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She awoke in a panic, a hot hand clamped tightly over her mouth. Her eyes darting wildly around the moonlit room, she could only make out the shadow of the man crouched over her. Heart in her throat, she clawed and attempted to twist away, and when that failed, she opened her mouth and sunk her teeth into flesh.
He jerked and flexed his palm flat, releasing the hold of her teeth, then gripped her jaw hard. “Stop it Michaela,” he hissed in her ear.
The next thing she heard was the unmistakable sound of a gun being cocked, but she was confused because the sound came from the other side of the bed. A second later, she heard the same sound coming from right over her head.
On her right, she heard Brian’s disembodied voice growl, “What the fuck are you doing, Petras?”
Kayla went utterly still. Alex Petras was in Brian’s house, Brian’s bedroom, and she was pretty sure Alex was holding a gun on her lover. She whispered, “What…”
“We need to go.” Alex’s voice was inflectionless.
Brian ground out, “You’ve got some balls.”
“Shut up, Connelly. This doesn’t concern you.”
“The hell it doesn’t.”
Kayla slid her arm slowly to the left and found the switch to the bedside lamp. A moment later, the light was on, illuminating a scene that she had imagined only in her worst nightmares. Alex, her former colleague and ex-lover, was squatting next to her side of the bed, arm suspended over her, holding a gun on Brian, her current lover. Alex was dressed in black cargos, tight, long-sleeved black t-shirt, his dark hair slicked and tied back and two small silver hoops in his ears. His dark eyes were focused intently on the man in beside her.
She turned her head to look at Brian. Only the sheet pooling low on his hips shielded his nudity. His short blond hair was mussed, his blue eyes were hard, and he, too, had his arm extended, holding his gun on Alex.
Neither man looked at her. Nobody spoke. The only sound in the room was Kayla’s panicked breathing rasping in and out.
Finally Brian said, “You have about five seconds to get the fuck out of my house.”
“Or what?” Alex asked blandly.
“I’ll put a bullet in your head.”
“Be my guest,” Alex conceded. “But don’t you think it’ll be a little hard to explain to the boys in blue? I mean, I know you still work for the GBI, but your connections can only get you so far.”
“You’re an intruder. You’re holding a gun on me. It’s justifiable. We took that particular class together, didn’t we?”
“Hmmm. So you don’t think it would look a bit suspicious that you killed your girlfriend’s lover in your own bedroom?”
Brian winced and then his face slid to blankness again. “She’s your ex-lover.”
“You sure about that?”
Kayla sat up, tugging at the sheet to cover her breasts. Both men’s gazes shifted to her. “That’s enough,” she spat. Turning to Brian, she said, “Please hand me a shirt.” Brian ignored her. She turned back to Alex. “What the hell are you doing? Are you insane?”
He rolled his eyes down the outline of her body making sure she was very aware that she was naked beneath the sheet—and he knew it. “Probably. Go take a shower. You have five minutes.”
“Take a shower?”
He flicked his eyes back to Brian. “You fuck her tonight?”
Kayla cringed at how dirty Alex made her feel with just a few well-placed words. Unfortunately, Brian took the bait. “What do you think?”
Alex said, “Go take a shower, Kayla.”
“Alex, if you think I’m going anywhere with you, you’re delusional. You just vanished on me two years ago, for God’s sake.” She heaved a sigh and said, “Would you please put down your gun?”
Alex swore under his breath as he lowered his weapon. “I need to get you underground. This is non negotiable. Get dressed. Now.”
Brian re-engaged the safety on his gun and said bitterly, “She’s a freakin’ crime scene specialist. Why the hell would her life be in danger?”
“Her connection to me.”
“What connection? You two used to swap bodily fluids, at your convenience, three years ago. Your affiliation with the Georgia Bureau of Investigations was terminated two years ago. You’ve been off the grid ever since. I’m not seeing any connection.”
“Maybe Kayla and I work more closely than she lets on. She’s not big on communication. You should know that by now.”
“Hey! I’m right here!” She had to force herself not to physically react to Alex’s words. She had spoken to him over the last two years. Several times. Mostly it was Alex contacting her from God knows where to offer her tips on cases he should have no idea she was working on. And he had come to her twice, slipped into her apartment in the dark of the night. The first time was just before she started dating Brian. She was weak. She couldn’t deny herself. Couldn’t deny him. The last time he had come to her was three weeks ago. She had awoken in her own bed, his familiar weight stretched over her, his scent erotic and heady. Things had gone to almost the point of no return before she remembered she was Brian’s lover now. And Alex knew it.
Brian turned to Kayla and said, “What the hell is he talking about, Kayla? Is there something I should know?”
Ignoring Brian, she said to Alex, “Just say what you came to say.”
“This isn’t about a current case. This has nothing to do with the GBI.”
Kayla wondered if he was referring to either something in his military black ops past, or perhaps something related to why he left the bureau without so much as a backward glance.
Brian interjected, “You still need to do this by the book. Look, whatever it is, I can call the district attorney in the morning and I’m sure-”
“Not an option.”
“What’s that supposed to mean? I’m sure that between the DA’s office, my connections with the FBI, your connection with the GBI and your military involvement-”
Alex ran a hand over his face and quietly said, “Look, Connelly. I really don’t have the time to explain the details of my life to you. This is not some two-bit meth dealer with too much time on his hands. This is on me. My enemy.”
“Then why do you need to hide her? Hide your own psycho ass. Leave Kayla the fuck alone.”
Leveling a glare at Brian, Alex said, “He thinks she’s my lover.”
“Who thinks she’s your lover?”
“Listen to me, because I’m only going to say this once. These people don’t want to kill me. They don’t even want to kill Michaela. They believe it would break me if they abduct my woman, rape her, abuse her, humiliate her … and keep her.”
Brian climbed out of the bed and stepped into the jeans he had left in a heap on the floor. He bit out, “Would it?” There was no love lost between the two men. It was impossible to tell that they were once partners or even friends. After Kayla became a part of the equation, the bond between the men became strained. It was clear that it had been severed completely when Alex disappeared.
“Listen, you prick,” Alex ground out. “I’m not worried about me. My concern is for her. You’re more worried about your ego than if your girlfriend becomes some indentured fuck-toy?”
Kayla shut down at his words. The ringing in her ears made it difficult to follow the flow of conversation. Looking up at Alex, she saw that he was talking to her, but according to his frown, she knew he must have been repeating himself.
Alex said, “Kayla. Now. We need to go.” She glanced at Brian leaning against the wall by the door. His arms were folded over his chest and his jaw was locked tight.
Alex tried again. “Please.”
“This is real?” she whispered.
Alex nodded once as his eyes held hers.
Kayla stood from the bed woodenly, unmindful of her nudity and walked to the dresser to pull out clothes. She glanced up at the mirror and winced at her appearance. Her long auburn hair, which usually fell down her back in heavy waves, was knotted and tangled. Her normally pale skin was a ghostly white. Glancing behind her in the mirror, she saw that Alex’s eyes were taking a leisurely tour over her body. Brian was just pulling on a shirt when he caught Alex watching her.
