it to this big shot. For a much more considerable profit, of course.”


Grace looked at Alex, confusion apparent on her face. “But if you knew about it ahead of time, why didn’t you stop it?”


He knew what she was thinking. If he’d reported the pencil pusher’s intentions to the company immediately, there was a good possibility none of this would be happening.


“Washburn would be a dead man. And I’d have lost my only lead on this guy. I’ve been chasing him a long time, Grace, and I knew Carmen could get it back before it changed hands again. And we still don’t know the two are connected.”


“But you believe they are.”


He nodded reluctantly. “Like Gallagher said, there’s the timing. And I knew the voice of the man who recognized me at the café. I didn’t recognize the face, though.”


He let the silence grow for a moment while he considered keeping the man’s identity to himself. The bastard was supposed to be dead after all. But his instincts told him he was right, and she had a right to know.


“It hit me this morning—where I knew his voice from. I listened to the surveillance tapes again just to be sure. It was Ricardo Escobar, Grace.”


The color drained from her face. Alex took a step toward her, but Carmen was already beside her. Grace’s breathing was suddenly shallow and he cursed himself for not finding a better way to tell her.


“No freakin’ way, man,” Gallagher said, shaking his head.


“I didn’t believe it at first, either. But I’m not wrong.”


Gallagher stood in his usual at ease position, rocking back and forth on his heels as he considered it. “Even with the velocity reduction caused by the bullet passing first through Grace’s shoulder, you said it was a solid chest shot. And the fire on top of that?”


“His face has been totally reconstructed. Big dollar job, and he looks nothing like he did before.


“You really think Escobar has Danny?” Grace interrupted in an unnaturally high voice.


He crouched to look eye-to-eye with her. “I don’t know, but I think so. And no matter who has Danny, we’re going to get him back.”


When she nodded, he stood and paced for a minute, gathering his thoughts and letting the beginnings of a plan take form in his mind. “Did you bring them up to speed?”


“Mostly,” Grace whispered.


“Let’s get on it, then. Gallagher, scan this photo and get it to as many technical and support people as we can muster. Call in favors. If there’s any clue at all to be found in the picture, I want it found.”


“On it.” Gallagher took the picture and lifted the scanner lid before glancing at it.


Alex saw him pause and heard the muttered curse. The two men locked gazes for a few seconds before Alex nodded. Gallagher’s eyebrow raised a notch, but he only said, “We’ll get him back.”


“Damn right. After you get that sent Carmen can monitor the computer. You go back to Johnny Washburn and squeeze him hard. I want to know anything he’s heard and I want to know where Ricardo Escobar is. I’m going to start making calls and pulling favors.”


“Shouldn’t Devlin do the phone contacts while we hit the streets?” Grace asked.


Alex’s brain froze for a second, and he flailed for an answer. “He, uh…can make all the official contacts we think we’ll need, but I’ll do the local calls. I’ll probably use the bedroom, so you and Carmen can work out here.”


He was going to have to do some serious juggling to keep Grace from finding out he was Sean Devlin, because now wasn’t the time to deal her another emotional blow.


Carmen pointed to the steel case holding the deadly biotoxin. “What do we do with that?”


“Leave it there. It doesn’t leave our hands until I figure out if and how it’s connected to Danny’s kidnapping.”


The agent’s eyes widened. “Tell me you won’t trade the case if it becomes a ransom situation.”


Would he? It was hard to weigh the collateral damage against the life of his son. “I prefer to think of it as insurance. Now get to work. I want Danny’s location ASAP.”


He turned to face Grace, still trying to bury the emotions that could get in the way of the job. “Can you work, or have you gone soft with no thrill—no fear—in your life?”


“No fear? You arrogant son of a bitch. I know all about fear. It’s standing over your sleeping newborn, and he’s so still and silent you’re sure he’s dead until you tickle his feet to make him twitch. And then, when the fear of SIDS fades, there’s cancer and speeding cars and sending him to school for the first time. I’ve lived with fear every second since his birth, and I still…”


She had to stop—had no choice because the unshed tears clogged her throat. “I still failed. The boogeyman got him, Alex. I couldn’t keep him safe.”


Without planning it, or even knowing he would do it, Alex crossed the room and hauled Grace up into his arms. Her eyes met his, and beneath the terror he could see the fiery rebel he’d known her to be surfacing. He pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her.


“You and me…we’re not okay. When this is over there’s going to be shouting and tears and a whole lot of bad words. But right now it’s all about Danny. We’ll get him back, sweetheart,” he murmured into her hair, and he wasn’t quite sure if he was reassuring her or himself. “I swear. Now, can you work?”


“If I don’t, I’ll go mad.” Her voice was shaky, but he had no doubt she’d pull herself together with something constructive to focus on.


“Grab Gallagher’s computer and his phone. If there is a connection, it’s because Escobar recognized me and knew he could get to me through you…and Danny. Find out about any rental taken possession of in the last week. He’ll be close because Washburn and the biotoxin are close.”


Grace swiped at the lingering wetness on her cheeks. “I’m on it.”


He couldn’t resist pressing a swift kiss to her forehead. “Let’s find Danny.”






Chapter Four


 


After the initial rush of adrenaline and emotion, the drudge work that followed was like trying to run the fifty-yard dash waist-deep in setting cement. And sorting through information they already had in an effort to find new information was frustrating as hell.


The photo of Danny had been taken at the very same airport Grace had taken off from. Flight plans showed the plane also landed at the same airport as Grace’s chartered plane. The plane which had whisked Danny away from his mother had also been a charter, and the info supplied to the charter company was so false even a moron should have known it. And that false identity’s activity had stopped at the airport. They didn’t yet have a thread on their next move.


Hacking into hotel registrations had netted Grace nothing but a lead stomach and a throbbing head, and now she sat holding the photo of Danny, looking into his dark, scared eyes.


What really hurt was guessing how they’d gotten a kidnapped child onto a chartered flight without sending up flags. They had used her. All they had to do was tell Danny they would hurt his mother, and he’d done what was asked of him.


“I need to run the pilot of that flight,” she said out loud, needing to do something—anything—that might give her a glimmer of hope.


“Done,” Gallagher responded. “He’s clean. Just doing his job.”


“I need to do it myself,” she said. Nobody wanted Danny back like she did, and maybe she’d look a little harder than Gallagher did, dig a little deeper.


He turned away from his computers, giving her a hard look. “Let’s you and I go for a walk on the beach and have a little talk.”


She choked out a laugh. “I’m not going beachcombing with you. We don’t have time for chatting.”


Gallagher stood and stretched his back. “I’m hacked into the major credit cards, looking for a local bulk purchase of things you’d buy for a boy that age. It’s a kick-ass bit of code, but it takes time, which gives us time to chat.”


“Fine,” Grace said through gritted teeth. “Talk, then.”


Gallagher shook his head as he walked to the bedroom door. He stuck his head in and told Alex they were taking five. Then he plunked Carmen’s hat on Grace’s head and sunglasses on her nose. “Let’s go.”


Despite the protection of the sunglasses, Grace blinked when they stepped from the rear patio of the hotel into the bright south Florida sunshine. The heat was intense, and she almost balked, but Gallagher grabbed her hand and intertwined his fingers with hers.


“Come on, babe. It’s our honeymoon,” he said a little louder than was necessary.


She plastered a fake smile on her face and walked with him down to the beach. The laughter of children and the raised voices of the parents minding them tore at her heart, but she shoved it down and kept the cover, walking too close to Gallagher and looking like a woman with nothing but love in the sun on her mind.


“Don’t second guess my work,” he said in anything but a loving voice when they’d wandered to a barren stretch of sand.


“I have to do something, Gallagher. He’s my son, and I can’t step aside and put his life in somebody else’s hands.”


He stopped then and turned to face her. “His life is in somebody else’s hands, Grace. Somebody who doesn’t like you and doesn’t like Alex and won’t hesitate to use him to hurt you. I have always had Alex’s back, and I’ve always had your back, and you need to trust me to have Danny’s back, too.”


“I do trust you, but—”


“I need you to trust me with your kid.”


Grace smiled, but she could tell it wasn’t a very convincing one. “I know you’re a good friend of Alex’s, and you know Danny’s his, but it’s a little hard for me to trust people right now.”


He didn’t appear to take offense at her words, but he wasn’t willing to let it go, either. “How about we trade trust?”


“I’m not sure I know what you mean.”


He leaned close to her so he could speak quietly. “My name—my real, tell anybody and I’ll kill you slowly name—is John Gallagher McLaine.”


“John McLaine? Like the Die Hard guy?”


“Spelled differently, but yeah. Only better.”


Grace arched an eyebrow at him. “How so?”


“I’m real, and my gun’s bigger.”


He gave her that little boy grin, but his eyes said You may be off limits, but in my mind I’m seeing you naked.


Too bad her taste ran toward a certain tall, dark and arrogant ass. “How many people know that?”


“Just Alex. But we’re talking about your kid here, so here’s something else.”


He put his hands on her shoulders and pulled her close. To the rest of world he probably looked like he was hugging her, but he spoke so quietly into her ear she had to strain to hear him.


“I have a fifteen-year-old sister. Her name is Melissa and she seriously rocks my world. She lives in San Diego with our parents.”


Grace took a deep breath and let her forehead drop to his shoulder. He’d just given her all the information she needed to find his family. That kind of sharing was unheard of in men like Gallagher, and it said more than all the promises in the world could have.


“I’ll trust you with my loved ones,” he said, still in that low, serious voice, “and you trust me with yours.”


She stood up on her toes and stretched to plant a short, sweet kiss on his mouth. “Thank you.”


 


* * *


 


Alex watched them from the hotel window, never breaking stride mentally as he talked to the man who was canvassing the airport, looking for any information on how the little boy in the Red Sox hat left the terminal.


He hoped Gallagher could calm her down. She’d been like a caged animal since her arrival, and he couldn’t take the time to reassure her himself. It was already draining him trying to be Sean Devlin and Alex Rossi at the same time.


“Hold a sec,” his contact said. “Let me talk to this guy.”


Alex watched Grace and Gallagher making their way back to the hotel and squashed a pang of envy. He’d been in this damn bedroom too long, trying to juggle his identities and get the job done. He wanted to be the one walking on the beach with her.


He’d hidden his role as Sean Devlin from Grace during the years they’d worked together, of course, but it had been easier then. With scheduled, tightly run jobs and separate locations, it had been easy to maintain the subterfuge. But now, with chaos reigning and all of them jammed into one hotel suite to work, it was more of a struggle.


And he’d have to tell her. Not now, not when they couldn’t afford yet another distraction and even more tension between them, but when it was over. Because as far as he and Grace were concerned, it would never be over. They shared a son, and he’d have to share his secret. Later.


“Your boy got into a black, late-model Civic rental with two males, one female.”


Grace was right about a woman being involved. “He’s sure about the car, and it being a rental?”


“Yeah. He talked to one of the guys. Told him they could upgrade to something a little bigger since there was four of them and all. Guy said they wouldn’t have it long.”


“Okay. That’s it for now, but stay available.”


Alex hit the main living room seconds before Grace and Gallagher entered. “You two done sightseeing?”


“Yup,” Gallagher said easily, sliding back into his position at the computers.


“Did the satellite images pick up a black Civic at the airport?”


“Affirmative. The angle didn’t allow me to see who got in it, though.”


“Go back and see how far you can track it.”


“Any activity on the boat?”


Alex shook his head. He’d been watching the live surveillance feed on the laptop in the bedroom and there had been nothing. No armed men, no black Civic and no Danny. “The boat’s just for the meet, I guess.”


Carmen slid into the room, tucking both the hotel code key and the extra card—another layer of security programmed by Gallagher—into her considerable cleavage. “I hate bar duty.”


“But you’re so good at it,” Gallagher said. “Learn anything?”


“I’ve got the name of a down-on-his-luck charter boat captain who’s suddenly buying rounds at every bar on the island, and the info on his boat.”


“Bingo. Let’s run him down.” Alex nodded his head toward the silver case. “I heard from…Devlin, and the pharmaceutical company isn’t happy we’re holding their poison.”


“I’m not really thrilled with it, either,” Carmen said.


“We’re not giving it back until we know how it’s connected to Danny,” Grace said.


“We don’t even know if it’s connected.”


“Come on, Carmen. Like Alex said before, the timing can’t be a coincidence. My son being kidnapped has something to do with that damn briefcase, and it’s not going anywhere until I have Danny back.”


Carmen narrowed her eyes. “You and I have been friends a long time, Grace, but this isn’t your call. Even if you were still with the Group, there’s no chance in hell of your being objective.”


“As long as there’s even a chance the kidnappers are—”


“Carmen’s right,” Alex interrupted. Not only because he was in charge, but he knew Carmen was one of Grace’s few friends, and he didn’t want something said that couldn’t be taken back. “You can’t be objective.”


“Objective? Danny’s my son. And maybe that doesn’t mean shit to anybody else, but it means everything to me.”


Alex felt a chill spread through his body. “Are you implying I’d sacrifice my son to fulfill a contract?”


“I know what you’d sacrifice to fulfill a contract. Do you want to see the scar?”


He tried to remind himself she was emotionally distraught. He told himself they’d be hashing it all out when the mission was over and Danny was safe. But it wasn’t working. He was going to strangle her well before the mission was over.


“You wanna do this now? In the bedroom.” She started to speak, but he shook his head. “Get your ass in the bedroom or I’ll throw you over my shoulder and carry you there.”


 


* * *


 


Grace walked into the bedroom with as much dignity as she could muster, but she was trembling with rage and indignation. And fear. Not fear of Alex, but the breath-stealing fear for her son that was now her constant companion.


The arrogant son of a bitch could say whatever he wanted, but she wasn’t letting them give back the biotoxin until Danny was safe. He’d poured himself a drink to carry in with him, and she sat on the edge of the bed and watched him sip from it. She wasn’t going to open the conversation. If he wanted to talk, he could damn well talk.


“How could you keep my son from me?”


It wasn’t the question she’d expected, but fine. If he wanted to do this now, then they’d do it. “Do you know when I found out I was pregnant?”


“How would I, since I didn’t know you were pregnant?”


“They did a screening before I went in for surgery in the hospital. I learned I was carrying your child while being treated for the gunshot wound you gave me.”


“I pay for that by never knowing I have a son?”


Grace thought of the seconds before Alex’s bullet tore through her shoulder—the way his eyes went so flat and cold. He had been ready to do whatever it took to attain his objective.


Alex knocked back the last of his drink. “I would have explained myself if you hadn’t transferred to a different hospital without telling anybody where you went.”


“What’s to explain? You wanted Ricardo Escobar dead, and you were willing to sacrifice me to kill him.”


The blood drained from Alex’s face, and she got a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.


“Is that what you believe?” he demanded. “Have you truly believed that all these years? You think I would kill you just to take out a second-rate criminal?”


“I…” She looked down at the carpet. Now, seeing his face, she was too ashamed to admit it.


“So you think I can’t be a father because I’m a heartless bastard willing to sacrifice my loved ones for my job?”


Loved ones. She swallowed hard and tried to shove the words away. It was just a handy phrase.


“Do you want to hear the truth?” he asked, “or do you prefer to cling to your hate and misperceptions?”


“Misperceptions?” Her voice rose, but it was either yell or slap him upside the head. “What exactly is there to misperceive? Escobar was standing behind me, using me as a shield, and you shot through me to get to him.”


“And the knife, Grace?” Alex asked in a deceptively calm voice.


Knife? She didn’t remember a knife. She remembered guns. Threats shouted in English, Italian, and Spanish. Smoke. The acrid scent of Ricardo’s fear. But no knife.


“Yes, there was a knife,” he said, no doubt reading her face—something he’d always done better than she liked. “A very wicked-looking hunting knife. He was preparing to stick it in the area of your kidney. You were expecting to be shot, and he wanted me to see your face when the knife slid into your vital organs. I watched his eyes, Grace, and you were about to die. That shot was the only way I could stop him from killing you.”


“I…didn’t know.” It was lame, but the only thing she could think to say.