“God damn it, Kayla.” Brian grabbed the sheet off the bed and stormed across the room to drape it around her.
Annoyed, Kayla tugged at the sheet and said, “Do you really think my being naked is the most important thing at the moment?”
“You’re my girlfriend, God damn it! He shouldn’t see you like this.” Then he turned on Alex. “I can take care of her.”
Alex raised a brow. “With what? A search warrant and some crime scene tape?”
Brian closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I can take care of her. I will take care of her.”
“All due respect Brian, your hands are tied. There is no state connection. The federal government won’t even acknowledge the mission this is connected with ever happened. You can’t do shit with this.”
Brian said, “I’m sure that-”
Alex interrupted, “Are you really sure, Brian? Really? Because if you’re wrong, you’re sentencing Kayla to a fate worse than death. You gonna be able to live with that?”
Brian said nothing. He stood there with his fists clenched at his sides and glared at Alex, resentment clear in his eyes.
“You love her, Connelly?” Alex asked.
The two men locked eyes at Brian’s hesitation. Volumes were spoken within the silence. “Of course I do.”
“Then stop thinking of your status as her boyfriend or your grudge against me. Think about her for a change. I’m sure you think you love her, but you know I can do things that you legally can’t or won’t do.
“You’re too good of an agent, my friend, to think that Kayla’s been pulling certain Intel out of thin air for the last year. And though you’d never admit as much to her, that’s the real reason you turn the other cheek and tolerate me in her life and in her bed.”
Kayla blurted, “Alex! You’re not in my bed! Stop saying that.”
Alex calmly turned to Kayla, “Do you really think this is the time to split hairs about our sexual status? He’s not stupid, Kayla.”
Brian interjected, “I’m going with you.”
“Not an option.”
“So she’s just gonna disappear? I’m supposed to just hand my girlfriend over to some psycho and hope for the best?” Brian shook his head, incredulous.
“Better the psycho you know.”
“Fuck. And how in the hell do I explain her disappearance?”
“I’ve already secured her leave of absence.”
“How the hell did you do that?”
“It’s good to know the right people.”
Brian asked, “Her parents?”
“Kayla will contact them. They know she’s impulsive. Women do crazy things when they’re in love.”
Brian took a menacing step toward Alex. “You expect me to tell them she ran off with you?”
Alex just shrugged. “They were rather fond of me at one time.” Looking at his watch as if bored he said, “We need to go.”
On autopilot, Kayla turned and grabbed her bag off Brian’s dresser. Alex placed a hand at the small of her back but she flinched away from his touch. Brian grabbed her arm as they passed and she stopped.
“You’re just gonna go with him?”
She furrowed her brow. “Did you not hear what he said?”
“I heard. I just don’t know if I believe him.”
“Brian, he’s never lied to me.”
Turning to Alex, Brian said, “I need to know where you’re taking her.”
“Not possible. You know that.”
“Fuck, man. At least let her call me.”
Alex studied Brian for a moment. “Only if it’s safe.”
Nodding once, Brian reached for Kayla and pulled her into his arms. She stiffened slightly, unsure of Brian for the first time. She muttered into his chest, “I’m sorry.”
He laid a kiss on the top of her head. “Not your fault. Take care of yourself.”
She nodded once and let Alex guide her through the bedroom door.
***
No words were exchanged the first hour of the drive. They were traveling dimly lit back roads in a nondescript car in utter silence. Kayla sat with arms crossed, head tipped back and eyes closed, but fully awake. Alex was in his own head.
Kayla squirmed in her seat. She crossed her legs. Then she uncrossed them and tucked her foot underneath her thigh.
“Problems?”
“I need to pee.”
Alex let out a soft sigh. He checked his rearview mirror before pulling off the desolate two-lane road. When he put the car in park, she made no move to get out.
“I thought you needed to go.”
“Not that bad.”
“We’re at least twenty miles from the nearest gas station. Even if you could hold it, I’d rather not stop in a public place until we finish driving for the night.”
After releasing her seatbelt, Kayla attempted to open the door but found it locked. She tried the automatic button on the door but nothing happened. She faced front again and said, “Are you going to let me out?”
Alex released the locks and she stormed out of the car, slinging her purse over her shoulder. When she was about ten yards from the car, she heard Alex’s door open and close. Then she heard him say, “That’s far enough.”
She whipped around. “Excuse me?”
“You heard me.”
“I’m not going to cop a squat this close to the road.”
“This road is deserted, Kayla. Nobody is going to see you.”
“You can.”
“Nothing I haven’t seen before.”
“You’ve never seen me pee!”
“If you’re thinking this is turning me on, you’re sadly mistaken.”
She glared.
Alex said nothing else, just folded his arms across his chest and stared out into the field where she was standing. With a huff, she dug a tissue out of her purse, tossed her bag a few feet away and unsnapped her jeans facing the road. She tugged her jeans down and squatted. Once she was able to start relieving herself, she looked up at Alex and saw that he was watching her pensively. She knew he couldn’t really see anything, hunched in the weeds as she was, but the sheer humiliation added onto current events triggered an unwanted sting of tears behind her eyes. The blessed numbness that had set in while in Brian’s bedroom was giving way to fear, panic and anger.
Finished, she hiked up her jeans, grabbed her purse and stormed toward Alex. He looked like he was about to say something when she swung her purse in an arc aiming for the side of his head. In a voice thick with tears she yelled, “I hate you!”
He deflected the brunt of the blow, yanked the purse from her grip and tossed it onto the road nearby. She slapped at his chest with both hands, repeating over and over, “I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!”
He took the punishment with no more reaction than a clenched jaw. Realizing she was getting no response, she started kicking his shins and pounding on his chest with her fists. His lack of reaction made her furious. She pulled her arm back to slap him. He caught her wrist inches before her palm connected with his cheek. “That’s enough.” His voice was tight, controlled.
Panting, she looked into his hard eyes and began struggling to free her wrist. He bit out, “Enough!”
She stood there frozen and stunned. He’d never spoken to her that way before. He’d certainly never yelled at her. With tears blurring her vision, she whispered, “How could you say those things to Brian? Why would you let him believe-”
“I needed to expedite our departure.”
“But now he thinks…”
His grip tightened on her wrist. “What Kayla? He thinks I’ve kissed you? Touched you? Tasted you? Fucked you? He knew that. Or does it bother you that he thinks it’s happening now? You know it could be. It very nearly did a few weeks ago.”
Tugging fiercely to get free, she spat, “Stop it!”
He jerked her car door open, put his hand on her shoulder and guided her in. Once her feet cleared the frame, he tossed in her purse, slammed the door and walked around the back of the car. When he was inside, he restarted the car, checked his mirrors and pulled back onto the road.
Five minutes passed before she spoke again. “I thought you were morally incapable of leading me on. That’s why you walked away from me, isn’t it?”
“You want to argue morals with me, Kayla? I’m not married. You’re not married. Consent is implied when your tongue is in my mouth and you’re dragging your nails across my back. Seems you might have some moral issues, though.”
“That happened once. I was half asleep. And screw you.”
“I’ll have to pass right now. You smell like Brian.”
She turned to face away from him as much as the seatbelt would allow, closed her eyes and tried to sleep.
When she woke again it was nearly dawn. The car was parked in front of a run down motel complete with a miniscule pool. Alex had a small black lockbox on his lap and was flipping through various credit cards and IDs.
She didn’t know why she was so surprised. Alex was smoke, elusive and impossible to pin down. And Kayla knew better than anybody that he could slip into your life on the faintest breeze and then dissipate in his own time. No one knew exactly how he made his money after he left the GBI. Supposedly he owned things. Land, businesses, buildings, people. She didn’t like to think on the people part. She knew he wasn’t a drug or gunrunner, and prostitution disgusted him. Despite everything she had said to him in anger, she knew he was one of the most moral, loyal people she’d ever met. But he had far too many people who owed him favors. And he owed just as many in return.
One rumor was that he worked occasional black ops missions for various alphabet agencies. Sold himself to the highest bidder. She knew he would never do anything against his own country, knew it deep in her bones. But she also knew that if he was working for the government, it was off the books. There wasn’t any information to be found about him on any database. For the last forty-eight months, he’d lived invisibly.
Every time she thought he was completely gone from her life, he turned up like a bad penny, and every time her damned heart betrayed her. Sometimes it was a phone call to offer a tip on a case the agency was working on. Other times, he said nothing. She just knew. The silence between them crackled with electricity across the phone line just as it always did whenever they got within twenty feet of each other. The last time she saw him was that nocturnal visit a few weeks ago. To her, it was nothing more than a painful reminder that she would never really get over him.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
He didn’t look up, just continued flipping through the cards. “Trying to decide who should check into the motel.” He pulled out two IDs with identical pictures and waved them in the air. “Should I be Joaquin Martinez or Anton Espinosa today?”
Studying his delectable caramel skin tone and strong, masculine features, she wasn’t surprised at the surnames he’d chosen. She knew very little about Alex’s family; he’d never taken her home to meet his mother. But she did know from pictures she’d seen in his apartment that his father looked decidedly Latino and his mother was either Filipino or Japanese. She’d like to think her attraction to him was simply a shallow one. Who wouldn’t fall under the thrall of such a beautiful, virile man? But there was always something deeper, something undefined between them that kept her from completely letting go, from completely trusting him.
She looked out the passenger side window studying the filthy pool in the twilight. “Is one of them not an asshole?”
Not bothering to respond, he picked an ID and two corresponding credit cards. Then he began flipping through the left side of the lockbox.
“What are you doing now?”
“Looking for Anton’s bride.”
He pulled out a credit card and matching ID and handed them to her. She studied the California driver’s license in shock. It was a recent picture of her but not the same as the one on her ‘real’ driver’s license. The card said she was Katherine Anne Espinosa. She snorted at the irony. “We’re married.” Alex didn’t do married. He’d done it once and he said he’d never do it again.
He flipped the box closed and locked it. “Yes, but apparently Katherine is exceedingly unhappy with her asshole husband.”
Leaning across her, he popped the glove compartment open and pulled out handcuffs.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Swiftly grabbing her left wrist, he cuffed her and then attached the other bracelet low on the steering wheel. Then he picked up her bag and dumped the contents on her lap. After examining all the items, he carefully checked the lining of her purse, then tossed everything back in.
She knew she should be outraged, but she was so stunned by his behavior, she simply watched passively. “Why did you …that’s just …”
“Need to make sure you don’t have mace or a cell phone.”
“How gallant.”
He shoved the lock box under the seat and opened his door. Once out of the car, he slammed the door shut, beeped it locked and walked purposefully toward the office.
Ten minutes later they were inside a dank motel room. The carpet was an indeterminate shade between brown and orange. The avocado green and orange art deco comforter on the queen-sized bed was circa 1970. There was a small table with two chairs in front of the window and a 32-inch television bolted to the dresser. The room smelled like cigarette smoke.
Dropping their two duffle bags near the vanity, he began removing his weapons. He reached over his head to pull off his shirt.
“What the hell are you doing?”
Tossing the garment on the floor, he toed off his boots. “We’re taking a shower and then we’re going to sleep.” Question answered, he released the top snap of his cargos.
“Can’t you just undress in bathroom?”
He paused just as he was about to shove his pants down. “Nothing you haven’t seen before. I’m not leaving you out here alone.”
“What could happen?”
He gave her a withering look. “Get undressed and get in the shower.”
“No.”
He propped a hand against the wall, tipped his head down and pressed his fingers to his eyes. “Kayla. I don’t have the time or inclination to deal with your behavior right now. I’m under a great deal of stress. I need to focus my energy on getting us from point A to point B safely. I don’t have it in me right now to play superhero or kiss your ass because I’ve pissed you off. Get the fuck in the shower before I lose my temper.”
He turned, peeled off his socks and shucked his pants. Kayla began undressing, albeit grudgingly. She tossed her clothes on the pile he’d made and walked past him into the bathroom. Reaching across her, he turned the faucet on. When the temperature was satisfactory, he grabbed her upper arm and tugged her in behind him.
Before she could stop herself, she flicked her eyes down toward his groin. He was magnificently hard.
“It’s an automatic response, Kayla. I’m not a slave to my dick.”
Nodding, she turned away from him, wondering if he had any idea how much his words hurt her. She wasn’t naive. Most men’s bodies would react the same way to being in such close proximity with any reasonably attractive, naked woman. But she had been more to him than that. He may never have said it, but somehow she just knew she had been more to him than that. She always wondered if that was why he pushed her away, why he always kept his distance emotionally.
He had never wanted more. He only wanted right now.
They both washed with economical motions, only touching when they switched position to utilize the showerhead. She tried not to think of how many ways he had seduced her in a shower. Seduced was actually a rather tame word. He had owned her body in every way. He just never wanted her heart. For all his icy hard-ass demeanor, as a lover, he was like a ravenously hungry animal. Practiced, patient and skilled at going in for the kill, but feral in his execution.
Alex finished before she did. He stepped out, closing the curtain behind him. When she heard the bathroom door click shut, she slid down the wall, and sat on the slick floor. She couldn’t get a grasp on how her comparatively ordinary life had taken such a drastic turn. She couldn’t fathom this side of Alex she had never seen before, and she couldn’t understand why she allowed his words hurt her. But she was hurt. Hurt and raw and somehow emptier than she felt when she’d realized Alex had left her two years ago. So she did what she had never let Alex or Brian see; she buried her face in her hands and cried silently under the cooling spray.