“It’s all slow-motion in my nightmares, Grace. As soon as I saw the knife he started to smile. And I couldn’t have told you all the thoughts that went through my mind at the time I made the decision to shoot through your shoulder into his heart. But now, late in the night, I can tell you all of them. Would you move? Were my hands shaking? The fire was getting hotter and I’d have to move you and what if you bled out while I was carrying you to the car? The only thing I knew for sure is that you were definitely going to die if I hesitated.”


He stopped and swallowed hard. “God, Grace, I loved you.”


She pulled her heels up onto the bed so she could wrap her arms around her legs, rest her forehead on her knees and sob. She’d never heard pain in his voice like that—never heard the ragged hurt when he spoke. And now she would never forget it.


“When that job was over I was going home to get my mother’s ring. I planned to take you to Italy and ask you to be my wife. Instead I had to put a bullet in you, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to apologize to you for it. Don’t you ever throw that in my face again.”


The door slammed a moment later, and Grace crumpled sideways on the bed. Her shoulders heaved and she pressed her face into the comforter to muffle her crying. Everything she’d been trying to hold in crashed down on her and it was a long time before she could roll onto her back and take a deep, shuddering breath.


If she had only agreed to see him one time before disappearing from his life, they could have had this discussion while there was still chance. Or if she’d talked to Sean, maybe it would have made its way to Alex and…


And nothing. Whether he had any other option but to shoot her or not, nothing changed the fact that his life was too dangerous for her son. The Devlin Group was the reason her son wasn’t safe at home right now, and when they found him, she and Danny were gone. She’d take him so far under her past would never catch up with them again.


“Hey!”


She jerked awake, stunned to find she’d fallen asleep. She heard Gallagher’s shout from the living room and flew off the bed. Only when she stumbled and had to grab the dresser to right herself did she realize she’d fallen asleep. For how long? She pulled up the hem of her T-shirt and swiped at her face as she ran to the door.


“We got him,” Gallagher yelled. He had to mean Danny.


Alex was already leaning over Gallagher’s shoulder and he didn’t look up when she stood behind beside him to peer at the screen.


“You have satellite face recognition technology?” she asked.


“You’ve been playing with the boys who answer to budget committees for too long, Grace.” Gallagher zoomed in, clicked, then repeated it. “I tracked the car from the airport to the boat to the island, then real-timed it. Is that our boy?”


Her breath caught in her throat. It was. She leaned over and touched a finger to her little boy’s face on the screen. He’s alive. “When was this taken?”


“Four and a half minutes ago. Your son should be finishing up in the outhouse right about now.”


Grace stood upright and tried to take a deep breath, but it caught in her chest and she held the back of the chair to keep from hitting the floor. Danny was alive. Alive and unharmed. Tears coursed down her cheeks and she had to concentrate on every breath to keep from hyperventilating.


The trembling robbed her muscles of strength, but she stayed on her feet. He was alive, and the people around her right now were the best in the business. They’d get him back.


Her focus sharpened as some of the maternal desperation eased in her chest. She embraced the single-mindedness that had always overtaken her before a mission. Time to put Mommy in the closet and kick some ass.


“Zoom out,” she said. “What’s the situation?”


“Island off the Keys. Pretty well uncharted, so to speak. A shack…some outbuildings. Trees. And at quick count, a dozen well-armed guards.”


Alex folded his arms and watched Gallagher’s fingers flying over the keyboard. “Work your mission-planning magic, my friend.”


“Get the other laptop fired up. I want topo and meteorological maps for a ten mile radius.”


Grace gnawed at the side of her thumbnail, turning the scenario over and over in her mind. “There’s no way to get on that island without being made. They could…kill him before we can get to him.”


“Remember that convo we had on the beach?” Gallagher asked without looking up.


“Yeah, but—”


“Then let me work.”


The clock seemed to count off endless minutes while Gallagher alternated between running through the computers and just staring at them, thinking. Occasionally he’d mutter something to himself or shake his head.


“A black helo with active noise control,” he finally said.


“A stealth helicopter?” Grace said, looking to Alex. “Can we get one of those?”


He nodded. “Yeah. It’ll take a little time, though, to…for Devlin to pull the strings, and flight time.”


Gallagher nodded. “We’ll still be well within the time limit. Grace, can you fly that bird?”


“No. A Bell, yeah. Running a forty-million-dollar craft silent and dark by computer feed? No.”


“Shit.” Gallagher pondered the problem for a minute before shaking his head. “Let me think for a minute. One of us has to stay with the biotoxin over there.”


“I’m going in for Danny,” Grace snapped, just so everybody knew where she stood.


All three agents tried to stare her down, but she held her ground. “I’m good. If I wasn’t good to go, I wouldn’t.”


“I don’t like it,” Alex countered, and Grace wasn’t surprised. “You’re too emotional. Look how you botched taking me down.”


That was dirty pool. “I didn’t know if my son was dead or alive then, and I doubt the guys on that island are going to distract me by dropping their pants.”


“I don’t care. Let’s get Tony in here.”


“Tony’s deep under,” Carmen reminded him. “Pulling blows eight months of work.”


“Somebody else. Pull up the roster.”


“Hold on.” Gallagher held up a hand.


“No,” Alex snapped. “Hold nothing. She’s not active in this.”


“Dude, you questioning my mission mojo?”


Gallagher’s tone and posture were casual, but his eyes were fierce and Grace figured the best thing she could do was shut her mouth and let them have it out.


“No,” Alex bit out. “But why don’t you tell me why we should take an emotional housewife on a high-risk mission to save a child’s life?”


Grace’s fist shot out and hit him in the diaphragm. Alex doubled-over, gasping for breath. “That’s domestic engineer to you, asshole.”


“Nothing wrong with her reflexes,” Carmen said, before fleeing to the bathroom to hide her laughter from her team leader.


Grace didn’t speak Italian, but she knew the words Alex was muttering weren’t flattering. She didn’t care.


Gallagher raised an eyebrow at her, and then looked back to Alex. “I’ll tell you why Grace should go. One—she’s still got it. She one-upped Rustikov, and if not for you guys having a history, she’d have taken you, too.”


Alex snarled at him, but didn’t say anything. Grace felt heat climbing her neck. She still couldn’t believe she’d fallen for that.


“And two,” Gallagher continued. “What we have here is a scared-shitless little boy. And even if the mission is flawless, it’s going to be terrifying for him, and he’ll fight us, Alex. He doesn’t know us, and we’ll be just more bad guys with guns. If he breaks and runs, then we’re freakin’ chasing him while they’re shooting at us, and it all goes to hell.”


Grace nodded. She knew where he was going with this, and even Alex had stopped scowling quite so fiercely.


Gallagher shrugged. “We bring Grace and we have total control of the kid. He sees his mom and he’ll be like duct tape on her, man.”


Alex was staring at her, and Grace forced herself to look him straight in the eye. “You never doubted me in the field before, Alex.”


“You’ve been out of the loop a while.”


“I’ve kept up with my physical conditioning and put in time at the range while Danny was in school. And it’s still there. I can feel it, just like I did when Rustikov was in my kitchen. Am I at the top of my game? No. It’s been years since I’ve been in the field. But I’m still good and, like Gallagher said, I can control Danny.”


Alex watched her. “Okay. You’re in. Now let’s map this out and get Danny back.”






Chapter Five


 


Grace bounced gently on the balls of her feet, clenching and unclenching her fists at her side. In brand-new khaki cargo pants and a tight-fitting, long-sleeved black T-shirt, with her favorite Nike crosstrainers on her feet, she was ready. To use a phrase from her youth, she was pumped.


And the waiting sucked. They were at rest on the far side of a neighboring island, waiting for the go signal. Carmen was monitoring and feeding Gallagher live satellite feed, and some of the finest agents in the world were now on standby, waiting for her eight-year-old son to have to take a leak.


The outhouse was a modern blue plastic job, and they’d watched the footage closely. When he went in, the indicator moved, showing he’d locked the door. Then the two guys guarding him would relax, wander away and share a smoke. That lock would hopefully buy them the few precious seconds they needed.


She took a deep breath, rolling her shoulders, keeping her muscles warm and limber for the mission ahead. And yet again she visualized Gallagher’s plan, walking mentally through the steps necessary to safely remove their extraction target.


And that’s what Danny was now. An extraction target. His picture was folded up in one of her pockets and the image of his scared eyes was seared across her heart. He was her baby, but now he was her mission.


She felt the adrenaline building and closed her eyes, welcoming the flow through her bloodstream. It had always been her drug of choice and for years she’d been a junkie. Waiting for the juice, riding the high. Coming down, usually on the waves of a shattering orgasm as Alex took her against the wall or a door or whatever hard surface was handy in an adrenaline-fueled frenzy.


But London had been her epiphany, motherhood her recovery program. Every day she denied herself that hit and buried the Grace she’d been just a little deeper inside.


When another mom made noises about volunteering with the drug prevention program, Grace didn’t tell her she’d once shot a Columbian drug lord between the eyes from a distance the woman probably couldn’t even see. She let Danny hang Mission: Impossible posters in his room and pretend to be Tom Cruise without ever letting on she could have kicked that Ethan character’s ass.


She’d hung up her action-adventure gun belt and strapped on an apron. It didn’t quite fit—in fact it chafed like hell—but it had seemed like the right outfit for the job.


Now Grace let the rush come. It was better than chocolate. Better than a good sneeze. It was like the moments before an orgasm, when the brain and the body are screaming come on and let’s do this!


She felt Alex’s gaze on her and turned, giving him a little smile and a saucy wink, just like she always had.


“I’ve missed you, babe.”


Not enough to come after me, she thought, but she simply put out her fist. He touched his to hers—part of their pre-mission ritual—and said, “Ready to ride this river?”


“Yippe-ki-yea.”


Alex gave her a crooked smile and went back to his own rituals, which always included humming the Stones, much to her annoyance.


Nostalgia stung her for a second. Their pattern had been set after their first mission together. She had been untried in the field and he hadn’t wanted to take her, but the job had called for a female sidekick and she’d been the only one available.


When the job was over and her natural instincts and excellent reflexes had saved his ass, he’d told her she’d do to ride the river with. It was a phrase straight from his favorite movie genre—old westerns—and she had responded with a favorite movie quote of her own. It stuck.


With her blood already pumping and her skin tingling from the rush, Grace couldn’t help but wonder just how true to form this job would run. Would Alex seek her out when it was time to come down? She hadn’t been a nun for the last eight years, but it had been a long time. Way too long.


And nobody had ever rocked her world as completely as Alex Rossi had. As good as they were in the field together, their best work had always taken place in the bedroom. Or wherever else they happened to be.


He was watching her again now, and she wondered if he was remembering their incredible stress-busting sex as well, or if he was still questioning her ability to see this through.


She opened her mouth to ask him, but Gallagher beat her to the microphone. “Showtime.”


They were in the air within seconds, skimming along almost silently, just over the water. Grace did a final check of her gear—gun, harness, D-ring and rope—then stepped out onto the skid while Alex did the same on the other side.


Training. Planning. Balance. Above all, timing. The adrenaline settled into a steady beat through her veins, like bass reverberating through a cheaply-constructed apartment building. The Aussies knew how to do it right—face first, meeting the enemy head on with guns blazing.


There was a constant, low chatter on the headset as Gallagher and Carmen monitored the live feed. The angle was vital—they had to keep the toilet out of the line of fire. The hope was that if the orders to take Rossi alive were overridden by the survival instinct, they’d shoot high, aiming for the helicopter which wouldn’t be there but a few seconds.


Mere moments later, the visualization was over and the real thing began. Gallagher brought them in low and fast.


“Go!”


Grace stepped off the skid into the air, heard shouts and the short, controlled bursts of Alex’s gun while she counted off. One-one thousand…two-one thousand…three.


She lifted the hand controlling the rope, catching it in the D-ring and jerking to a stop. One-one thousand. Through the corner of her eye she saw Danny emerge from the outhouse, looking up.


Two-one thousand. She released, free-falling to the ground.


“Clear!” Alex shouted.


“Mommy!”


She hit the dirt running. The rope slid free of the D-ring and she swung her assault rifle back on its strap and scooped up her son. His arms and legs curled around her and she was moving again.


“Go five!” Alex said into her headpiece.


She pivoted to her five o’clock without breaking stride. There were more shouts…more shots. Too many. Shit. She was off-balance with Danny’s weight straining her shoulders, but she pushed forward.


“Building, two…go!”


She corrected to two o’clock and saw the door. “Hold on really tight, baby!”


As Danny strangled her, she reached down for the gun with her right hand and brought it up over their heads. She hit the door hard, pivoting her body as she sailed through and spraying the room with bullets. Splinters bit into her back as she slid with her body curled up around Danny’s, still firing. Two men dropped.


The door slammed behind Alex and he dropped to the floor next to them. “You do know how to make an entrance, sweetheart.”


Grace barely heard him. She peeled Danny away from her and checked him for injuries, hardly noticing the tears spilling over both of their cheeks. He was dirty and had a couple of scratches, but nothing a shower, some hydrogen peroxide and a couple of Band-aids wouldn’t cure.


“That was so cool!” he said, squirming under her kisses.


Her chest was still heaving and her muscles still screaming and there was no way in hell she could have heard him correctly. “Cool?”


“He said you could do stuff like that, but I didn’t believe him. I mean, you’re like just a mom. So I told him there was no way.”


Grace looked over at Alex where he’d gone to watch through the windows as their foes tried to come up with a plan. He raised an eyebrow at her, clearly sharing her thoughts.


“Who said that, honey?” she asked Danny.


“Ricky. He said he was an old friend of yours and that you all used to do stuff like this all the time. And that nobody was going to hurt me and I might get to see it before I go home.”


Ricardo Escobar. She took a deep breath before answering him. Whatever the dead asshole walking had told her son, it was helping to keep his trauma to a minimum and she didn’t want to blow it. But knowing the man had talked to her son—breathed the same air—had her aching to kill the bastard.


“He’s not really a friend of mine, honey. He’s a bad man and he took you, and we came to get you back.”


A spray of bullets tore up the flimsy wood over their heads and Grace threw herself over Danny. She shielded him with her body as they crawled toward the back of the room, where piles of wood and junk would offer him more protection.


He was shaking now, and his eyes told her he’d finally realized this wasn’t as cool as he’d first thought it was. “I want to go home, Mommy.”


“I know, baby. You curl up here and I’m going to go talk to Alex and see if he’s got a plan yet, okay?”


He nodded and Grace made her way back to the front of the room, staying low. “How’s it look?”


“Gallagher says they’re moving toward us, but they’re concentrating on the rear of the building. The boats are back there, so they must think we’ll make a break for them. But he found a place he can put the bird down. The longer we sit here the higher the chance of the helo getting taken out or reinforcements arriving. But it’s risky…”


Grace was quiet. While Gallagher zoned out to plan his or the team’s moves, Alex talked himself through the process. He always had, and her ability to hold silent and trust his judgment had been one of the reasons they’d worked so well together.


“The helo’s just through that grove and over the knoll,” he continued. “You run for it on foot while I lay down cover fire. Blow away anything that moves—just get Danny to that helo and Gallagher will take care of the rest.”


Icy fingers of fear strangled Grace’s heart. “Oh God…”


She couldn’t decipher his look through the veil of tears suddenly blurring her vision. “I can’t do it, Alex.”


“What the…now isn’t the time to go soft on me.”


“Soft, you—” Grace stopped and took a deep breath. God willing, she could yell obscenities at him later. “The helo’s almost a quarter mile from here, at a dead run. He’s too heavy for me. I barely made it here. And he’s never been a fast runner.”


He was silent while she paused to swallow…to breathe. “I’ll have to holster my gun. You’re strong enough to carry him and fire. There have been shots from that direction. We have radio contact now, but if Gallagher goes down, you can fly Danny out of here. I can’t. And you may be the guy to go through the door with, but I’m a better shot.”


“Grace…shit.”


Grace pressed the balls of her hands to her eyes, trying to stem the flow of tears. She had to be calm for Danny. If he struggled…


“You’re his mother. You need to leave with him,” Alex said. “I can’t tell him his mother took bullets for him. Don’t ask me to do that, Grace. Anything but that.”


The pleading note in his voice twisted her heart, but there was no other way. “I’d rather he live with the father he doesn’t know than die with the mother he does. Take him out of here, Alex. Please.”


He considered her words silently before nodding, and relief and terror blew Grace’s mind apart for a moment. She crawled back to the tiny space where Danny huddled in the shadows.