Alex lay flat on his back staring at the ceiling extremely aware of the cold metal cuffs joining his left hand to Kayla’s right. Had to keep his gun hand free. The last time the words cuffs and Kayla shared the same sentence, they’d been used in play, pushing her boundaries. He wondered if she thought that his need to push her to the edge of her comfort level was nothing more than a sexual game to him. In reality, pushing Kayla in bed had more to do with testing her trust, tempting her to share intimacies she had shared with no other man. In his mind, it was sexy, it was erotic, but ultimately it’d been a way to pull her closer to him. Now something that was once used to forge an intimate bond between them was just a tool to keep her from running away.
Kayla stirred beside him. It took every ounce of his willpower do not to turn to his side and pull her into him. His hands were itching to coast over her pale, silky skin. Nothing got him harder than seeing the contrast of his dark hand cupping the generous tear-drop shape of her breast, his thumb toying with a pouting nipple until it sharpened to a point and begged for his tongue.
He remembered just a few weeks before, when he found himself at her apartment in the middle of the night. That’s right. He just found himself there. He was a man who prided himself on his calculated plotting, his ability to compartmentalize and a legendary sense of self-control. All that went out the window when it came to Kayla.
She had always kept her TV on while she slept. Said it made her feel less alone. When he stepped into her room that night, he was grateful for her habit. In the flashing blue glow cast over her rumpled bed, he could take in everything that was Kayla at his leisure. She was a Vargas pin-up girl personified. Gorgeous auburn hair haloed her face, spilled over the edges of her pillow and across the mattress. One long tress snaked sinuously down her shoulder only to curl under her breast. Her hair was one of his biggest weaknesses, falling nearly to her waist. She used to love to tease him with it, dragging it down his body, giggling when it made him shiver.
She’d kicked the sheets down in her sleep so he’d been able to take in the fullness of her breasts straining against her microscopic tank top. Luck was with him; the shirt had ridden up. Seeing her tiny waist always made his fists clench, wanting to grasp her there, encircling her. He wanted to and pull her down over his cock over and over … He remembered that something caught his eye that night in a sudden burst of light from the TV; a metallic glint from her belly. He’d stepped forward and could clearly see that she had a small hoop piercing her navel. That was new. And a simple piece of body jewelry shouldn’t have turned him on so much, but it did. Jesus Christ, it did.
He’d torn his gaze from the silver hoop and the soft, feminine curve of her belly; his eyes followed the pronounced flare from waist to hip. He never understood women who felt the need to starve and turn themselves into hard bodies. There was absolutely nothing sexier to him than a woman who looked like a woman. And Michaela was all woman.
That was when he found himself over her, face buried in her neck, hips grinding up between her thighs. He could feel the heat from her mound searing him through his jeans making his cock as hard as … shit. As hard as he was now.
And that was a perfect example of his failure to compartmentalize. He needed to focus. He needed to sleep. He needed to remember that the woman next to him in bed loathed him with every ounce of her soul. And he could hardly blame her.
Just as he was about to drift of to sleep, Kayla shifted again, her heel kicking his shin. “Kayla, I need to sleep. Please stop moving around.”
“I can’t just turn off my brain like you can.”
If she only knew. Clearing his throat, he said, “Do you want to talk?”
“Not to the guy I met today.”
“That guy is me.”
“So underneath all the trappings, you’re really just a psychotic, heartless mercenary jerk?”
“I can be.”
“And I’m just seeing this side of you now?”
“I guess it was just the perfect storm.”
She was silent for long moments before she asked, “Can you tell me how this started?”
“I already did.”
Sighing loudly, she told him, “All I heard was enemy, rape, torture, humiliate, kill.”
“That’s about it.”
“Alex.”
“You know there’s not a lot I can tell you.”
She snorted. “Well there’s a big surprise.”
“Kayla, it’s classified.”
“Who am I going to tell? I’ve lived in a fishbowl my entire life. Hell, I work for the GBI. I know how to keep my mouth shut.” Quietly she added, “Unless you don’t trust me.”
Fuck. It wasn’t that. It was never that. He rubbed at his face with his right hand and sighed heavily. “It happened before I joined the bureau, when I was still active duty with the Army. There was a mission that went well, for our side. Or so we thought. We found out later that there was significant collateral damage. And that collateral damage just happened to be the women and children of a very powerful man.”
Kayla sucked in some air. “You … please don’t tell me you’ve killed women and children.”
He paused, then said, “Kayla, things like that happen every day; it’s the price of war. It’s very likely women and children have lost their lives as a result of some of our missions. But it was never our intent. In this instance, the women and children were left unharmed.”
“I thought you said-”
“We left them alone and unprotected.”
“But when you said collateral damage, I thought you meant-”
Christ. He turned to her then and looked into her innocent green eyes. “Do you really want to know this?”
She nodded. And somehow he knew after this she would never look at him the same way again. “We found out that at some point after we moved on, the women were unable to find protection. The women were … violated physically and sexually … in front of their children. Some of the older children were—Kayla, just trust me when I say it was bad. The only people they left alive were the younger children. They allegedly sold those kids on the black market.” His voice sounded hollow, even to him.
“Who-”
“Does it really matter who?” He felt her turn her body slightly and knew she was looking at him, looking into him, expecting more. Always expecting more. And as with every aspect of their relationship, she didn’t know what she was asking. If she did she would be more afraid. “Some splinter group came in behind us. We knew nothing of what happened until two years later.”
“So why would this man have an agenda against you?”
“I’d received intelligence that he’d already taken care of the splinter group. I guess it took him some time to decide that more retribution was required. In his mind, it was ultimately our group that set off the chain of events. He holds me personally responsible for the slaughter and loss of his entire family. I was the team leader.”
“But-”
“Kayla, I can’t really blame him. If this happened to my mother, my sisters, my daughter … you … I would stop at nothing to make sure every last person responsible suffered in the extreme. But that doesn’t mean I can allow anything to happen to you.”
“What about your family?”
“They’re being moved as we speak.”
“What do you mean moved?”
“I have resources.”
“What about my family?”
“I have people watching over them, but I think they’re off his radar. In Santiago’s mind I’m a heartless son of a bitch, so I doubt he thinks I’d care one way or the other if my lover’s family dies.”
“Alex!”
Clasping her right hand with his left, the short chain on the cuffs rattled between them. “That’s not how I feel. That’s how he thinks I feel. They’re being watched, Kayla. I promise.”
She turned on her side fully and touched her forehead to his shoulder. Still clasping his hand, she ran her fingers tentatively across his chest and let her palm settle in the center. And like it always did, her touch made every synapse, every nerve ending in his body come to attention, shutting down everything but the most primitive portions of his brain.
Grasping her wrist, he came over her instantly, his pelvis pinning her groin in place, his lips inches from hers. Her reaction was a study of contradictions. She turned her head to the side denying him her mouth, but her heels slid up to give her traction and she ground herself against him. He pressed into to her further, stilling the movement of her hips. His lips against her ear, he whispered, “Are you in love with Brian? Because your body is telling me something very different.”
She went still, then pushed her free hand into his shoulder attempting to shove him off. He didn’t budge. “Your body seems to be saying it belongs to me, Kayla.”
“Stop.”
He could feel her heart thrumming in her chest. “Every one of my enemies knows you belong to me.”