His face was ghostly white, and his eyes liquid with fear. She pulled him into her lap, knowing he would feel her tremble, but unable to stop herself from holding him.


She whispered against his hair. “You have to go with Alex, baby. You’re going to fly on a helicopter to a safe place, okay?”


“No, Mommy.” He buried his wet face against her breast, and she squeezed him.


“I’ll see you in a little while, baby. I…I promise.”


He lifted his head, blinking away his tears. “Pinky swear?”


Grace thought she would choke to death on the tears she fought back, but she linked pinkies with her son. “Pinky swear.”


“Okay.”


“It’s going to be very scary, honey, but Alex is strong and smart and you need to do whatever he tells you without arguing. That’s very important, okay?


“Okay.”


She knew the clock was ticking, but she ran her fingers over Danny’s cheek. She memorized his face, the tear-filled blue eyes. His brave little smile with the gap where his front top tooth had just fallen out. The freckle on his left temple.


“I love you, Danny.”


“I love you, too, Mommy. Bunches and bunches.”


One final hug, and she pulled him toward the front of the room. With his hand enveloped by hers, she could feel her son jerk every time Alex fired a shot, but she couldn’t stop to comfort him now.


Alex tried to give Danny a reassuring smile, but Grace could see the uncertainty in his eyes.


“Devlin has sealed instructions for…for Danny’s care,” she told him, using every bit of her willpower to sound calm.”


“I’ll get the boy on the helo, then I’m coming back for you.”


“No, you—”


“We’ll find another way out, and…”


Grace pressed her fingers to his mouth. “Just get Danny to safety, Alex, and at least give me the knowledge he’s with you. I trusted you once, and please…God, don’t betray me again. Let me believe in you.”


He lifted her hand from his lips, kissed her palm, then pressed it to his chest. She could feel his heartbeat, steady and sure.


“I’ll see our son safe, Grace. But I will come back for you.”


Grace stood on her toes and kissed him. She couldn’t express her feelings—her gratitude and fear—with words, but she could make him feel it.


Alex growled deep in his throat, and pressing his hand to the back of her neck, devouring her mouth. Then he let her go. “Make yourself ready.”


She closed her eyes for several long moments, breathing deeply. Telling Danny goodbye was going to break her heart, but she had to be ready. No crying. No curling up in a ball. She had to be ready to lay down cover fire.


Danny’s pinky slid around hers again, and she smiled down at the most amazing thing that ever happened to her.


“I’ll see you at the safe place, Mommy.”


She bent down and kissed him hard, then forced the word “go” through her throat.


In the blink of an eye, Alex had Danny over his shoulder. He let loose a spray of bullets, then took off at a dead run.


One last look at her son’s terrified face, then a movement in the trees. She aimed, fired, then fired again at a muzzle flash.


Grace heard herself scream. It was a primal sound of maternal outrage and fear, and she couldn’t say if it actually came from her mouth, or only her mind. She didn’t care.


She killed two quickly, and a third would need either a good doctor or a priest, but she didn’t leave her post. There had to be more, and she could do nothing until she knew Danny was safe.


“Helo, come in,” she said into the headset over and over, but her only response was silence.


Seconds passed and she moved out into the clearing, running at a low angle toward the trees. A click sounded to her right and she turned, registered the threat and fired, dropping the guy without even pausing. They should be in range of Gallagher’s cover fire by now, but she kept on—not rushing, but scanning constantly for threats.


“Package intact and on board,” crackled over her radio just as she threw herself to the left, rolling and firing at the target who’d fired a split second too late.


Gaining her feet, she saw the new threat almost immediately. A man stood at the edge of the grove, lifting a hand-held rocket launcher. She screamed, jerking his attention away from the mechanism and then she fired. She fired again and again until the gun did nothing but click and the body didn’t even twitch on the ground.


Then she broke through the trees and saw it—the flash of a black helicopter streaking away toward the horizon. Relief stole the strength from her legs and she sank to her knees in the sand. The sob that had been trapped in her throat broke free and she barely heard the gunshot behind her.


 


* * *


 


“She’s still taking fire,” Gallagher shouted into Alex’s earpiece.


He jerked up on Danny’s harness one last time, trying to ignore the terrified eyes and the trembling lower lip. Danny was safe and that’s all that mattered. There would be times for hugs and kisses and reassurances later. What was important now was making sure those reassurances came from the boy’s mother.


“Make a circle and drop me off-shore,” Alex ordered. “I’ll get her and we’ll take one of the boats out.”


“Negative.”


His head came up from the repelling harness he was inspecting. “Negative? What…did you just tell me no?”


“Negative is no, affirmative is yes. Geez, Rossi, and all this time I thought you were a pro.”


“I’m going back for her, you son of a bitch. If I have to hold a gun to your head to get you to bring this tin can around, I will.”


“Look. You’ve got a scared kid back there and an agent sitting on poison back in the hotel. And you run the joint. I’m the only expendable personnel on board this bird.”


Alex shook his head. “I’m not leaving her behind.”


“No, you’re not. You’re sending me in after her and you trust me with your life so you’d damn well better trust me with hers. And I promised her she could trust me with her kid. I guess that means not letting his…you get killed, too.”


Alex dropped the harness with a sigh. The damn beach bum was right. As much he wanted to rescue her himself, that wasn’t what was best for Danny and he slid into the co-pilot seat. “Give over control and get ready.”


Gallagher clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Dude, if this goes bad…get the boy a dog and name it after me, okay?”


“We’re all going to have a long talk about insubordination when this is over.”


“I hope so, man.”


“Bring her back,” Alex said, leaving whether she’s alive or not unsaid.


A final handshake and Gallagher moved back in the bird, checking his weapons and the harness. Alex heard him speak quietly to Danny, but he couldn’t hear what his best friend told his son.


His son. That was his boy back there, pale as a ghost with his little hands clutched in his lap. And what the hell would he say to him if Grace didn’t make it? He was a total stranger to that boy.


As Sean Devlin, he’d received the sealed package detailing the arrangements she’d made regarding her son in the event of her death. He’d assumed the documents left custody of the child and all of her possessions to her parents. Now he wondered. Was there a letter in that packet addressed to Alex Rossi? Or would she have even gone to her grave without revealing her secrets if Danny hadn’t been kidnapped?


‘Yo!” Gallagher called to him from the open hatch.


Alex tamped down on the questions and focused all of his attention on flying the bird. He came around and concentrated on coming in to the island low enough and slow enough to allow Gallagher to repel down and release the harness over the water without being low and slow enough to be a good target. Ideally, any men left alive on the island wouldn’t even know there was a man in the water.


It went down smoothly and Gallagher came though the headset seconds after hitting the water. “Go!”


And he went. Leaving two of the three most important people in his life behind.






Chapter Six


 


He’d known she was alive. Gallagher had been in contact several times since he’d dropped into the water. But not until Grace appeared at the end of the long hallway flanked by Gallagher and a military guard did he allow the relief to come.


She was smiling, no doubt anticipating the reunion with Danny. But she was favoring her right leg slightly, and she’d changed her shirt. He could barely discern the faint outline of a bandage on her upper arm. A minor flesh wound, Gallagher had reported, but he still shuddered at the thought of the nightmare that could have been.


Even favoring her leg, Grace moved like a cat. An exotic and lethal cat with very sharp claws. He was willing to risk the scratches and when she was near enough, he grabbed her and pulled her into his arms. Her hands snaked around his neck and he just held her for a long moment.


“Don’t ever make me leave you behind again,” he whispered against her ear.


“I don’t intend to.” She pulled away and smiled up at him. “Where’s Danny?”


“Down the hall. Your parents arrived about fifteen minutes ago.”


A shadow passed over her face. “I suppose they’ve been filled in.”


“We tried to be vague about the details, but they’ve been with Danny for ten, so…”


“Great.” She shrugged, then winced a little. “I guess I should go and supply the last pieces of the puzzle.”


“Hold up. The clock’s still ticking. Until that biotoxin loses its potency, they’re going to keep coming after it, and that’s our best bet for getting them. I’m leaving soon, but first we need to talk about what’s going to happen when this over and I come looking for you.”


“You don’t have to come looking for me. I’m leaving with you now.”


No. Over his dead body. “You are staying here with our son and then, when you get the all clear, you’re taking him home.”


“I didn’t ask your permission, Alex.”


He heard that tone in her voice that meant he may as well beat his head against a brick wall as continue this conversation, but he had a very hard head. “After all he’s been through, you’re just going to leave him here alone?”


Her cheeks reddened and he braced himself for her swing, but she only crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Ricardo Escobar almost took Danny from me while he was still in my body. Now, eight years later, he did take him from me. I am going to hunt that son of a bitch down and I’m going to kill him. And then I’ll take my son home.”


There was no way in hell he was going to let the mother of his child risk her life taking Escobar down. And the thought of losing another woman he cared about to the bastard behind it all made fear burn like acid in the back of his throat.


“So what was all that about before, Grace? All that stuff about being a good mother and doing what was best for Danny. Now that you’ve gotten out of the kitchen and had some fun, you don’t care about that anymore?”


“Fun?” She put both hands on his chest and shoved him hard. “Screw you, Rossi. I tried. I tried to play nice with the PTO and I tried to bake cookies and I tried to like Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and Spy Kids and I couldn’t do it. But this…this I can do for him, Alex. When I take Danny home and tuck him in to his own bed, I’ll be able to look him in the eye and promise him that bad guy will never, ever hurt him again.”


He was losing. Again. He’d rarely, if ever, totally lost his cool, but now he turned and beat the living hell out of the vending machine. Plastic cracked and splintered, and packaged snacks flew around inside of it, and it didn’t even help.


“What if you die?” he yelled, shoving his hands deep in his pockets because he wanted nothing more than to shake her until her eyes rolled back in her head. “What if you don’t come back, Grace? It doesn’t hurt any less when your mother dies taking a bullet for you. She’s still dead.”


He saw the question in her eyes, but it went unasked. “I could end up just as dead crossing the grocery store parking lot—”


“Don’t. Don’t even feed me that weak bullshit, Grace. I was the one in that helo with Danny wondering how I could face him if I had to tell him his mommy wasn’t ever coming back. What the hell is he supposed to do without you?”


“My parents love him like he’s their own child. They’re very close and he’d have a good life with them. And there’s an account set up for them if they should have to do that.”


He told himself not to ask, but like always he reached right out and put his hand on that hot stove. “That envelope Devlin has…is there a letter in there for me?”


At least she looked him in the eye when she said, “No.”


And he knew why, so he pushed the hurt down and went back to the issue at hand. “I am begging you to stay with Danny, Grace. Please.”


The pleading was useless. He knew it, but did it anyway. If there was even the slightest chance it would keep her safe here with their son he’d throw himself at her feet.


 


* * *


 


If she wasn’t a mother now, the tone in Alex’s voice would have had Grace giving him anything he asked of her. Everything about Alex Rossi was fierce, but his pride most of all.


But she had to do this. It was time for her to brandish the sword of maternal vengeance and slay the monsters. Still she couldn’t say the words. He’d never begged anything of her before.


He knew, though, because he gave a half-shrug and turned away. “You can explain that to your son.”


When Grace was cleared into the dorm-style room holding her son, he exploded up off the chair he’d occupied and wrapped himself around her like he had on the island. “Mom! Nana and Grampa are here!”


She kissed his hair and looked to her parents, but they were both busy watching Alex, who had come in behind her. The resemblance between father and son was just too strong. She wasn’t going to have a secret left to herself by the end of the day, dammit.


Finally her mother turned, and the look—the “Ohmigod are you okay because I’m going to kill you and how dare you worry me so and I love you so much” look—almost undid Grace entirely.


Here was a woman who did it right. She baked perfect cookies in a perfect apron in a perfectly spotless house behind a white picket fence and had probably never felt an urge to pack the vacuum with C4 and be done with whole damn thing. And even though Grace had put that perfect white bread existence behind her as soon as she was of age, she now wished she could be half the mother Liz Nolan had been.


“I should have known those stories about doing diplomatic work were a crock,” her mother said now. “You haven’t been diplomatic a day in your life.”


Even being shot didn’t suck as much as being bagged in a lie by a parent, Grace thought. “Sometimes I worked for diplomats,” she mumbled.


“Somehow I have a very difficult time imagining Shirley Temple Black jumping out of a helicopter.”


Grace swallowed the smart-ass retort that almost sprang from her tongue. Her parents had just been more or less abducted from their home and put on a helicopter to rendezvous with their kidnapped grandson before they even knew if they’d get him back or not. A little terseness on her mother’s part was far less than the emotional reaction Grace had expected.


Her dad’s gaze was bouncing around from Grace to Danny and Alex and back to Danny again. “Hey, Dad.”


Instantly she was pulled into his arms, wrapped in an Old Spice-scented bear hug she hadn’t realized she’d needed desperately. She sniffed back tears and let him hold her for a good long time.


Finally he pushed her gently away and looked her over with fatherly concern. “I never should have let you watch those John Wayne marathons with me.”


They all laughed then, and breaking the tension set Danny off. His words tumbled over each other in his rush to tell all about the plane and the guns and the helicopter and Mom’s Matrix moves. By the time he was done, Grace’s mother had found herself a chair to collapse into.


“At least it’s over now,” she said.


Grace took a deep breath. Now came the hard part.


Alex stepped forward before she could speak. “Mr. and Mrs. Nolan, I’d like a few moments of your time, if you don’t mind.”


Grace tried to show her gratitude in a brief smile. Telling Danny she wasn’t staying would be hard enough without her mother and father going hysterical. And considering she heard her mother muttering about how he didn’t look like a doctor on their way through the door, she knew Alex would be saving her from further explanations, as well.


“Are the bad guys gone now, Mom?”


She looked into his sad, dark eyes and knew it could all end right here. If her little boy cried and begged her to stay, every word she’d said to Alex would cease to matter.


“Some of them. But the head bad guy is still out there.”


“Are you going to go get him?”


She sat on the cot next to him and tucked his head under her chin. “I want to, but only if it’s okay with you to stay here with Nana and Grampa until I get back.”


Only a few seconds passed before he nodded, his soft hair tickling under her chin. “They said I’m even better guarded than the president. And I missed Grampa and Nana. You won’t get hurt, will you?”


She squeezed him just a little too hard and he squirmed. “I’ll try not to get hurt, honey. It’s dangerous, but I did this job for a lot of years before you were born, and I know how to take care of myself. Okay?”


“Okay.”


“And no matter what, you remember I love you more than anything. Even more than Doritos.”


He giggled and pulled out of her embrace. He was reaching the age at which he’d only tolerate coddling for so long. “Is Alex going with you?”


“Yes. We’re kinda partners. Or we used to be.”


“I’m glad he’s going with you.”


Something in his voice made her wonder if something besides being impressed with Rossi’s abilities was behind his words. “Why?”


He shrugged, trying for casual, but not quite getting it. “He looks at me a lot. Like watching me and staring, and it’s kinda creepy.”


At least he had good instincts, she thought. Clearly the apple hadn’t fallen from either branch of the tree. “I know you’re a little shaken up right now, honey, but do you remember when I told you your father was a doctor?”


Danny nodded, frowning. “And you couldn’t find him, so he doesn’t know ‘bout me.”


Grace took a deep breath. Hopefully the emotional bombshells were almost over, because too many more bracing breaths would have her hyperventilating. “Alex is your father, sweetie.”


He didn’t say anything, so she pressed on. “We used to work together and we…liked each other a lot. But we lost touch right before I found out I had you in my belly. He didn’t know about you until after the bad guys took you and I needed help to get you back.”


“So you knew where he was if you could ask him to help get me back.”


Ouch. “I knew how to contact people who knew how to find him. I thought…I thought he had done a bad thing, but now I know I was wrong. I’m so very sorry, baby. I’m sorry about all of this.”


He shrugged again, and this one translated as he was confused and hurt and needed some time to think things through. And Grace was thankful her parents were just the kind of warm and intelligent people to talk him through what was happening.


“Can I talk to him before you leave?” Danny asked, and Grace nodded.


“Everybody’s just down the hall. Let’s go find them, okay?”


 


* * *


 


Alex was relieved to see Grace and Danny join them in the big rec room, but confused when she veered off toward him and Danny walked alone to a couch at the far end and sat. He’d figured the kid would still be refusing to let go of her. In fact, he’d been counting on it—his last hope for changing her mind.


“He wants to talk to you,” she said quietly, and he noted the pinched look her face always took on when she was trying not to be emotional.


“Did you tell him who I am?”


She nodded. “I thought it was best. You were staring at him a lot and he was beginning to think you were a creepy child molester.”


“Good instincts,” he said, and then his brain caught up with his mouth. “I mean, not that I’m a pedophile, but it’s good he was aware I couldn’t stop watching him.”


She laughed at him, some of the color returning to her cheeks. “So stop watching him and go talk to him.”


Alex had seen and done things in his life that would have been too unbelievable and outrageous even for Hollywood. But nothing had ever scared him the way his son watching his approach did. Every footstep across the rec room seemed to echo in his ears, and he almost turned and bolted before giving himself a mental slap. This was his son.


He sat next to Danny and assumed the same position—leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands together. “Hi, Danny.”


“Hi.”


“So…your mom told you who I am?”


He nodded, his big eyes so serious Alex thought his heart would break. This was his kid—sad and scared—and he didn’t know what to say to him.


“Mom said you didn’t know ‘bout me. That she didn’t tell you I’m your kid.”


Alex felt as if he was in a vice, being slowly squeezed by the pressure. He didn’t know how to be a dad. He hadn’t read any of the books, or watched parenting videos. What if he said the wrong thing and scarred the kid for life?


The only thing he did know was that this moment was going to set the emotional stage for a lifetime.


“No, buddy, she didn’t tell me about you. But we lost touch before you were born, and then…part of my job is a big secret, and that makes me hard to find.”


Danny nodded, and Alex prayed the boy had made some sense of his words. More sense than he’d made of them. He cleared his throat. “The important thing is I didn’t come because I didn’t know about you. Don’t ever think I didn’t want you.”


The way Danny smiled but looked away told him the little boy had spent his short life thinking exactly that, and the urge to walk across the room and knock Grace on her ass was almost too much for him. But he could imagine too clearly the look on their son’s face if he did.


“Once the bad guys are gone will you come see me?” Danny asked, picking at his thumbnail.


“Yes, I will.” He put his hand over Danny’s small ones to still them. “I travel a lot for my work, so I’m not going to be with you all the time, but you’ll see me a lot. I promise.”


“That’s cool. Some of the guys make fun of me because I play catch with my mom.”


A whole new kind of anger grabbed Alex’s gut and gave it a squeeze. They were picking on his kid? Nobody messed with a Rossi and got away with it, even if he had to drag their bully asses home and beat the crap out of their dads for it.


“You look mad,” Danny whispered, drawing his hands away.


“Sorry. I’m not mad at you. I don’t like bullies. We’ll see if they make fun of you when we head off with our season tickets to the Patriots in my Hummer.” He remembered being in school and that kind of show would buy his son some cool points for sure.


“Wow! You have Pats season tickets? And a Hummer?”


“I don’t have the tickets yet, but I will by next week.” He’d buy out the whole stadium if it kept the boy’s eyes lit up like that. “And one of my vehicles is a Hummer.”


Danny was quiet for minute, then he looked up with his brown puppy dog eyes. “If you can get season tickets for the Pats and you drive a Hummer, you must have a lot of money, huh?”


“Yes, I do.” It had never occurred to him to ask how Grace was set for money. She probably did okay with the computer work she did for above-board agencies and she’d never said anything during the times he’d spoken to her as Devlin, but she was a proud woman who wouldn’t have asked for help. So help him, if his son had not only been picked on, but living in poverty all these years, he’d be hard pressed not to shoot her again.


“So can we get Red Sox tickets, too?”


Relief made Alex laugh out loud. “You bet. I suppose you’ll want a bigger allowance now, right?”


Danny grimaced and shook his head. “Mom won’t pay me my allowance ‘cause I haven’t cleaned my room.”


“She’s right not to pay you if you’re not doing the job.”


“I’d rather go without the five bucks than clean my room,” the boy said with a shrug. “It’s not worth it, but I bet if the allowance was more…”


He let the sentence trail off and Alex chuckled as he ruffled the boy’s hair. He’d had a dad for fifteen minutes and he was already playing the game. “Your mom and I will talk about that. But I’ll tell you right now when I was a kid I had to keep my room spotless and I didn’t get any allowance.”


Danny sighed and rolled his eyes, an expression that was totally Grace. “Yeah, yeah. And you had to walk a mile to school and you couldn’t Tivo your digital cable on your high-def TV.”


“Actually I walked two miles.”


“Oh, great.”


Alex saw Gallagher make a subtle gesture toward his watch, but not so subtle Danny missed it. His thin shoulders sagged a little bit, and he shrugged again.


“I guess it’s time to go,” he said.


“Yeah. But I’ll be seeing you again real soon.”


There were those damn puppy dog eyes again. “Pinky swear?”


Alex locked pinkies with his son and nodded. “Pinky swear.”


“It’s kinda okay this bad stuff happened, ‘cause you got to know about me, right?”


He pulled the boy close and gave him a tight hug. “I’m really sorry this happened to you, but yeah, I’m not sorry I get to know about you.”






Chapter Seven


 


Grace watched a couple playing in the surf from the bedroom window of a new hotel suite, two floors up from the one in which she’d originally found Alex. They’d moved things around a little after their return from Miami, but Alex didn’t want to move hotels.


Now the team occupied a two-bedroom suite, which wasn’t a problem since they all power-napped on different schedules and rarely slept at the same time. Or two of them occupied it at the moment, anyway. Gallagher and Carmen were both out, tying up loose ends caused by the multiple dead bodies they’d left behind.


And now, when her son was finally safe and she should have been relaxed, she couldn’t be still. She was hyped up and emotional, and she had an itch she was afraid only Alex Rossi could scratch.


There was a sharp rap on the door, then it swung open. Speak of the devil.


“It’s only me, Grace.”


A bubble of laughter died in Grace’s throat. Only? There was nothing only about the man.


Especially now. God grant her some willpower, because she was going to need it. Fresh from the shower, Alex had thrown a white T-shirt on with worn jeans. His feet were bare, and his damp hair deliciously towel-tousled.


“You spoke to Danny? He’s still okay?”


“Yes. And they’ll call me again when they have a direct line for me to use.” Tears clouded her vision, and she smudged them away with the heel of her hands. “Thank you, Alex.”


“I’ve always been here for you, Grace. No matter what you believe. No matter what has—”


“No,” she interrupted him. There wasn’t enough left of her to do the past at the moment. “Not now. Please.”


“Soon.” He was moving closer—slowly—and she felt as if he was stalking her like a predator.


“Soon. But not now. I…I’m still on a bit of an adrenaline high, I guess.”


“There’s a sure-fire cure for that,” he said in that damned take your clothes off voice.


Grace sighed, her knees going weak. They’d cured the hell out of adrenaline highs back when they worked together. Hard and fast, and sometimes still half-clothed. It had never failed them.


She bunched the front of his T-shirt into her fist and pulled him close. She may regret this in the morning, but that was then. “I need you,” she growled, pulling his face down to hers.


That was all the encouragement he needed apparently, since in the next instant she was flat on her back on the bed. As his body settled over hers, she arched her back, bringing her hips up to meet his.


His hands slid under her, cupping her ass and holding her to him. “I’ve missed you, Grace.”


He had no idea how much that feeling was mutual. She hadn’t lived like a nun since Danny’s birth, but the dry spells were frequent and long. And there had never been anybody like Alex.


“Why did we stop doing this?” Alex asked, rocking his denim-clad erection against her, and Grace felt a rush of feminine victory at the tightness in his voice.


“Because you shot me,” she reminded him.


“Oh, that’s right.”


His hands left her ass and slid up under her shirt, his fingers splaying across her ribs. The needy ache in the small of her back intensified, and she plunged her fingers into his hair to pull his mouth to hers.


She wanted hot and urgent, but that damned Italian soul of his went for finesse. He let their breath mingle, flicked his tongue over her lip. Teased her.


When she growled low in her throat, he only pulled back and smiled. “Hungry, sweetheart?”


“Starving.”


“Then we should go slowly. I don’t want you to overdo it.”


She pulled at his T-shirt, her fingers scraping his skin as she dragged it up his back. “I want you naked, Alex.”


He stood and dragged the shirt up his body and over his head, tossing it carelessly in the corner. “Your turn.”


She hesitated, feeling shy with him for the first time. She’d changed so much in the years since they’d last been naked, and she’d given birth to a child. Alex was still so…Alex. Hard muscle, tanned flesh and faint scars.


He held out his hand, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “Don’t even think about trying to hide your body from me, Grace.”


She let him pull her to feet and sucked in her breath when his hands slid under her shirt. The heat of his touch traveled across her stomach, and then up and over her ribs to cup her breasts.


His touch was tentative, almost shy, and it pissed her off. She didn’t want a reacquainting to remind her of all that lay between them. She wanted it the way he’d always given it to her—hard and fast.


She pulled her T-shirt over her head and tossed it away. “Stop with the touchy-feely shit and let’s do this already.”


When she went for her bra clasp he captured her wrists, holding her hands at the back of her waist. “Pushy bitch, aren’t you?”


“I’m not a close my eyes and think of England kinda girl.”


Alex pulled down on her wrists, arching her back and offering up her breasts. With his teeth, he pulled at the fabric of her bra, exposing first one aching nipple and then the other. “What do you think of when you close your eyes?


“I try to remember all the world capitals in alphabetical order,” she teased, forcing herself not squirm as the damp heat of his mouth warmed her flesh. “But I always get distracted somewhere around Jakarta.”


Alex growled, and the vibration of it tickled her skin. “Tell me what you really think about, smart-ass.”


When he bit down on her nipple as punishment, Grace moaned and arched her back willingly for him. “You, Alex. Always you.”


His control finally snapped, and he shoved her down on the bed. He yanked her jeans down and off, and her panties followed. She slipped out of her bra as she sat up, then slid to her knees on the floor.


The button gave way easily, and she drank in his long, ragged sigh of relief as she slid his zipper down. She tucked her fingers into his waistband and pulled the jeans over his hips, her mouth damn near watering at the sight of the bulge under those boxer briefs.


He lifted first one foot and then the other so she could toss the jeans aside. She ran her hands over his calves, then brought them around to the front of his thighs. Alex sucked in a breath when her fingertips breached the leg bands. She splayed her fingers, loving the feel of hard muscle under tender skin.


When he growled deep in his throat, Grace withdrew her hands from under the cotton. Careful to ease the elastic over his straining cock, she removed the briefs even faster than she’d taken off the jeans.


When she made to take him in her hands, he grabbed her wrists and hauled her to her feet.


“Later,” he demanded. “I won’t last long as it is.”


When he ran his hands down her back and cupped her ass, Grace wrapped her arms around his neck. He hooked her behind the knees and lifted her legs to his waist. She was totally ready for him and his cock slid into her, filling her.


She breathed his name, the tang of his shaving cream making her sinuses tingle. After the initial thrust, Alex stilled and Grace tried to rock against him, her body screaming for a mind-numbing orgasm.


His fingertips bit into her ass and he took a couple of steps, pressing her back against the door. “Be still.”


“I don’t want to be still,” she hissed in his ear. “I want—I need—to come. Now.”


He pulled back to just shy of his cock slipping free of her. “Say please.”


She wanted to hit him—to wrestle him down to the ground and ride him until they were both drained, but the bastard had her pinned against the damn door. “I’ll make you pay for this.”


He twitched his hips, and she tried to buck against him, wanting more. He held back. “Beg, Grace.”


Oh, he was so going to pay later. “Please, Alex. Fuck me now.”


He drove into her and she thought her body would explode with each thrust. He was punishing her, and she let her head drop against the door and welcomed it.


“You shouldn’t have left me,” he growled, the veins standing out on his neck. “After every job I wanted to fuck you, Grace. And you weren’t here.”


She didn’t want to talk. She wanted to come, and she dug her fingernails into his back, urging him on.


“Instead I’d get shot at and have to jerk myself off in the shower.”


Okay, that she might want to talk about. Later. Maybe while they were admiring the bruises she’d have on her back.


Alex shifted her weight, freeing one hand. He slid it behind her head and wrapped his fingers in her hair. He pulled hard, dragging her face up to his. He kissed her, his teeth biting at her lip.


“I missed you so fucking much,” he whispered, the muscles in his back trembling under her hands.


She came then, her scream muffled by his own mouth. His cock pulsed in her and he thrust harder as his own orgasm rocked him.


As the aftershocks faded, he slid to the floor, taking her with him. He kissed her again—this time gently—with smiling lips.


“I feel better now.”


Grace chuckled against his sweaty shoulder. “I really needed that.”


And she had. Curled with him on the soft carpet, she felt it all slide away. Tension, anger, fear, the rush…everything. Her muscles felt liquid, and she simply relaxed against Alex’s hard body, content to let him stroke her hair.


As the panting faded, her eyelids grew heavier. Danny was safe. Alex was safe. And she was safe in his arms. Good enough.


Grace jumped, startled awake, when Alex slapped her on the ass. “Rise and shine, sweetheart. We’ve still got work to do.”


“Five more minutes.”


“Nope. Besides, the faster we get this done, the sooner Danny can go home.”


The longing for Danny made her stomach ache, and she pushed herself to her feet. She’d known it would be hard leaving him, but it was a little harder than she’d anticipated. Even knowing he was being spoiled by his grandparents’ love and attention right now didn’t make her forget all three of her loved ones were locked in a cement bunker.


Tears welled in her eyes, and she tried to blink them away before Alex saw them. It had to be the sex. It had kicked her hormones into gear, and now she was crying, dammit.


“He seems like a really great kid,” Alex said quietly, tucking his T-shirt back into his jeans. “I wish I’d gotten to talk to him some more, but he seems really okay, and he’s a smart little shit. Had my number in a hurry.”


She laughed, but the blinking wasn’t working and the tears were running over. She pulled her own shirt on, hoping he wouldn’t notice. “He’s a really good kid.”


“I bet you’re a really good mom.”


She sniffed, swiped at the tears on her cheeks. “I can’t even bake cookies, Alex.”


“You don’t need to bake cookies. You can buy them. You can even buy the refrigerated ones you just slice, bake and pretend are homemade. If you don’t eat all the raw dough first.”


She shook her head. “Raw eggs. Salmonella.”


Alex snorted. “I must like living on the edge. I’ve eaten my weight in raw cookie dough.”


“You’re not my son. If you want to die of salmonella, go for it.”


Alex took her hand in his own. “You don’t have to be Betty Crocker to be a good mom, Grace.”


“I bet your mother was a great cook.”


He laughed, but she saw the heartbroken little boy in his eyes. “She was Italian. Every meal was a feast.”


She’d known him a long time—over a decade—and she had no idea how his mother died. But the odd comments he’d made to her earlier in the day about dead mothers ran through her head. “What happened to her, Alex?”


He pulled away. “She died. A long time ago.”


Just the way he slammed the emotional door in her face made her believe it was important—relevant—to the present.


“Danny is her grandson. It’s important I know about your family. If there’s something in his medical history or genetic—”


“She was murdered.”


His voice was cold and abrupt. Obviously some unresolved issues there. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. Well, I did, but I shouldn’t have. I’m going to go…get a snack or something. Want anything?”


He took a deep breath, then shook his head. “No. Stay. I’ll tell you about my mother.”


“Alex, you don’t have to do this. Not now.”


He walked to the minibar and poured them each a drink. “You’re the mother of my son. You should know.”


Grace settled into the big armchair where she wouldn’t be able to reach out and comfort him when the urge struck. When? Hell, it already had.


“I was twelve. She smelled pretty that day, which means we were going out for a nice lunch. She liked to smell good when we went into town. But underneath she still smelled like my mother.”


Damn, she was tearing up already. Years after she was gone, would Danny remember how she smelled?


“My father was in...an agency. We were in Italy, and he was working to take down a big crime lord. One night my father was taken, beaten and dumped on the front step of our home. It was his first warning to back off. He didn’t.


“The shooting was his second warning. Mama and I were walking through the marketplace. Then there were two men with guns. She pushed me under a cart and covered me with her body. Her sweat made the perfume stronger.”