She looked up into his eyes and he could see her measuring his words, doubting, believing … doubting again. Rubbing his lips across her temple, he took a moment to inhale the scent of her hair. “Brian knows you belong to me. He knows a lot more than you think. Perhaps you need to have a conversation with him about what he knows and when he knew it. It might be rather enlightening.”
He saw the exact moment she understood what he was saying, even if she didn’t understand the real meaning. There was just a glimmer of hurt and betrayal behind her eyes before she managed to hide it. Dragging his eyes from hers, he found his gaze drawn down to her mouth, the full pout of her lower lip with a cleft running down the center. She licked her lips as if anticipating his kiss. And he gave her one. Just not the particular kiss she was expecting. With the slightest pressure, he whispered his lips over hers, less than a touch but more than an exchange of breath. Just enough to remind her of what they shared, what she shared with no other man. And maybe one day she would realize why. Maybe one day she would forgive him.
***
They spent the next three nights traveling from dusk until dawn. Always on back roads and from what Kayla could tell, taking a circuitous route to nowhere. She didn’t bother asking him their destination anymore; he wouldn’t have told her anyway.
Every morning, as dawn would break, Alex pulled off at the nearest no-tell motel, cuff her to the wheel and book a room under the name de jour. They showered together in silence, never purposely touching, and then he cuffed their wrists together to sleep. She never made another move to touch him, though her hands itched to do just that. It seemed there was a disconnect between what her body craved and what her mind demanded. Her traitorous body sang every time his skin touched hers. Always had. It didn’t help that all she had to do was close her eyes to imagine his deliciously hard body accentuated with lean muscle, the hot glint in his eyes when he was teasing her, arousing her, pushing her to the edge.
But before she could delve to deeply into those vivid, carnal memories, a voice in her head would remind her that he had left her. There had been no goodbye and no explanations. And while he had never allowed her past most of his emotional barriers, the wall he’d built between them now seemed higher somehow. Something had changed in him over the last two years. The side of Alex she saw the night he came to collect her from Brian’s both broke her heart and frightened her.
When she asked why he’d bothered giving her an ID and a credit card, he explained that if she ran from him or they got separated in any other way, he wanted her to have means to take care of herself. She could no longer use her own ID or credit card because they could be traced. Put that way, she felt a moment of guilt about how nasty she had been to him, especially at the small proof that he still cared about her; but the moment passed quickly.
They checked out before five each evening so that he could rent a new car. She hadn’t even considered the possibility that the first car was a rental, but then again, she hadn’t thought or spoken in a rational, logical way that first night. He would make some sort of arrangements to have the new rental delivered to the motel they’d stayed at that day. The rental car was always a variation of the same theme: non-descript and reliable. Then they’d drop off the old rental at its corresponding chain agency and take a cab back to the motel. Every time it took nearly two hours to go through the process. Every time he would use a different ID. It was exhausting and nerve wracking and Kayla didn’t know how much longer she could live this way.
Talk was very limited. The civilized conversation they’d had three days ago did not open up the floodgates of communication. Alex kept his own council. In the silence, she learned she was beginning to read his moods. If his face was blank, she knew he was planning. If his eyes would narrow very slightly and his jaw clenched, she knew his thoughts were filled with anger. And twice she had seen a deep sadness in his eyes and she wondered if he was regretting her, regretting her existence in his life.
Day four was different. They had only been on the road for a few hours when Alex pulled off of the rural road and onto a long winding drive that was an entrance to a public park. The parking lot was mostly full. There were four high school baseball games going on and the stadium style lights illuminated the park to the level of full daylight. People were wandering around going to and from the restrooms and the concession stands. There was a walking path that encircled the entire park and it appeared to weave in and out of the dense wooded area that surrounded the park on three sides.
He turned off the ignition and sat back, studying his surroundings. After a few minutes, he turned to her and said, “We’re going for a romantic moonlit walk. Bring only your purse. Take my hand when you get out of the car.”
Alex exited the car, walked around the back and opened Kayla’s door. He reached down with his left hand and she just stared at it for a moment.
“Kayla, please,” he said softly.
After situating her purse over her left shoulder, she placed her hand in his and he helped her up and out of the car. He leaned across her, slammed the door and beeped it locked. They walked at a leisurely pace across the parking lot and then onto the grass. When they came upon the path, Alex shifted their hands smoothly so that their fingers were woven.
The path eventually veered off into the woods and the heavy foliage blocked out much of the light from the park. Kayla slowed her pace as she became more and more anxious and uncomfortable being in the woods in the dark. Noticing this, Alex gave a little squeeze to her hand and pulled her closer to his side. The gesture tugged at her heart, reminding her of moments lost.
A few minutes later, he broke from the path and guided her down a slight incline. The ground was thick with layers of fallen leaves and she slipped several times. Alex caught her short of falling each and every time asking quietly if she was okay.
When the trees thinned out, Alex stopped and scanned the area. He whispered, “Please don’t ask any questions right now. Just follow me and stay silent. Can you do that for me?”
Confused and tired, she looked up into his face and saw his beautiful Eurasian eyes staring back at her. She knew he would do everything in his power to keep her safe. She also knew that no matter how angry she was with him, or how much she hated the way he left her, she would always give Alex her trust. She nodded her head and he led her out of the woods.
They carefully picked their way down a low hill. Kayla was so busy watching her footing, she was shocked when she looked up to see that they were approaching the back of a sprawling single story brick building. Alex picked up his pace and guided her to walk behind him. They came to an end section of the building where there was a tall wooden fence-like enclosure. He pulled the long gate open, tugged her inside, and then swung it closed behind them. From one of his cargo pockets, he extracted a small LED flashlight and squatted on the ground about twenty feet from her. She smelled something pungent and realized that the enclosure was built around a trash compactor.
Alex extracted a small pick-like device from his pocket. It was similar to a crochet hook, only sturdier. He inserted it into the small hole of what appeared to be a manhole cover. Muscles straining, he pried the lid up, placed his fingers around the edges and slid the cover half off the opening. Then he slithered down into the abyss.
She walked warily over to where he had disappeared and squatted down. He’d been so quiet that she was startled when his head appeared again. Pulling himself out, he sat on the edge and used his boot to shove the cover almost completely off. He extended a hand to her.
“Alex?” she whispered.
He shook his head and continued extending his hand. A shudder ran through her. She placed her hand in his and lowered herself to the edge next to him. When he passed her the LED light, she shined it down and saw that there was about a six-foot drop. Letting go of Alex’s hand, she rolled to her belly, her legs dangling into the hole. Alex figured out what she was doing and squatted in front of her, hooked his hands under her armpits and helped her to slowly lower herself into the ground.
Dropping to the bottom, she could see there was a short tunnel to her right. It appeared to be made of a large cement drainpipe. She heard Alex shuffling around above her so she got on her hands and knees and crawled a few feet into the tunnel. The musty smell of stagnant air made her feel as if she couldn’t breathe. The sound of Alex pulling the manhole cover over his head echoed throughout the chamber and she waited until she heard him drop heavily to the ground behind her.
He said, “Crawl about ten more feet and wait.” She did as he asked and found herself at a dead end. In front of her was a cross section of foundation and it was as thick as the tunnel was round. Alex crawled up behind her and dug in his pocket, pulling out his keys. He had a strange type of key fob in his hand and he aimed it at the wall. The wall did nothing but she did hear a faint click. Alex gestured for her to move to the side. He curled in on himself to get his feet under his body and then extended in front of him. Bracing his hands, he drew his feet back and kicked at the wall with the heels of his boots. A circular section of the wall swung open to the left like a door on hinges. The lines demarking the door from the wall up until now had been invisible to Kayla.
Alex squeezed past her and then through the opening, dropping into darkness on the other side. She looked back at Alex’s face and saw that the room he was in was much lower than the bottom of the tunnel.
She whispered, “I don’t think I can do this.”
He raised his hands to lift her down and said under his breath, “You’d be surprised what you can do when you have no choice.”
Alex set Kayla gently on the ground beside him. The inside of the door they had just come through had a sturdy handle in the center. Alex braced his legs apart and used both hands to heave the door shut. A moment later she heard a click and assumed the door had an automatic locking mechanism. Taking the LED light back from Kayla, Alex shined it around so she could see that they were in a narrow chamber, the walls of which were cement blocks. It felt eerily tomb-like. Turning to the right, she saw that there was another door opposite the one they had just come through. It was made of steel and full sized. He pointed the key fob again and the second door clicked open. He reached inside and flipped a switch. Turning back to her, he said, “Wait here.”
She would have argued but he was already gone, leaving her in the chamber alone. “Wait here?” she whispered to herself. Where the hell was she going to go? And did he really think this … whatever this was had been breached?
Moments later he returned and tugged her through the doorway. She took two steps in and froze. Eyes wide, she looked around the room, not comprehending what she was seeing. They had crawled through what she though was a sewer and now she was standing in … an apartment?
After securing the door behind them, Alex walked through the front room and disappeared down a short hall, leaving her alone once again. The room was open with a den to the right and a kitchen table and four chairs to the left. She moved into the den area. There was a sofa, chair and coffee table, two end tables and two lamps. Attractive, serviceable, but nothing like the quality of furniture he had in his Atlanta apartment. A decent sized flat screen TV was suspended on the far wall and beneath it was a cabinet that housed a stereo, video games and movies. She turned toward the dining area and realized that two of the walls were actually floor to ceiling built-in locking cabinets. There was a doorway off the dining area, and she moved forward and stepped into a galley kitchen, complete with refrigerator, stove, microwave and sink. So far, the place was actually nicer than her apartment, if you discounted the lack of windows.
From behind her, Alex said, “I need to make some calls. I’ll have to wait until the park closes to return the car and get our things. Just … make your self comfortable.”
She turned around. “What is this place?”
Alex had been walking away, but at her question he stopped and faced her. “It’s a bunker.”
“Alex, this is not a bunker. This is an apartment.”
He shrugged his shoulders.
“How did you get everything down here? The refrigerator wouldn’t fit through that hole. And the sofa?”
He smiled faintly and said, “There’s a queen size bed in the bedroom.”
“There’s a bedroom?”
“Two bedrooms. One is a makeshift communications center but it has a daybed in case…”
“Maddie?” She knew he had a ten-year-old daughter with his ex-wife but she also knew his ex made it difficult for him to see her.
He nodded.
“Have you ever had to bring her here?”
“No.”
“Have you ever brought anyone here?”
“No.”
She chewed on her thumbnail. “Where are we?”
“The building above us is a public school.”
Her hand dropped from her mouth. “You have a bunker under a public school? Are you insane?”
Folding his arms across his chest, he said, “Are you going to ask me that every day?”
“Will the answer ever change?” God, shut up, Kayla! Don’t you know when to stop? She knew she was trying his patience by the set of his jaw and the tightness around his mouth. But she wanted answers.
He said, “If you put a bunker in the middle of nowhere, secure communications are limited if not impossible. And the amenities are rather primitive. No plumbing, no sewer, and no electricity outside a generator. Additionally, there would be no traffic patterns to blend with.”
“So….”
He ran his hands through his hair in frustration, pulling out the tie. “Kayla, I need to make some calls.”
“You said you would explain everything.”
Heaving out a sigh, he leaned against the wall and said, “I utilize the school’s power, water and sewage system, heat and air conditioning. I have an air filtration system. I can access the Internet by using a booster and piggybacking on the surrounding wireless connections. I have a satellite phone.”
“Can you use a satellite phone underground?”
“With an outside aerial.”
“So you steal utilities from the school?”
His face went hard. “I suppose I do when I use the bunker. Kayla, it’s not like I’m raising a family of four down here. I have access to what I need to survive for a short period of time. I own property in this district and pay taxes that support the school. I’m also an anonymous benefactor who contributed to the building of this school; I’m simply getting value for my money.”
She frowned. “Do newer schools even have basements?”
“Not generally.”
Kayla said nothing. She’d learned from the best to outwait your opponent. She learned it from Alex. She tried to ignore the ticking of his jaw, though it reminded her of a stopwatch, telling her the time for questions was almost up.
He narrowed his eyes. She suspected he knew she was playing the game he taught her so well. “This one does. They just don’t know it.”
“God, Alex would you stop being so cryptic?”
He nailed her with a glare, indicating he wasn’t happy explaining himself. Pushing off the wall, he walked into the den and sat down on the couch. She followed and took a seat in the adjacent chair.
“The school was built about two years ago. I have other places I can go, but they’re not this secure. In the last few years, it became apparent I had a need for something like this. My choices were under factories, office buildings and schools. An office building could work, but it would be difficult to set up in an existing building unnoticed. The only way I could get around that would be to buy a building or have one built. The most secure is always new construction.”
She tried to ignore the fact that he’d had this bunker built around the same time he left her. “From what I understand, you own several buildings.”
“Already constructed. And that might be the first place people look. Factories are another option, but so many of them run twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week in a good economy. Harder to get in and out of unnoticed. In a bad economy, factories are either vacant or running at half capacity. That makes any vehicle or person entering and exiting harder to camouflage.”
“But a school?”
“Reasonably easy access at night, closed three months in the summer, holiday weeks and weekends.”
“I would never think-”
“Exactly.”
“How did you pull this off?”
His mouth smiled wryly but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m close with the contractor.”
“If the school plans had no basement, wouldn’t somebody notice this when they poured the foundation or did inspections?”
“Sure.”
“Alex.”
His response was clipped and impatient. “Kayla, anything can be done if you have enough money and know the right people.”
He stood, fairly announcing that the conversation was over.
“Well you certainly have enough money.”
He stiffened. “You’d prefer it if I lived on a GBI agent’s salary? Is Brian’s money more honest then mine? You think my money’s dirty?”
She rolled her eyes.