He stood and strode back to the minibar. Grabbing a small bottle of scotch, he downed a healthy swallow. He carried the bottle back with him.


“I felt every bullet hit her body. Three hit me, but after passing through… That was my father’s second warning.”


Grace couldn’t say anything for at least a minute. The horror of that day was almost too much for her very maternal heart to bear.


Alex took another swallow of scotch. Then another. “I’m telling you this for a reason, Grace.”


Yes, because she’d pushed him to it. “I don’t think Danny needs to hear this for a good long time.”


“Not for the boy.” He reached across and threaded his fingers through hers. “My mother baked cookies that could make a grown man cry.”


What the hell was that? A little emotional jab as payback for getting him to actually reveal something personal about himself?


“But I didn’t love Mama for her cookies,” he continued with a small smile. “I remember her holding me when I was sick. The way a good report from school lit up her face.”


Now she knew where this was going. “She loved you. I love Danny. I get that. But a little boy should have—”


“A mother who will sacrifice everything for him.” Alex cupped her chin in his hand, looking her in the eye. “Whether we’re three feet tall or six feet, all we need is the unconditional love of a good woman.”






Chapter Eight


 


They decided to toss the boat Rustikov had mentioned in his initial instructions to Grace. The
Intrepid hadn’t factored into their hunt for Danny, but the team hoped it would yield some clues helpful in locating their new prey.


Alex dropped the data he’d been reading on the desk and rubbed his eyes. The registration was either totally bogus—buried in false identities the Devlin Group couldn’t match with known bad guys—or the boat was totally a non-factor. The only thing he knew for sure was that two hours previous, three people had boarded The Intrepid and only two left. The possibility was there Escobar or his employer had just chosen a random boat parked at the marina, not believing they’d make it that far. It was a slim possibility, but real, nevertheless. They might be about to scare the crap out of some guy just looking to catch some fish.


The job of putting together the strike on the boat fell to him, of course. And he wished like hell it didn’t.


Gallagher was the best equipment man in the business, and Alex needed him coordinating and running real-time surveillance on the exterior of the boat while holding a sniper position. That was a no-brainer. The headache came from choosing Carmen or Grace to go through the door with him.


Grace had been his partner in the field, and they’d just proven they still had it—from split-second precision to gut-wrenching orgasm. She was trained and experienced in going into an op like this. Carmen was more the stealthy, undercover type. Grace was a rocket-launcher, and Carmen was poison.


Which made Carmen the natural choice for staying behind and watching the suitcase.


And the three of them were watching him now, waiting for him to assign their roles—all of them knowing the logical choices for each job. There shouldn’t even be a question. But he hesitated, still wracking his brain for any explanation he could give them for leaving Grace behind that wouldn’t blow up in his face.


He’d never been soft on her before. They were younger—wilder—and the danger had just been part of the rush. But now she was not only a mother, but the mother of his own son. Despite her assurances she was doing the right thing, he was having a little trouble keeping himself from locking her in the closet to keep her safe.


He didn’t expect her to be like his own mother—a fresh apron and homemade bread every day—but she didn’t need to go throwing herself in front of bullets, either.


“You want my opinion?” Gallagher asked, clearly picking up on his boss’s hesitation.


“No.” Alex looked at Grace. She didn’t look so soft and maternal now. Her lips were still a little puffy from his kisses—hell, his own back still stung from her fingernails. And she had murder in her eyes. “Carmen, you hold down the fort. Gallagher, you’re in support, and Grace…you’re with me.”


He didn’t like it, but any other decision would not only disrespect Grace, but would make him look weak. And he hadn’t gotten where he was by looking weak.


“Let’s gear up,” he said. “I want it dark, but not so late somebody moving around the marina will attract attention.”


Two hours later, the back of Alex’s neck tingled as they walked quickly toward the boat, guns drawn. It was quiet, too quiet, so he was fairly confident the man who’d stayed behind had done so because he was dead. But until he was sure, they’d take every possible precaution.


He boarded first, almost silently. Away from the light of the dock, he paused, letting his vision adjust, relying on his hearing as Grace did the same. Nothing on the boat was moving. There was only the slow, quiet slosh of water against the hull.


Alex moved toward the cabin and paused by the stairwell leading down to the door. He didn’t like this part. Having only a single door in and out of a site made him jumpy, and he motioned for Grace to hold.


He tapped his earpiece and Gallagher, high above them on a nearby rooftop, responded immediately. “No visible or audible activity.”


That was as much reassurance as he was going to get. After giving Grace the hold signal again, he reached out with his toe and gently nudged at the door. It moved slightly under the pressure, which meant it wasn’t latched, but there was no response from within.


With his left hand he signaled a three-count, then he went through the door. He went high and left, with Grace coming in on his heels, low and to the right. The smell of death hit him simultaneously with the realization there was nobody in the cabin.


Nobody alive, anyway.


Temporarily ignoring the bodies slumped over the small galley table, they swept every nook and cranny of the cabin before holstering their weapons. Alex gave Gallagher the all-clear signal, with orders to continue surveillance on the exterior of the boat.


“Hard to tell how long they’ve been dead, what with this godawful heat,” Grace said, examining the female body with gloved hands. “She must be the one who called Danny’s school.”


When she grasped the man’s hair and lifted his face from the table, Alex’s stomach clenched and he risked the stench to take a deep, steadying breath. “That’s Escobar, Grace.”


She dropped the guy’s head as if it had scalded her and took a step back. Crouching, she examined the features. “No, it’s not. There might be the slightest resemblance, but it’s not him.”


“I told you he was wearing a new face, and that’s the face.”


“No.” She stood again, shaking her head. “No, that’s not him because I’m going to kill Ricardo Escobar. Some two-bit scumbag is not going to steal that from me by shooting him first.”


“Just be glad he’s dead. At least you can give Danny that much.”


“Shit!” Grace kicked the side of the bench seat.


Alex tuned her out and did a visual sweep of the table. Some loose papers with diagrams and scribbled notes he folded up and shoved in his pocket. He took out a tiny digital camera and started taking pictures of the debris lying around the cabin. Wires. Some plastic parts he couldn’t identify. A few aerial photos he tucked under his shirt.


“Evac!” Gallagher shouted into their ear-pieces. “Exterior clear! Scan says you tripped a timer, and you need to go now!”


Grace was one step ahead of him, flying up the stairs. They ran across the deck and leapt to the dock. They were only halfway down the pier when the boat exploded in a massive ball of fire.


Alex curled himself around Grace as the heat seared him and the concussion of the blast made his ears ring. She’d hate his shielding her that way, but he didn’t care. And he wasn’t a bit surprised when she elbowed him in the gut.


“Get off me,” she demanded.


Flaming debris had stopped falling from the sky, so he complied, letting her think it had been her decision. “You intact?”


Grace sat up and rolled her shoulders, wincing a little bit. And it was obvious to him she’d landed hard on her left knee. But she wouldn’t complain. She never did.


“That gets the old adrenaline pumping,” she said, laughing weakly while plucking a splinter from her palm.


“Does that mean we get to have sex again?”


“I need a shower.”


“Is that a yes or a no?”


She paused in the act of rooting out another sliver to give him an arched look. “I think we can skip it. It’s not like anybody shot at me or anything.”


“Gallagher?”


A heavily-silenced bullet punched a hole in the wooden dock well to her left, making her jump. “How ‘bout now?”


She laughed and pushed herself to her feet before checking her comm. “Gallagher? I’m going to kick your ass later.”


“Hey, us guys gotta stick together. But you’re attracting a crowd, so either have a really public quickie, or make yourself scarce.”


 


* * *


 


When they were all assembled back in the hotel, Grace couldn’t help giving Alex another small glimpse of her maternal self.


“Let’s do some quick first aid before we dig into the stuff from the boat,” she said, steering Alex toward the kitchen area.


He’d gotten pretty beat up doing his white knight routine back at the marina. As if she didn’t know how to take care of herself—like all of her experience in the field just mysteriously evaporated during the miracle of childbirth.


But she wasn’t going to get in his face about it, because she’d had a glimpse of where he was coming from. Having his own mother so dishonorably and horrifyingly shot down was going to impact how he reacted to the possibility of the mother of his own son being shot. It was natural for him to not want her involved.


She had to give him credit for his even taking her to the boat. It had just about killed him to do the right thing. He’d done it, though, and she was beginning to think they just might make it through this without killing each other.


As soon as they reached the tiny, semi-private kitchen area, Alex used his entire body to press her against the counter.


“Are you going to kiss my boo-boos and make them better?” he asked in a low voice, and she didn’t look directly at his crooked grin lest she find herself with her pants down around her ankles.


“No, but I think you might need a tetanus shot.”


That took care of the grin. “Oh, no you don’t. But I think an ember might have burned through the seat of my pants if you’d like to kiss my ass.”


Grace put her hand on his chest and gave him a shove backward. “Not now, Alex. We have work to do.”


“So later?”


Probably. “Stop acting like a horny teenager and let me see the damage.”


Neither of them needed more than hydrogen peroxide and the removal of a few more splinters. Grace’s knee ached like hell, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. Alex’s shoulder looked like it felt about the same.


Gallagher was pouring over what little they’d grabbed from the boat when they reentered the living room. Carmen had gone out to touch base with a contact she’d made at a shabby local watering hole.


“Guantánamo Bay,” Gallagher said without looking up.


Grace could see he was looking at the aerial photos Alex had stuffed in his shirt. “What the hell does that have to do with this?”


“It seems like whoever took Danny—or paid whoever took him—plans to drop the purloined poison on Gitmo by way of RC airplanes.”


Grace laughed. “What kind of half-assed plan is that? Toy airplanes?”


“Remote-controlled. Fast.” Alex was nodding to himself as he spoke. “Quiet. Expendable. Under the radar.”


“Sounds pretty whole-assed to me,” Gallagher put in.


“But why?” It didn’t even begin to make sense to Grace.


“Whoever’s after this toxin would stand to benefit in some way from the world being really pissed off about the prisoners held there dying. He’s already invested a great deal into the plan, too. Even if it was acceptable to scrap it, he’s too far in now.”


Grace shook her head, then spoke over her shoulder as she went in search of a soda. “This is ridiculous. We have all these random scraps of cloth, and no matter how we try to stitch them together, the quilt’s seriously crooked.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“It just doesn’t make any sense.”


“Here’s what we know,” Alex said. “Or what we can reasonably surmise. For whatever reason, somebody wants to wipe out the current population of Guantánamo Bay. They found just the right poison and the right moron willing to sell it to them. We’ve cleaned up several messes for this particular pharmaceutical company in the past.”


“I bet they knew that, too,” Grace interrupted. “So they knew there was a good chance we’d clean this one up as well. They had somebody standing by to grab Danny if The Devlin Group was able to get the poison before they launched.”


Alex nodded. “This was a big operation. It required a lot of planning, a lot of money and a lot of people.”


“If Grace had managed to get the jump on you, their contingency plan would have worked, too,” Gallagher said.


Grace tried not to let her embarrassment at yet another reminder of Alex’s winning technique show. And even she was glad she’d ultimately failed at playing into the enemies’ hands.


“Now…motive, anyone?” Alex asked. “Obviously money, but somebody was willing to write a blank check to put the US on the international hot seat.”


“Oh, well that narrows it right down,” Gallagher said, and then snorted.


Alex shook his head. “Part of this seems almost personal, I think. Somebody knew enough about The Devlin Group to know not only that we’ve worked for that pharmaceutical company before, but where to find Grace. And they knew about Danny and my being his father. Even I didn’t know that. This is somebody who’d been keeping tabs long term without us knowing.”


“They didn’t necessarily know about you being Danny’s father,” Grace argued. “Danny being my son, and my connection with you may have been enough. But I agree even that knowledge means long-term, undetected surveillance.”


“I agree,” Alex stated, and Grace heard the tightness in his voice. “To recap, a psycho with too much money managed to hook up with an outfit with a serious jones for us.”


“Or the psycho with too much money is the outfit with a serious jones for us,” Gallagher added.


Grace was watching Alex, studying the emotions he could probably hide from other people play across his face. She’d not only had years of watching him try to hide his emotions, but years of watching his son do so, as well. And Alex Rossi was hiding something.


He knew more than he was telling his team, and she had to bite down on the inside of her lip to keep from calling him on it right then. Never in a million years would she believe Alex capable of being dirty, but if he was holding back information that could help the team get this job done, she’d be on the phone to Sean Devlin in seconds flat.


For a second her mind considered Devlin—he hadn’t called to follow up with her since her rather abrupt inquiry as to Rossi’s location—but Alex was looking at her with what looked alarmingly like guilt and sadness in his eyes.


“Gallagher, start compiling everything we know or could logically surmise into a report,” he said. “Grace, I need to talk to you for a sec. Alone.”


And then his cell phone rang.






Chapter Nine


 


He unclipped the phone as he paused on his way to the bedroom, aware of Grace stopping behind him.


“Yeah,” he said curtly into the phone, not recognizing the incoming number.


“Good evening, Mr. Devlin? Or should I say Mr. Rossi?”


For the second time, Alex’s two identities collided. He’d been anticipating this moment, wondering what his instinctual response would be to contact with the man who’d ordered his mother’s murder. He’d expected fury, victory, bloodlust, all shadowed by sadness for his own loss. Instead he felt nothing but cool and collected, edged with a little thrill that now his game was truly afoot.


“Rossi’s fine, Mr…?”


“The Devlin name has served its purpose, then? It’s been a small source of amusement for me watching you bait me with it for decades, but this is the first time you’ve ever gotten close enough to me to step on my toes.”


Alex bit back a growl of frustration. He wanted a name. Before this thing played out—regardless of the outcome—he would know the true name of the man who killed his mother. “You hide well. But then, cowards always have the best hiding places, don’t they?”


There was a moment of tense silence, during which Alex’s adversary must have shrugged off his anger, because his voice was smooth as Italian leather when he spoke. “Say hello to Carmen, Rossi.”


The emotions came now—fury and bloodlust—knifing into his gut. Shit.


He heard the scuffle as they brought his agent to the phone, and he signaled to Gallagher what was going on. The hissed Spanish and male grunts let him know Carmen hadn’t gone down easy—and wouldn’t.


“Alex?”


“Where are you?” he asked instinctively, even though there wasn’t a chance in hell he could use the information. Assuming she even knew.


“I’m blindfolded, but it doesn’t feel like a boat. Back of a car. Moving, but smooth. High-end.”


Alex heard the low mutter of male voices in the background and then Carmen took a deep breath. “They want to trade me for the suitcase, Alex.”


No surprise there. “Where and when?”


“A warehouse outside of Miami. In four hours. Just you.”


She reeled off the instructions as if they’d written them down for her, and Alex scribbled them on a notepad. As he wrote, Grace was reading quietly off to Gallagher, who was already calling up information on the computers.


“Got that?” Carmen asked when she was done.


“Yeah. I’ll have you home in time for supper, babe.” The bastard was listening in because Alex heard him chuckle. “You take care of yourself.”


“Alex? Remind Gallagher about the yellow roses.”


The call was cut off and Alex would have thrown the phone in frustration if not for the chance Carmen would contact him again.


“We’ll get her back, boss,” Gallagher said, his fingers flying over the keyboard.


“Yellow roses mean anything to you?”


The man’s fingers froze, his whole body going perfectly still. “Where the hell did that come from?”


“Carmen asked me to remind you about the yellow roses. Is that some kind of code? Was she trying to tell us something?”


“Yeah.”


When he didn’t say anything else, Alex wanted to drag him out of his chair and beat the answers out of him. “Care to share what the fuck it is you know that we don’t?”


“Carm’s from Texas. I promised her if she was ever taken out, I’d bury her with a bouquet of yellow roses.”


“What the hell kind of clue is that?” Grace asked. “Rose warehouse? Something to do with Texas…boots, cattle, hats…”


She was thinking out loud as she moved toward the computer, and Alex stopped her with a hand on her arm. She paused, looking up at him. He was aware of the second understanding dawned. 


“Carmen doesn’t think we’re going to get her out,” Grace whispered.


“She doesn’t want us to give them the suitcase, even if it means her funeral.”


He watched the dread settle into her eyes. She didn’t have many real friends, and he knew Carmen was one of them. “That’s not acceptable,” she said.


“I agree. We’re going to get her back. Alive. First I want to talk to you.”


“We need to get right on this, Alex.”


He had to do it now—while he had a hope of explaining—so she didn’t hear it from the enemy. “We’ll only be a minute, Grace. And it’s important.”


She opened her mouth, no doubt ready to argue the point, then closed it again and shrugged. “You’re the boss.”


As he led her into the bedroom and closed the door behind them, he tried not to dwell on the irony of that statement. She was about to find out he was, in fact, just that.


When Grace leaned against his dresser and folded her arms, he almost backed out. She could be so damned hard to talk to. But he cleared his throat and dove in.


“You know my mother was killed. That my father was working to take down a crime lord.”


She nodded. “You said he was with an agency.”


Alex swallowed hard and hoped his brain would stay ahead of the words coming out of his mouth. “He was undercover. He was Italian, but born in America. He met my mother during a mission to Italy…while he was using a false name. Devlin, actually.”


“Let me get this straight. Your Italian father was in Italy, using an Irish name?


Alex shrugged. “My paternal grandmother was an American, and my father looked more Irish than Italian. It worked out well, with his cover being that he was an American professor who had fallen in love with Italy and an Italian woman.”


She rubbed at her temples, no doubt trying to process what he was telling her. “Who are you?”


“I’m Alex Rossi. There have been many names in my life, but that’s the name my parents gave me. Allesandro, actually, but only my mother ever called me that.”


“So what does the Devlin Group have to do with…No. Alex, you son of a bitch, who is Sean Devlin?”


“I’m Sean Devlin, Grace.”


“No!” He barely had time to duck the hairbrush she threw at his head. “No, Alex. Sean Devlin is my friend—my only friend besides Carmen. I trusted him.”


“You trusted me.”


“Trust you? Only an idiot would trust you.”


His chest ached so badly it was all he could do not to rub the skin over his heart. “I chose the name Devlin so the bastard would know. So when I find him and kill him, he’ll remember how he gunned down my mother. I chose to keep the secret in the agency because knowing I’m the boss could put the other agents at risk.”


“Who else knows?”


“Gallagher. Charlotte, of course,” he said, referring to his executive assistant.


She pressed heels of her hands to her eyes, and he stopped himself from going to her. The last thing she wanted was comfort from him, and she had the ability to kick his ass if he tried.


“You have no idea how much Sean Devlin meant to me,” she said without moving her hands, and he heard the tears in her voice. “It’s as though you just killed him.”


He said nothing. He didn’t figure there was much he could say at this point. She’d forgive him or she wouldn’t.


“Will you ever stop hurting me?”


Pain sliced through his chest, robbing him of his breath. “At least you’re alive, Grace. Carmen’s probably going to die.”


“Don’t,” she warned. “Don’t throw my friend—my only friend now—at me to distract me from how incredibly pissed off I am at you.”


“I’ve been hunting the bastard for years, Grace, and this is the closest I’ve ever come. It might get ugly—maybe even personal—and I didn’t want this coming at you in the middle of a bad situation.”


She settled on the bed, sitting cross-legged, which Alex took as a good sign. Hell, anything other than her trying to kill him was a good sign right now.


“That’s why he didn’t call.”


He wasn’t quite sure what she meant, and he didn’t want to guess wrong. “That’s why who didn’t call?”


“Sean Devlin,” Grace snapped, and then she shook her head. “I was just wondering why he hadn’t called. My calling him to get your location after all these years should have seemed odd to him, and he should have followed up with me, but he didn’t. Now I know why.”


“I was going to tell you…before.”


“When, Alex? When you took me to Italy to propose to me?”


That hurt. “Yes, actually. I wouldn’t have asked you to marry me without giving you the truth. And now, this time, I wasn’t going to tell you, but after I found out about Danny—I knew I’d have to tell you eventually. I was just waiting for the right time.”


“How have you not found this guy?” she asked after a long silence. “The Devlin Group isn’t the reject squad, you know.”


“He’s good. Damn good.” Alex rubbed his temples. “My father hadn’t gotten that far up the ladder yet. And after my mother was killed, he…”


He paused, and Grace watched his Adam’s apple work as he swallowed. But he took a deep breath and continued. “My father burned our house. Everything. He totally lost it for a while. Then we came back to the States. Years go by and shit gets lost. Memories fade. A lot of people die.”


“Still, you have—”


“I let it simmer on the backburner. There was always a more pressing mission,” he interrupted, not quite willing to admit he’d never launched a full-out search for the guy. He’d preferred to bait the killer, sending jabs through the intelligence grapevine. Making inquiries just to let the man know he was still watching. Waiting. But the asshole never bit.


And Carmen was suffering for it. But there was no way in hell he was going to let her sacrifice herself, whether she was willing or not.


 


* * *


 


It took almost thirty minutes to make the necessary arrangements, but thankfully they could take care of most of it while in the air.


Grace was in the process of trying to decide if Alex was a genius or somebody who needed to be thrown out of the private jet. “You’re borrowing a vehicle from a Miami drug lord?”


“They do have the best toys,” Gallagher pointed out.


“And I’m supposed to do what again?” She’d never questioned what Gallagher referred to as his “mission mojo” before, but this was insane even for the Devlin Group.


Alex sighed for what seemed like the hundredth time. “I can only take one of you in with me, and that person can’t be seen. And while you’re my best sniper, Grace, I really need Gallagher in the helo and on satellite. And you’re small.”


“I get that part,” she snapped. “It’s being strapped to the undercarriage of an SUV blowing down the highway I’m having some trouble with.”


“You won’t exactly be strapped to the undercarriage,” Gallagher said, and she was surprised to hear impatience in his voice. He was usually preternaturally laid-back going into a mission. “The SUV has a special box—in layman’s terms. The cargo area in the back has a shallow false bottom with panels that will allow you back into the cargo area, or to exit underneath the vehicle.”


“There’s a chance they’ll do an infrared scan,” Alex took over. “The box is lined, and there’s no way in hell they can detect you without a ruler, time, and an intimate knowledge of the SUV’s measurement specifications.”


Grace nodded, waving a hand impatiently. She wasn’t stupid. She got the plan, she just wasn’t sure she liked it. “And once you park I’ll drop down below the vehicle and take up an ankle-sniping position.”


Gallagher raised his hand for a high five, which she reluctantly gave him, making him smile. “You blow out the ankle and when they drop, go for the head or body shot.”


“This is the single most dumbassed plan the Devlin Group has ever conceived,” she pointed out.


“Agreed,” Alex said. “But going in blind, I’m at a loss as to how else to do this.”


“This is the best way,” Gallagher said. “While we manage to borrow shit on the low-down occasionally, the government can’t give us actual personnel. And time is tight, which leaves just the three of us. Logically, there’s a good chance Carmen has been or will be injured, and we have to factor that in. This way, Alex gets our best shot as ground cover, and I’ve got roof shooters and extraction duty.”


Grace arched an eyebrow at Alex. “So tell me, how do you happen to know a drug lord well enough to borrow his truck, anyway?”


He actually blushed. “He was referred to me when a two-bit wanna-be managed to snatch his five-year-old daughter from Sunday School.”


“The Devlin Group did a drug job?” She was totally blown away. Alex’s standards were high and pretty nonnegotiable.


“No. Alex Rossi got a kidnapped little girl back.”


“Semantics.”


“It was outside of the Group and I didn’t take any money, if that makes it better. But he did tell me if I ever needed anything…” He shrugged. “And this situation is exactly what the vehicle’s designed for.”


They were quiet for a few minutes, each of them silently running scenarios—the what-ifs and the if…thens. And when Alex cleared his throat, she and Gallagher were both startled, so lost were they in their pre-game shows.


“No stupid hero bullshit, people. I’ve wanted to kill this guy most of my life, but I’ll settle for him just being dead. I’d really like it to be my bullet his name is on, but if you get a chance, you take him out.” He waited for them both to nod before continuing. “Carmen is priority one. We’ll let him have the case if there’s no other alternative. We’re good enough to get it back, though we’d have to bust our asses. We don’t get a second chance at Carm.”


The pilot let them know they were on approach over the drug lord’s private landing strip and they buckled up. Grace couldn’t believe they were about to borrow a vehicle and a helicopter from one of Florida’s most notorious criminals. She had an overwhelming urge to close her eyes and stick her fingers in her ears, but now was a good time to have a little faith in Alex.


As if reading her thoughts, he turned, grinned, then held out his fist. “You ready to ride this river?”


She tapped her knuckles against his. “Yippe-ki-yea.”






Chapter Ten


 


Alex stood next to the massive SUV, never taking his eyes off the long, black luxury sedan already parked when they arrived.


He imagined the gunfighters of the Old West, standing in the middle of the street under the hot high noon sun. Slow breathing. Fast heartbeat. Finger twitching over the butt of the gun, anticipating the quick draw.


The driver, who—judging by his bulk and the bulge under his coat—doubled as a bodyguard, got out of the car. He opened the back door, and Alex’s villain in a black hat stepped out.


Somehow, over the years, the monster had grown into humongous proportions in his mind. But in reality the man who had murdered Maria Rossi was…average. Average height, average build, brown hair, brown mustache, brown eyes. Brown silk suit, brown leather shoes.


But there was nothing average about his smile. It transformed his face from bland to chilling.


“Mr. Rossi,” the man said, his voice only slightly accented with his native Italian. “After all these years, we finally cross paths.”


Alex tamped down on the little boy inside who wanted to launch himself at the man and beat him bloody with his fists. “I’ve been trying to run into you for years.”


Alex noted the driver crossing to the passenger side and pulling Carmen out of the car. She’d been roughed up, but her eyes were clear and she was steady on her feet. Now he just had to keep her that way and keep possession of the case.


“You look like your mother,” the man said, and Alex came as close as he’d ever come to losing his composure in the field. He could practically feel the man’s skin splitting—his skull caving—under the force of his fist. “Maria Rossi.”


The bastard said her name in a lover’s voice, and Alex rocked onto the balls of his feet, then settled back again. He would get his vengeance tonight. He could feel it in his blood. But it would have to wait until the objective had been met.


“I’ve thought many times about giving you enough crumbs to follow a trail back to me,” the man continued. “But your reputation has preceded you and, to be quite frank, I wasn’t sure I would survive.”


“I want your name,” Alex growled, and he hated himself for showing how much it mattered. He hadn’t wanted to give the son of a bitch anything.


The man made an apologetic gesture with his hands, as if appalled by his lack of manners. “Angelo Contadino.”


Alex’s control broke. With a snarl he launched himself at Contadino, only to be brought up short by the sight of Carmen shoved down to her knees, gun to the nape of her neck—execution style.


Chest heaving with unexpressed rage, Alex glared at the smug crime lord. “You were my father’s friend. I remember you now. You went to her fucking funeral.”


Again with the apology by hand gesture. “Your father confided in me. He was getting close. Too close, and our friendship wasn’t going to matter to him—he was too good, too straight to turn his back on what I was doing. He would have betrayed me to the authorities. Your mother’s murder…it was only business, Allesandro.”


Alex drew his gun, pointing it at Contadino. “Don’t you call me that, you cocksucker. Don’t you ever call me that.”


 


* * *


 


Shit. Hell had frozen over, the sky was really falling and Alex Rossi was totally losing his cool in the middle of a mission.


Grace shifted her weight and spoke into her mouth piece to Gallagher in an almost nonexistent voice. “Situation officially FUBAR.”


“Acknowledged.”


Like acknowledgement really helped right now. She needed a miracle, dammit. Or barring that, a decent plan, at least. Cursing the three-ton vehicle above her and wishing she’d had time to get totally set up before Alex started losing it, Grace sighted down the scope.


Through the crosshairs, she spotted Carmen’s knees and the right Achilles of the man behind her. Contadino’s glossy leather shoes. And the lower part of Alex’s legs. And that wasn’t good. He was rocking to the balls of his feet, then relaxing, then rocking forward again. He was going to strike any second, and all hell was going to break loose.


She zeroed back in on Contadino’s sidekick’s Achilles tendon. That she couldn’t see the gun she guessed was pressed against either Carmen’s temple or the nape of her neck kept her from pulling the trigger. If he was holding it casually—merely in the vicinity of her head—she might risk a shot. She’d bet money the sidekick was actually holding the gun away from Carmen, enabling him to shoot either his hostage or Alex in a split second, but she wasn’t willing to bet Carm’s life on it.


“The past is best left in the past,” she heard Contadino saying, and she prayed Alex’s desire to hear what the man had to say would overcome his desire for revenge long enough for her to figure out what the hell she was going to do.


She inched her hand down her body to the utility belt, and opened the well-lubricated, silent zipper. It took only seconds to retrieve the small, dental-like mirror and rezip the pouch. After analyzing the shadows on the ground for a few seconds, she positioned the mirror in such a way as to allow her to see the players in this deadly game without catching any light and reflecting it back at them. Just as she’d expected, Contadino’s henchman was holding the gun so the barrel was aimed at a midpoint between Carmen and Alex.


“At this point, your mother’s death,” Contadino continued, “is …irrelevant.”


Shit. Grace swung the rifle under the truck, found the sidekick’s heel through the crosshairs and took the shot even as Alex launched himself at Contadino. He wouldn’t simply shoot him. He’d want to feel the crunch of the man’s bones under his fists.


Carmen threw herself down, moving toward the man’s bleeding leg, leaving his body open for Grace’s kill shot. Grace fired, then scrambled from under the big SUV, spraying the rooftop with bullets while Carmen made a mad dash for Contadino’s car. Even as Grace rolled and got to her feet to run in a fast zig-zag for cover, she was aware of the silver briefcase making contact with the side of Contadino’s head. But Alex appeared to be off balance, and it was only a glancing blow.


Grace fired a few more shots toward the sky as she reached the relative safety of the warehouse, yelling instructions for Gallagher into her mike. Why the hell hadn’t Alex just shot Contadino already?


She turned, scanning the ground. They must have thrown a few punches while she was running, because Alex’s gun was on the pavement, several feet behind them. And the only thing saving him from the sniper on the roof was his proximity to the boss. Grace prayed Alex was aware of that.


He must have been because when Contadino turned and sprinted for the warehouse, Alex was right on his heels. Even as good a shot as she was, Grace couldn’t get a clean shot. The two men disappeared into the dilapidated building.


“Gallagher, Rossi is now in structure. Controlled fire only.”


“Acknowledged.”


They had no idea what the roof of the building was made of, nor the structure inside, but they couldn’t risk a strafing run sending a shower of bullets down on Alex’s head.


Finally, after what seemed an eternity, she heard the whoosh of helo blades and a burst of fire from the rooftop sniper. Several answering shot later, she heard Gallagher give her the signal. The sniper was out of commission. Permanently.


Just in time, too, she thought as the sky opened up and started dumping rain on an already bad situation. As much as she wanted to follow Alex into the building, Grace sprinted to Contadino’s car, and tore open the door. Her breath caught in her throat when the stench of blood burned her nose.


“Carmen? Oh shit, Carm.”


The woman had peeled off her shirt and had it pressed to her head, but the fabric was already soaking through with blood. “I freakin’ tripped and hit the car’s door frame of all damn things.”


“You tripped? Geez, Carm.”


“Hey, I’m a thief, not G. I. Jane. But I’m definitely down. My vision’s nowhere near clear. Alex?”


“I’m going. Gallagher, you need to land and extract Carmen—blow to the head, probable concussion. Other than Contadino, I think we’re clear.”


“Acknowledged.”


He certainly wasn’t a man of many words today, Grace thought as she ran back to the warehouse. Rain was soaking through her shirt, and she swept a hand over her forehead and hairline to sweep away any water that might run into her eyes.


She went through the door, moving immediately to the right and going low while she waited the second it took for her eyes to adjust to the lack of lighting. There were a few emergency lights burning in far corners, but overall the abandoned building stood in darkness.


Her ears picked up the sound of a struggle, and she moved quickly in that direction. She put odds on Alex in a hand-to-hand battle, but who knew what a seasoned crime lord would have hidden up his sleeve?


 


* * *


 


Alex caught up to Contadino in a paperstrewn back office, tackling him and driving them both into a dusty filing cabinet. They came up like rabid boxers, circling slowly, ready to strike.