He said nothing for a minute. “Is my money an issue for you? Let me assure you, my money is clean. I’m not going to apologize to you for being financially successful. But success always comes at a price. And success was never my primary reason for accumulating wealth.”
“Then what was your reason?”
He dropped back onto the couch and looked her at her with flat, black eyes. “Throughout my military career and other … endeavors, I’ve made a lot of enemies. You know that. Security doesn’t come cheap. And I don’t just mean my own. There’s my family, people in my inner circle, and now you. Owning multiple safe houses can be pricey. Keeping them safe is even pricier. Having the right friends can cost a pretty penny. I can’t afford not to be wealthy. I’d already be dead if I wasn’t.”
She had a feeling what he was saying was true. And despite all the anger and tension between them, she was so very glad he had done everything he could to keep himself alive. “So you’re telling me that you became a business mogul to finance your own safety?”
“And the safety of my loved ones. It certainly wasn’t to impress women.”
She had to smile at that. “Like you need to flash your money to get a woman. You could probably get any woman you want.”
“You would think.”
Her amusement vanished in a heartbeat at his comment; innocuous words that seemed to hit the very core of every problem between them. “Don’t give me that. You had me. You let me go. Your choice.”
Alex stared at her impassively but she could swear she saw regret and sadness flash in his eyes, just for a moment, and then disappear.
“Why are you telling me these things now? You’ve never told me anything about your past. Not really,” Kayla said.
“I tell you as much as I can.”
“Which is next to nothing.”
Alex leaned forward, elbows on knees and rubbed at his eyes. “I’ve always offered you as much information as you needed to know at any given point in time.”
“I get why you don’t divulge the locations of your safe houses, and okay, I’m sure you can’t tell me about any of your missions. But I’ve known you three years. Before you left you were my lover, minus the emotional intimacy.”
“We were as intimate as two people can get.”
“There’s more than one way to be intimate, Alex. They don’t all have to involve a bed.”
“I seem to remember sharing that act with you in a lot more interesting places than just the bed.”
She knew he was being deliberately obtuse. They didn’t discuss emotions. Alex didn’t do emotions, not that she could tell. “You disappeared. Like we were nothing. Like I was nothing. And then you come back, like some incubus version of Robin Hood, saving the GBI’s ass by day, and haunting me at night. Why?”
“It suited my purposes.”
“What suited your purposes? Calling in tips on cases you should know nothing about? Do you sit back and laugh when we hit a dead end? Then call in some Intel like a benevolent God just to inflate your ego?”
Alex said nothing, but the ticking in his jaw was getting more pronounced by the second.
“And why the midnight visits? Hard to pick up women on the outer banks of society?”
“Is that really what you think my visits were about?”
It couldn’t possibly be because he couldn’t stand to be away from her. She’d never had a man run so hard and so far from her in her life. Ignoring his comment, she asked, “So why divulge all this top secret information now?”
“What have I divulged? Do you know what city you’re in, or state?”
“No. But I know that your bunker is under a school, you pulled some morally gray strings to have it built, you-”
“Kayla, if my enemy got a hold of you now, they’d already know the bunker is under a school and I’m sure they could give two shits how I had it built or how I illegally obtained cable TV, let alone how I got the sofa down here. And unless you plan on telling your fiancé-”
“He’s not my fiancé! He’s probably not my anything after the stunt you pulled.”
He stood up abruptly and stalked over to her chair. Leaning down with his hands braced on the arms, he gritted out, “That stunt I pulled bought me time to keep you safe. Don’t think for one minute I enjoyed collecting you from his bed. It made me sick to see you there when we both know that you belong in mine.”
Her heart skipped a beat as their eyes locked. She could barely think of what to say after that revelation. “You didn’t have to-”
“Didn’t have to what?” he bit out. “Tell him the truth? Don’t you think you owe him at least that? What kind of fucked up relationship do you two have? You lie to each other just to keep the peace. You funnel the illegally obtained information I feed you to help him with your cases. Of course, in your mind, it’s for the greater good. He knows a lot more than he lets on. Does he know you don’t love him?”
“You’re the last person who should be giving advice about relationships.”
He stood and looked down at her. “You keep telling yourself that if it helps you sleep at night. I’d prefer to live in reality. Both of our lives have come to a screeching halt because of our non-existent relationship. Seems everyone in the world can see it but you.”
***
Alex closed himself off in the office leaving Kayla alone to brood. He silently cursed himself for letting his frustration get the best of him. Sure, it was irritating the way she kept at him like a dog with a bone just to pull more and more information out of him. It’s what made her good at her job. A crime scene investigator did far more than take some carpet or soil samples and shoot a couple rolls of film. She had to look deeper, dig further. He always admired her innate talent and obsession for the truth. Unless it was directed at him.
He knew now that he’d made a fatal mistake not telling her when and why he was leaving when he did. But under those circumstances, he had been painfully short sighted. All he’d wanted was to keep her safe and get rid of the threat. In his mind, by removing himself from her life, he was making the ultimate sacrifice. Any man would do that for his lover, wouldn’t he?
The enemy two years ago had been a man who was not only an expatriate, but an ex-soldier who was funneling classified information to a terrorist cell. Alex had been contacted by the powers that be to neutralize the threat. Calls were made and his leave was secured with the GBI. While he was still in the planning stages, tracking him, tightening the net, his prey became aware of his hunter. His mark was an extremely intelligent man who had connections of his own. And like any other insanely brilliant terrorist empathizer running for his life, he decided to close his own net around Alex. The only problem was, Intelligence indicated that the enemy would be using Michaela as bait. And that was unacceptable.
Before he’d left, he’d only shared the bare minimum of information with Brian. He was his partner at the agency. He was his friend. Alex knew that Brian had a soft spot for Kayla and he thought maybe Brian could watch her back, keep an eye on her, be her friend. He was furious when he found out that Kayla and Brian had become lovers. But as a man, could he really blame Brian for wanting more than friendship from Kayla?
In the end, Alex had neutralized his mark and Kayla was none the wiser that she had ever been in danger. But in protecting her, in doing everything he could to distance himself so that no one would see her as a weapon to be used against him, he had destroyed something between them that he wasn’t sure he could ever repair.
He could go round and round with this for hours, but he wouldn’t. It simply wasn’t productive. What was done, was done. He had a new mission to plan and he knew he couldn’t do what needed to be done alone. Reminding himself, yet again, to remove emotion from the equation, he picked up the phone and made his first call.
***
She couldn’t remember a time when there wasn’t some sort of tension between them. But it had always been sexual in nature, not this cold, angry wall. Since they first met, there had always been a connection between them. Even when he had vanished two years ago, she could still feel him. Now the connection felt frayed. She wasn’t sure which of them was cutting harder on the line, but to her it was clear that with one strong tug, the connection would break.