“You call me a coward,” Contadino said, his chest heaving with the exertion of the run, “but the truth is I haven’t killed you before this out of respect for my friendship with your father.”


Alex was too pissed to laugh outright at the bastard’s twisted logic. “You had my mother shot down in the street. If not for being sheltered by her body I would have been dead, too. Friendship, my ass.”


“That was business. At that moment it had to take precedence. Once the threat your father’s investigation posed was neutralized—by his grief, of course—that business was put aside. I haven’t corresponded with your father since, as he returned to America, but it was a simple matter to follow the career of the boy I used to play ball with. Especially since you gave that ridiculous false name to your company just to taunt me.”


Alex straightened and folded his arms across his chest. Contadino was more or less cornered in this room, and he could take him in a fist fight, so he relaxed, determined to get some answers now that the initial shock had run its course.


“What’s the deal with the toy airplanes, anyway? Why Gitmo?”


Contadino blinked, clearly jarred by the sudden return to the present. “I have an…associate in the Middle East, whose business is expanding from small arms to secondhand nuclear toys.”


The hair at the back of Alex’s neck tingled. The man’s diarrhea of the mouth meant he was either exceptionally okay with his imminent death or was sure he had a way to make sure Alex was the imminently dead one. The former seemed unlikely, but he couldn’t wrap his mind around any plan afoot for the latter.


“He was willing,” Contadino was saying, “with a little help from his friends on your country’s watch list, to invest an obscene amount of money in further deteriorating America’s standing in the international community.”


Keep him talking. He’d knocked out his comm at some point, but neither Gallagher nor Grace would leave him hanging. “How did you come to be involved?”


Contadino laughed, seemingly warming to the subject. “There was some concern on the part of several of our…benefactors, that the Devlin Group has successfully cleaned up for our chosen pharmaceutical firm in the past. I was the only one who could guarantee a way around your company.”


“How could you be so sure?”


“Considering your history with Grace Nolan and knowing you were destined to at some point be a thorn in my side, I arranged to get a small sampling of Danny’s blood for DNA testing shortly after his birth from a nurse who his pediatrician clearly didn’t pay enough.”


“But…” Rage—and fear that this man had been insinuated into his family’s life for so long—was robbing Alex of his wits and he shook his head, determined to stay focused on the kill or be killed scenario they’d backed themselves into. “You would have needed mine, as well.”


Contadino’s smile chilled him to the bone. “You do tend to get bloody a great deal. It was simply a matter of having the right person in the right place. I knew Danny was your son seven years before you did, Allesandro.”


To hell with beating him to death. Alex reached for his back-up piece at the back of his waist, just as Grace came through the door. Silver flashed, and only when the pain took his breath away did he realize Contadino had thrown a knife, now embedded in his shoulder.


Even as he opened his mouth to yell to her, Grace had hesitated, her horror-stricken gaze following the path of the blade. Contadino took advantage of that split-second. Yanking her arm back, he disarmed her and pulled her in front of him. The barrel of her gun didn’t even tremble as it was pressed against her temple.


The déjà vu hit Alex almost as hard as the gut-twisting fear as he stopped in the process of raising his own gun. It was another reminder of why couples shouldn’t be partners, except they both had more to lose this time. Contadino was probably the only man on the planet with the emotional weapons to bring them down—using his love for his mother and Grace’s feelings for Alex—and it was Grace who was going to pay for it. Again.


 


* * *


 


For a second, everything seemed frozen. Grace heard water dripping. Her own breaths, a little more frequent and ragged than those of her captor. Raindrops pattering on the roof.


Contadino’s fingertips were hot as they pressed into her neck, holding her still. The barrel of the gun pressed to her head was slowly warming against her flesh. Her knees trembled but not too much.


Danny…


The past superimposed on the present, like a repressed memory brought into the light, and Grace looked into Alex’s eyes. She remembered how they’d looked that night in London even as she saw them now.


Panic. Fear. Resignation? But it wouldn’t work this time. Contadino had a gun, not a knife. He was shorter—not much, but enough. And there was also the bottom line—no way in hell was Alex going to have to go through this again.


Mommy loves you, baby.


Grace reached up and yanked back hard on Contadino’s pinky as she drove her foot down onto his instep. Simultaneously, she jerked her head forward and the bullet skimmed by her, deafening…burning.


She screamed as she fell, the jerking of Contadino’s body over her the only way she could tell Alex was emptying his gun into the bastard. In her ears there was only ringing, and she felt blood flowing like hot summer rain down the back of her neck. She hit the old planks and dust plumed into her eyes, blinding her as easily as the gunshot had deafened her.


I’m sorry, Danny.


Hands grabbed her, rolling her over, and Grace fought, kicking out. Tears—from the pain and the dust—flowed over her cheeks and she blinked rapidly, trying to clear her vision.


“Grace!” He was holding her tightly, rocking her even as he restrained her. “Stop, Grace. It’s over.”


She could hear. The ringing persisted, but she could hear Alex shouting the same words at her, over and over, until the sobs she’d barely been aware of abated.


“I’m…okay,” she managed to whisper through teeth clenched against the intense pain coming from the back of her skull.


“Good. Now you can tell me what the hell you think you were doing.”


The anger in his voice almost made her smile. She’d managed to scare him but good this time. “Not letting you…shoot me again.”


She winced when he gathered her against his chest and squeezed. “You crazy bitch. I thought he was going to get you, too.”


“Not a chance.” She tried to kiss his neck, but her world went blessedly dark before her lips could find his flesh.






Chapter Eleven


 


Alex leaned his head against the back of the most uncomfortable chair on the planet and closed his eyes. The dim, quiet—and secure—room he’d managed to finagle for his team seemed like a haven after what they’d been through, but he’d managed to piss off the nurse in charge during the admittance process and she’d seen he got the shit furniture.


Carmen was sleeping off her concussion on a fold-out cot in one corner of the room. Gallagher, in one of the two real beds nursing a gunshot wound to the leg that would lay him up for a few weeks—was watching her sleep.


The man was second to none in the stones department. Contadino’s men hadn’t been screwing around—the armament piercing bullet had gone through the chopper and into Gallagher’s leg. And still he’d cleared the roof and extracted all three of his wounded team members. There was a chance the zeroes wouldn’t even all fit on the bonus check Alex would be writing him come Christmas.


Grace tossed and turned fitfully in her own bed. She despised drugs—she hated a fuzzy brain more than she hated pain—and she was paying for her refusal now, even in her sleep.


Contadino’s bullet had carved a shallow groove across the back of her head, causing it to bleed like hell, but fortunately not fracturing the bone. She’d have one hell of a scar and cutting her hair exceptionally short was no longer an option for her, but she was alive.


They’d also had to flush her eyes to rinse away the small, gritty particles mixed with the dust, and she had bruises on her throat from where the bastard had held her.


They’d all suffered some very minor injuries—although his own knife wound was a little more serious than minor—but there was no reason they couldn’t be recuperating away from the hospital. As a rule, it was a place they all detested. But they all needed sleep, and Alex couldn’t resist the opportunity to have his entire team—the three people in the Group he actually considered his friends—all present and accounted for, and tucked in safely beside him.


The door opened slowly and Alex barely tensed as the nurse slipped into the room. The guards outside their room were the private security of a friend of his, and nobody Alex hadn’t cleared was getting in.


The nurse leaned down so he’d be able to hear her quiet tone. “I really think she should be medicated. She’d rest easier.”


“I agree,” Alex replied. “But she’d hate us both in the morning. If she needs something, she’ll let us know, but I can tell you now it won’t be anything stronger than more of that Tylenol with Codeine.”


“I could just slip something into her IV, you know. Just a little something to help her sleep, but not enough so she’d really notice in the morning.”


Alex scrubbed his face with his hands. He’d like to. And as Sean Devlin, he had emergency medical authority over every member of The Devlin Group. “I promised her I wouldn’t. But if she gets any worse, I’ll wake her up and we’ll get more Tylenol into her.”


She put her hand on his shoulder. “See that you do, because you obviously aren’t going to get any sleep until she’s quiet.”


To his horror, tears welled in Alex’s eyes. “We have a son…he’s eight.”


What the hell did that have to do with anything? Christ, he must be more tired than he thought. He just wanted this woman—this fierce healer who’d put him in his place when he’d started barking orders in her ER—to know he wasn’t just the boss. That he was…hell, he didn’t know what he was.


“I’ll get you a pillow and a blanket,” the nurse whispered, and she ducked out of the room


“Oh jeez, you big crybaby,” Gallagher taunted from his own comfortable bed. “I’ll make room for you to bunk with me. But if you spoon me I’ll have to kill you.”


Alex chuckled, then stopped when the cell phone in his pocket buzzed silently. The number told him it was Charlotte, the woman who practically ran his entire life from a technologically tricked-out brownstone in New York City.


“Hey, Batman,” she said in her usual greeting. “I just had a call patched through from SOUTHCOM regarding an upset little boy they’re babysitting for you?”


Oh, shit. He heard the question in her voice and he knew she was never going to let him forget not being privy to all the juicy details of the last few days. “I promise I’ll call you tomorrow and fill you in. Better yet, I’ll let Carmen call and spill everything. You can have a girly gossip session, okay? But why is Danny upset?”


“He’s convinced something’s happened to his mother, whose name just happens to be Grace Nolan. Hmmm. She’s not answering her cell, so he’s trying to reach his father. Name? Why, look…it’s Alex Rossi. You are so going to be sorry.”


“Charlotte, I…hell, I didn’t even know.”


“Yes, well don’t be surprised if you find yourself contracted to guard some rich broad’s frou-frou little poodle princess. What do you want me to tell SOUTHCOM?”


The little boy Alex had been whispered that answer in his ear. “Patch Danny right through to me, Charlotte. I’ll talk to him myself.”


And tell him what? That his mother had been shot in the head, but her thick skull had deflected the glancing blow and she was going to be fine? His life was all about thinking on his feet, but he wasn’t usually dealing with eight-year-old boys.


He didn’t have long to think about it, because Danny’s voice came on the other end of the line. “Hello?”


“Hey, Danny. It’s your…it’s Alex.”


“Is Mommy okay? I had a bad dream and my tummy feels funny and I can’t stop thinking about her and why isn’t she answering her cell phone and why can’t I talk to her?”


“She’s sleeping, Danny, but she’s fine. There was a…situation, and she had a little injury to her head, but she’s okay.”


“Pinky swear?”


“Yeah, buddy. I pinky swear your mom’s okay. And she’ll be coming to get you very soon. Just a couple more days.” The team had some loose ends to tie up, and he wanted Grace steady and healing before their son saw her.


Danny was quiet for a long moment. “Is the bad man gone?”


“Yes,” Alex said quietly. How surreal that the boogeyman of his own childhood had become the boogeyman of his son’s. “The bad man is dead, son. He can’t ever hurt you—us—again.”


“That’s good. Can I talk to Mommy in the morning?”


“I’ll have her call you when she wakes up, okay? But you should be asleep right now.”


“I can sleep now. ‘Night, Alex…um, Dad.”


“Goodnight, Danny.”


He closed the phone just as the door swung open again. He thanked the nurse for the blanket and pillow, then tried to get comfortable. Ten minutes later he was stretched out on the floor. Five minutes after than he was lying next to Gallagher, a blanket rolled between them to protect the other man’s leg. And finally Grace sank into REM, and Alex closed his eyes.


 


* * *


 


Grace was ready to hold her son. She’d talked to him many times since leaving the hospital, but until those little arms curled around her neck, her world was still off-kilter. And the nurse had given her a fool-proof recipe for homemade chocolate chip cookies she was anxious to try.


Her head still ached, and the wound site would be very sore for a while yet, but she was ready to go. Her bag was packed and set by the bedroom door. She’d done her part in dealing with the fall-out of the last several days—a debrief with the pharmaceutical company and the endless red tape that always accompanied dead bodies. It was time to go home.


In the same split second Contadino’s bullet had struck her, Danny’s entire childhood flashed before her eyes. And the image filling her mind as she regained consciousness was Danny’s face as somebody—Alex?—informed him his mother was dead and never coming back to him because she’d had to be a hero and get the bad guy herself. It shamed her that it had taken being shot in the head for her to see what Alex had been trying to tell her.


Alex. It was time to leave Alex. Oh, she knew she’d never be rid of him permanently now, though she was going to try like hell. The man he was wouldn’t allow him to ignore his child, but she had to make him see how dangerous he was to them. And her own rollercoaster ride down Memory Lane was over. She had to go back to being the same person she was before Rustikov had stepped into her kitchen.


Or almost the same person. She was short a good friend now, having lost Sean Devlin as surely as if Alex Rossi had assassinated him. She rested her forehead against the cool glass of the bedroom window and sighed. What a damn mess the two of them had managed to make of things.


The door opened, but she didn’t look up. When it closed again she knew it was Alex. And once again she couldn’t decide if she should wrap herself around him or beat him in the head with the bedside lamp.


He stepped up behind her and when his hands closed around her waist, she leaned back against him.


“What are you thinking about?” he whispered in her ear.


“Sean Devlin.” She felt him stiffen, but he didn’t move away. This was something they had to meet head-on, and they both knew it. “I’m remembering some of the conversations we’ve had over the years.”


“I swear I didn’t do it to hurt you, Grace.”


“You knew where I was.”


She felt his face against her hair. “Yes, I did, and it killed me a little bit more every day. You didn’t want me. You were happy being mother to another man’s child, but I couldn’t let you go. I couldn’t go the rest of my life without hearing your voice again, even though it ripped my heart out every time you called me Sean.”


“Why didn’t you…how much could it have hurt if you weren’t even willing to say anything?”


“This may surprise you, but I have a really hard time swallowing my pride.”


She laughed and bent her head so he could kiss the side of her neck. “Have you ever tried?”


“Only with you, Grace. And I can almost do it without choking now.”


“Do you know how many times while I was talking to Sean I wished you could be like him?” Alex stilled, his forehead resting on her shoulder. “I always thought if you were more like Sean, we may have had a chance. That if Sean were Danny’s father I wouldn’t have been the one teaching him to ride a bike or playing catch with him—which I totally suck at, by the way. But he wasn’t you and you couldn’t be that guy, so I was alone.”


He said nothing, but wrapped his arms around her waist and squeezed. Grace couldn’t even see what lay beyond the window anymore. The sheen of tears blurred her vision, but wouldn’t fall. She was tired of crying. Tired of regrets and what-ifs and if-onlys.


“And now I find out you are that guy. You are the guy I wished you could be. And Sean is you, and I can’t…I don’t know to feel about that. I’m angry and hurt and relieved and hopeful and pretty pissed off.”


He turned her slowly in his arms, then tilted her face up to his. “I like the hopeful part.”


She didn’t. She wanted to squash the hopeful part immediately and mercilessly. There could be no future for them. Period. But right now, with his dark eyes devouring her face, she couldn’t bring herself to say the words.


She knew he was going to kiss her, and she froze, torn between lifting her face to his and turning away. If she let him kiss her, she knew she was a goner.


She had to give him credit for not pouncing on her indecision. Alex waited until she rocked up onto her toes. Then his lips touched hers, softly, their breath mingling.


“How’s your head?” he whispered against her mouth.


“Clearly not screwed on straight at this point.”


“I want to make love to you, Grace.”


She’d already guessed that from the hard length pressed against her crotch. Smiling, she reached for her top button. “As long as you don’t bang it against the headboard, I’ll be fine.”


But she was confused when he stayed her fingers with his own. “I’m not talking about a quick tumble.”


“A not-so-quick tumble works.”


Alex captured her face in his hands, one thumb slowly stroking her bottom lip. “Not a tumble at all, Grace. I want to make love to you. Slowly. I want to savor you, with nothing between us. No lies. No secrets.”


She felt herself being stroked into submission by the low, sweet caress of his voice. One last time. “One for the—”


Alex put his finger over her lips. “Don’t say it. Not now.”


And that would be between them, she thought. The pretense of there being a tomorrow for them. Perhaps not a lie, but not the truth, either. An undercover mission in which they played two people madly in love with each other. Two people looking forward to growing old together. And maybe, in another time and place, that’s exactly what they would have done.


Alex pressed his mouth to hers, and she sighed against his lips. His kiss was gentle and long…sweet. So different from the hard urgency that usually overcame them in the bedroom, or wherever they happened to be. Grace raised her hands to cup the back of his neck and tried to lose herself in the tenderness.


It didn’t work—the pretending would break her heart and they both deserved better. She turned her face away and ducked out of his hold. “I can’t, Alex.”


“I’m not ready to let you go yet, Grace.” She shook her head, but he reached for her hand. “Is this about Sean Devlin?”


“No, Alex. It’s not about where we’ve been, but where I’m going.” The pain of stepping away from his touch was almost too much to bear. If he could have just let her establish they were having a farewell fling, they’d be naked right now. But she loved him too much to lead him on. “We’re over, Alex.”


 






Chapter Twelve


 


Alex refused to believe he’d never hold Grace Nolan in his arms again. Even now the loss of her body against his was like a cold front passing over him. No way in hell was he feeling that for the rest of his life.


She was ready to get Danny and go home. He knew that. He’d seen the change in her over the past several days—the gradual falling away of Grace the Devlin Group agent and the reemergence of Grace, Danny’s mom.


He knew she was done. There would be no more repelling from classified military helicopters. No more dodging bullets or seeing how fast they could get in and out of a secure compound without being seen. Her life with the Devlin Group was over now, and it was up to him to convince her that didn’t mean she had to leave him behind, as well. Pretty damn tricky considering he’d confessed he was Devlin himself.


He didn’t have a lot of time to convince her they could have a life together—all three of them, as a family. If Danny wasn’t waiting, he’d consider kidnapping her and not letting her go until she admitted she wanted it as much as he did.


“So what are you going to do?” he asked in as nonchalant a tone as he could manage under the circumstances. If he pushed, she was going to shove back, hard.


“I’m going to get Danny and my parents,” she said as she checked the bedroom one last time for any left behind items.


“I meant after that.”


She stopped roaming and looked directly at him. “I don’t know. We’ll probably spend a few days with my parents, and then…I don’t know.”


She sat on the bed, her shoulders hunching a bit. “Will you go home?” he asked.


“I don’t know, Alex. Danny loves it there. He has friends and his activities and I don’t want to tear him away from all that.”


“With Contadino gone, if we come in and rehab your security, there’s no reason to move.”


“It’s not only that,” she replied, and Alex could tell this had been weighing on her for a while. “What if he talks? What little boy isn’t going to tell his friends his mom shot people while jumping out of a helicopter?”


Alex sighed and sat next to her on the bed. He could see where that might be a problem. “If you really like the town, it’s manageable, Grace. While we’re not in the Yellow Pages, we’re not a ‘now we have to kill you’ kind of company, either. Call a meeting with the police chief, his teacher, the principal and the guidance counselor and lay it all out for them. We can make it work.”


“We.”


She said it flatly, then she headed for the door, grabbing her bag on the way. Alex braced himself mentally for the battle of wills to come. “You know, considering the chaos of the circumstances at the time, and your interpretation of what happened and lack of faith in me, I understand why you ran. And I forgive you for it. But that bridge has been crossed, and you can’t go back over it. I will not be kept from my son again.”


She paused at the door and gave him a look so cold somebody who didn’t know her so well wouldn’t see it was a front. “I’m already back over that bridge, Alex. Don’t come after us.”


Then she was gone and it was several moments before Alex trusted his temper enough to go after her.


 


* * *


 


With their goodbyes said before Carmen left to take Gallagher to physical therapy, there was nothing to stop Grace as she swept out of the suite and down the hall. Every step she took was like a spear jabbing straight up into her heart.


Her throat ached, and she prayed she could hold back the tears until she was safely ensconced in a cab. Then she’d quietly let them fall and put them behind her before Danny threw himself into her arms.


But Alex caught up with her before she could get out of the building. He grabbed her arm, whirling her to face him. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean? You think I’m some asshole chump who’s going to walk out of here and forget I have a child?”


Grace absorbed his pain and shoved it down deep with her own. “It’s what’s best for Danny.”


“Bullshit. I’ll blow up that damn bridge and use the pieces to beat some sense into that thick head of yours if that’s how you think it’s going to go.”


Cold seeped through her veins and she embraced it, using it to fight the anguish. “If you come at me, Alex Rossi, you’d better make sure I don’t know you’re coming.”


Alex jerked back as if she’d physically slapped him across the face. “Jesus, Grace, do you hear yourself? What the hell is wrong with you?”


“I don’t know!” she screamed, throwing her bag against the wall. Every emotion she’d felt in the last week was bottlenecked in her throat, fighting to get out. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, Alex. All those years I was trying to be the perfect mother to Danny, and a part of me just wanted to be here. And now I’m here and I just want to be with Danny. I can’t be what I’m supposed to be, and the only thing I know is this world—your world—is no place for an eight-year-boy.”


He was shaking his head, but she just kept talking. “We’re going to disappear now. Totally. New identities. No ties to the past. I’ll walk away from it all—the network, the computer work—”


“Me. You think you’re going to walk away from me?”


“What I was—what you are—almost got Danny killed. I can’t live in both your world and his.”


“I won’t walk away from you again, Grace.”


“Can you give it all up? All of it?”


She willed him to say yes. One word and she could wake up next to this man every day for the rest of her life.


She watched his throat work, then he shook his head.


“Then you don’t have to walk away from me again. I’m the one walking away this time.”


He stopped her, his grip on her arm nearly painful. “I love you, Grace.”


There it was. The pain of it should have killed her. “I love you, too, Alex. Goodbye.”


She picked up her bag, walked down the hall and out into the overwhelmingly bright sunshine, aware he was following her, but refusing to turn back. It was time to get Danny and disappear off the radar again. And this time…


Grace stopped, staring at the spot where Alex’s sporty rental car had been parked. “What the hell is that?”


He looked past her at the red vehicle filling the driveway, then grinned, setting off alarm bells in her head. “They tell me it’s called a minivan.”


“I know it’s a minivan. They downgrade your rental car plan?”


“It’s not a rental. I bought it from…a guy I know.”


The alarm bells started clanging at a feverish pitch. Alex Rossi was anything but a soccer dad.


“Even I don’t drive a minivan,” she said, wondering what the hell he thought he was proving.


“It has a DVD player.” He crossed his arms and smiled down at her. “Danny will have movies and volume control and cup holders and his own heating and AC controls. I won’t even go into the safety rating this thing has.”


Her heart softened just a little. He was trying so hard to be the man she needed him to be, unwilling to accept it wasn’t in him.


“And,” he continued, “it’s bullet-proof, explosion-proof, has voice-printed access for the doors and for the hidden rear compartment. And you wouldn’t believe how they were able to supercharge that engine. The gas mileage will suck, but she can really scream if she has to.”


She looked up at him and shook her head. “No rocket launchers?”


“I thought that would be overkill.”


She laughed despite herself, and waved a hand at the suburban tank. “Won’t driving a minivan tarnish your image?”


His dimples flashed. “No way. That red is sexy as hell. Plus all the seats fold flat, so we can get a sitter and then find a porn drive-in and act out the scenes in the car.”


Oh, how she wished that thought didn’t get her fired up. “I don’t think we have any porn drive-ins around. What a shame.”


Alex rested his hand lightly on her lower back. “No problem. It has a DVD player, remember? We can act it out in the driveway for all I care.”


Grace stepped away from his touch, trying to remind herself of all the reasons she was leaving this man. No matter how badly she wanted to watch X-rated movies with him in the minivan, the thought of Danny being targeted again someday made her stomach hurt.


“Don’t you see why this is wrong?” she demanded, her voice more hoarse than she would have liked. “You want to drive around in a minivan like every other suburban parent, but yours is bulletproof, Alex. What does that say about your life? The Devlin Group is the reason this happened, and you want me to invite the so-called Sean Devlin himself into Danny’s life?”


The boyish charm disappeared from Alex’s face so quickly she took a step back. “You need to deal with a few things, Grace. Number one—this did happen to Danny. You shutting me out isn’t going to erase what happened to him. And they needed leverage to get to me, but Contadino took Danny because of you. Because of what you used to do and what you used to be to me. And you can’t make that go away. Whether you and I ever get naked in the back of that minivan or not, the connection between us will always exist. And two—this isn’t about Danny.”


“It’s all about Danny.”


“I’m Danny’s father, and I’m going to be a part of his life forever, Grace. The only question is whether I take him to a ballgame and then drop him off at his mom’s, or if I take him to a game and then curl up under the covers with his mom.


“I love you, Grace. And I want to spend the rest of my life being cold at night because you’re a cover hog and eating store-bought cookies and buying you flowers because they make you smile.”


“But not enough to give up the Devlin Group.”


“I can’t give it up. We do a lot of good. And even if I did walk away now, it would only make me weaker. I can’t transform myself into some suburban insurance salesman. I’ve made a lot of enemies. There are powerful men behind bars or destroyed financially or politically because of the Devlin Group, and if I take my finger off the pulse of that world, it’s going to eat me alive.


“Knowledge is power, and I have to stay in the game. I’ll leave the field for the most part, but I do this work because it needs to be done and I’m damn good at it. So are you. And we can keep Danny safe. We can educate him, help him be smart.”


“He is smart,” Grace snapped, hating the defensive note in her voice. On some level she knew he was right. If she shared more of the dangers of her former work with her son and taught him a few things, he wouldn’t have fallen for their ruse. He wouldn’t have been controlled so easily by threats against her. He may have gotten away.


“Don’t,” he said softly. “Stop over thinking this. And stop hiding behind our son.”


“Screw you.” She turned away, but she couldn’t deny that, though she believed the Devlin Group could maybe someday put her son in the path of danger again, she also had other fears she hadn’t given voice to. “What about me, Alex?”


“What about you?”


“What am I supposed to do while you’re at work? Hell, we already know I can’t bake cookies. I know what you do. We both have scars, and each one could have been two inches higher or an inch to the left. I would know every single time you walk out that door there’s a damn good chance you won’t come home. I can’t live with that. Especially since I’m your partner. How long can I be torn between begging you not to go and strapping on a gun and going with you?”


She had to stop then, since her voice was choking off and all she could do was wave her hand in some what then? gesture.


Alex cupped her face in his hands. “You won’t go with me. You’re done in the field, and we both know that. But you seem to be forgetting I’m damn good at what I do. If I had some cushy office job you wouldn’t try to shield me from commuting two hours in eighty-mile-an-hour bumper to bumper traffic, would you?”


“Oh, don’t give me that ‘I could get hit by a bus tomorrow’ bullshit,” she snapped, jerking her face away from his hands. He’d been quick to reject that argument when she’d thrown it at him earlier. “There’s a big difference between what you do and commuting.”


“The difference is training, instincts and experience, Grace. If I compare what I do to commuting, I’d be a commuter rolling down the highway in an armored vehicle with proximity sensors, anti-impact measures, grenade launchers and an on-board Porta-Potty.”


Grace laughed. “You mean like that minivan?”


He didn’t laugh with her. “I told you I’ll stand down from high-risk fieldwork. I’ve got some good guys now who don’t have little kids waiting at home to play ball in the backyard, and I can recruit a few more.”


He stepped forward until he was right in her face. “We love each other, Grace. We have for years. And we have a son. We have what it takes, babe, if you could just trust in me.”


The words hung in the air between them, just waiting for her to bat them down as she had so many times before.


Tension built until Alex smiled just to break it. “I’m a little offended that marrying me scares you more than jumping out of a helo into a hail of bullets.”


This time it was Grace who didn’t laugh. “I do trust you, Alex. Completely. And I can’t live half a life anymore. I can be Danny’s mom and Alex Rossi’s wife.”


He kissed her gently. “Just be Grace, honey. It’s always been good enough for both your guys.”


A hiccup sob escaped her. “I wonder if they make flak aprons.”


He held out his fist. “Ride this river with me, Grace.”


Her fist touched his in silent promise. “Yippe-ki-yea.”
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It was hard for Travis to believe fifteen years had passed since he’d seen the town. Very little had changed. There was a new gas station at the end of the block, and a video rental store that he wished had been there when he was a kid. But Frank Castille was still cutting hair and Smitty’s no doubt still served up the best breakfasts for a hundred miles.


Travis bought an ice cream cone at the corner store, something he hadn’t done in a very long time. If he was going to be forced to walk down memory lane, at least he could enjoy himself a little. A new park had been built to house the town’s old statues, and he sat on a granite bench to watch the people go by.


It was a charming little town, full of people who knew almost everything about each other. A place where the people who lived on either side of you were truly neighbors.


But not a good town to get married in. He refused to let that thought darken his renewed good spirits. He’d find a way to convince Kristen that the Riverside Inn was not a good choice for their wedding and reception, and certainly not for their honeymoon. Maybe he’d just put his foot down and say no.


He didn’t need an excuse. Regardless of what Kristen thought, it was his wedding, too. He just wished she hadn’t pointed out that it was the first wedding for each of them. Not correcting her might only be a lie of omission, but it was still a lie. He didn’t like being dishonest with her.


And thoughts of dishonesty brought him back to Gena. He had noticed that mischievous sparkle in her eyes when she disputed his claim that they didn’t need to decide right away. She knew they wouldn’t be getting married at the Riverside Inn. He’d made that very clear, and she had agreed. Still, she had him scared there for a second, and one look at her face told him she had done it purposely just to make him suffer.


Where was that fire fifteen years ago? Maybe it had always been there, and he had just been too young and too stupid to see it. It was hard for him to believe that such a captivating woman had been concealed under the baggy clothes and bad haircuts.


That thought shook him so badly he almost dropped his ice cream. Did he really think she was captivating? 


Yes, he acknowledged grudgingly. Gena Taylor was captivating. She was beautiful and intelligent, and she didn’t feel the need to make herself look artificial. He only wished he’d seen it sooner. About fifteen years sooner, because now it was too late. Tomorrow night he would get in the car and exit her life again.


I wish I had seen it sooner? That had to be exhaustion speaking. He refused to believe he was feeling…was it regret? It couldn’t be, because walking out on that farce of a marriage was one of the smartest things he’d ever done.


Two teenaged girls walking toward the park caught his eye. One of them was upset, frowning and making choppy gestures with her hands as she spoke. Something tugged at his subconscious, and he thought there was something very familiar about the girl. He just couldn’t place it.


Maybe she was the daughter of one of his old school friends. She’d be about the right age. Fifteen, he guessed.


Suddenly his mind produced the memory of a picture. It took another second to place the image. The photograph was of a young blonde woman cradling a baby on her lap. He was the baby and the woman was his mother.


The girl and her friend drew closer and he matched her features with those in the picture. The thick blonde curls…heart-shaped face…the eyes. He saw that distinct shade of blue when he looked at his mother…or in a mirror.


The girl’s resemblance to that picture—to himself—was too uncanny to ignore, and he stood, black raspberry ice cream dripping unnoticed onto his hand.


Fifteen… She looked straight at him before her friend pulled her into the store, piercing him with her blue gaze. Fifteen…my mother…oh my God.


He dropped the ice cream in the grass and started running up the hill toward the Inn.


* * * * *


Gena could hear Travis shouting her name before he even entered the house. He knows—somehow—he knows. She was upstairs, but she heard the loud echo of his footsteps and the slamming of doors as he looked for her.


She was down the stairs and in her private living room when the door flew open and Travis was there. His chest heaved from anger and exertion, and Gena trembled in anticipation of his rage.


She watched him look around, saw his gaze fall on the school portrait of Mia that hung over the sofa.


“Who is that?” he demanded in a hoarse voice, pointing at the picture.


Gena swallowed and lifted her chin. “That’s Mia—my daughter.”


She saw Kristen appear behind Travis, her forehead wrinkled in confusion. “Travis? What’s wrong? Why are you shouting?”


“She’s my daughter, isn’t she?”


“What? What is going on here?” Kristen demanded, but they both ignored her.


Gena’s hands fisted at her sides. “She’s my daughter. You left, remember?”


“Why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant?” he shouted.


“Having a baby was the reason we got married, or did you forget that part?” Gena yelled back in a volume that matched his.


He was advancing slowly toward her, his face white with anger, and she backed up until she felt the seat of the rocker hit behind her knees. “You were lying. I saw the proof.”
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