She was anxious to call her parents. Surely by now, her mother had imagined her impregnated with Alex’s love child. And she needed to call Brian, although she wasn’t sure what to say to him. What could she say to him? He’d had several days to sift through what was said in his bedroom and she was certain their next conversation wouldn’t go well. She had done some sifting of her own after Alex had made his cryptic remarks. She knew at his core, Brian was a good man. But if he had been keeping information about Alex from her…
Thirty minutes had come and gone and she was still sitting in a daze in the chair. Suddenly, Kayla sucked in a breath as she felt that familiar sharp pain, low in her belly.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she muttered. She stood, walked over to the entry area to pick up her purse then wandered down the hall to find the bathroom. Once found, she switched on the light and closed and locked the door.
The bathroom was spartan. Everything was white, from the tiles on the floor to the bathtub enclosure with a simple clear vinyl shower curtain. After setting her purse on the vanity, she rifled around the contents looking for a tampon. Nothing. She shook the bag out into the sink and started picking through items.
Her eyes caught on her birth control packet and she winced. She always shoved her pills in her purse when she was spending the night at Brian’s. Otherwise, she usually left them on her vanity by her toothbrush. She flipped the lid open and saw that she’d failed to take them the last several days, thus her period had begun early. Better than the alternative, she supposed.
After dropping the last of the items back in her purse, she rested her hands on the sink. What in the hell was she supposed to do, shred rags? She sighed, opened the door and crossed the hall. Pressing her ear to the door, she could hear the bass of Alex’s low voice, if not the actual words he was saying. She knocked gently as she swung the door partially open.
This room, too, was spartan. There was a daybed on the left wall and a small dresser opposite the door. Alex had his desk set up perpendicular to the right wall so that he was facing the entry. His eyes shot up from the computer screen and leveled on her. .
Walking fully inside the room, Kayla leaned against the wall near the door, arms crossed, and waited patiently for him to complete his call. Alex’s focus remained on her as he continued his clipped conversation only he switched from speaking English to Spanish.
Five minutes later, her wrapped up his call and gave her his full attention. She looked pointedly at the phone and said, “I need to call my parents.”
“I already did.”
“What?”
“I called and talked to your father.”
“And?”
“He pretty much figured out things weren’t as they seemed. He doesn’t know details, but he trusts me.”
“Fat lot he knows,” she muttered. “What about my mom?”
“We decided it was in her best interest to believe you ran off with me. No need to worry her unnecessarily.”
“You don’t think my running off with you would worry her?”
“Not as much as the truth.”
Kayla looked at the floor. “People are going to think…”
“When have you ever cared what other people think?”
She shrugged. “I don’t, it just…”
“Looks like you ran off in the middle of the night to be with the man you loved?”
Jerking her head up, she leveled a glare at him. “Exactly.”
“That’s your biggest concern, right now?”
“No,” she admitted, “I would have liked to talk to my dad.”
“I know. But I need to make a lot of calls tonight and by the time I’m done it will be too late. You can call him in the morning.”
“What about Brian?”
He was silent for a beat. “What about him?”
“You promised I could call him to let him know I’m okay.”
“Is that all you want from your conversation with him? You don’t have any questions for him?”
“Alex.”
He looked away from her and said, “You can call him tomorrow as well.” He picked up the phone again but paused in dialing when he realized she was not accepting his dismissal. In a tired tone, he said, “Anything else?”
“Would you stop being a jerk? I’m sorry you’re busy and I’m sorry I’ve inconvenienced your life, but you just dumped me in the front room of this … place and I don’t…” She heaved out a sigh and looked down quickly as she felt her eyes fill with unwanted tears. She whispered, “I just got my period. I don’t have anything with me.”
He didn’t say anything. She looked up and saw that his face had softened fractionally. He put down the phone and walked around the desk. Grabbing her gently by the arm, he guided her back down the hall and toward the cabinets in the dining room, then methodically began unlocking them one by one.
“The entire left cabinet is food. These are MREs, or meals ready to eat. Just put the pouch in boiling water for two to three minutes or you can use the heater pouches that come with the pack. I have another case in the storage closet off the bedroom if we end up using all of these. This shelf is obviously canned goods, those containers hold dried fruits and that box down there is full of bagged rice. There are boxes of various pastas over there. When I go to get our bags and return the car, I’ll run into the store and get some perishables, but I’m not planning to go out to do it again, so enjoy them while they last.”
He closed the cabinets on the left and stepped in front of the ones on the right. “In here I have all sizes and types of batteries, including the ones used in the fob that got us in here and can get you out. I’ll give you your fob later. Next to that are light bulbs. The bottom shelf is paper towel, toilet paper and garbage bags. The middle shelf is medical supplies, including antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, anti-seizure meds—just about everything under the sun. Those books right there are a Physician’s Desk Reference and a couple of medical and simple surgical manuals.”
Then he pulled out a large Tupperware bin from the bottom and dropped it to the floor. He snapped open the lid, set it to the side and pulled out a box of tampons and made to hand them to her.
Kayla stood confused for a moment, not taking the box. Alex lowered his hand. “Problem?”
“Those are … does Maddie use that brand?”
“As far as I know, Maddie hasn’t had her first period yet.”
“Then…”
“Kayla, as I understand it, a tampon is a tampon when you’ve got nothing else.”
She shook her head. “No. That’s my brand.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
“What else is in that bin?”
He shook his head and dropped the box of tampons. Standing, he indicated she should step forward and see for herself. There was shampoo. Her shampoo. Her conditioner was there too. There were unopened packets of all of her cosmetics. Her toothpaste, a new toothbrush; everything that was in her bathroom at home was duplicated in this box.
Her eyes caught on something, and she leaned down and pulled out a pharmaceutical sized box of birth control packets. They were her brand. Looking back up to Alex, she frowned.
“Why?” she asked.
“They prevent pregnancy. Not an ideal condition when you’re on the run.”
“Presuming anyone is having sex. I meant, why do you have all of this stuff? How do you know everything I use?”
He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes for a second as if warding off a headache. “I knew there would always be the possibility that I would have to put you in a safe house.”
“A bunker.”
“Whatever. You used to have a basket of toiletries under my bathroom sink.”
“And you went through it?”
“Yes.”
“That was my private stuff.”
“It was under my bathroom sink. Jesus Christ, Kayla, it’s not like I went through your diary.”
“I didn’t keep birth control pills at your apartment.”
“Believe me, I’m very aware of that. You leave them on your bathroom sink, in plain sight, next to your toothbrush.”
“You just happened to memorize my brand and order a year’s supply?”
“For the bunker, Kayla. You’re acting like I violated your privacy just for the sake of doing it.”
She dropped the pharmaceutical box back into the container and moved to snap the lid back on. Pausing, she dropped the lid again, then tore off the top of the box and took out a pill pack along with the box of tampons.
She looked back at Alex to see him watching her intently. “They keep my periods regular and they reduce cramps.”
He said nothing, but he reached across her and pulled out a bottle of Motrin and handed it to her.
Hesitantly, she took it from him, then headed toward the bathroom. When she had her hand on the knob, she stopped and said, “How long will we be here?”
“As long as it takes.”
Looking over her shoulder at him, she said, “A week, a month?”
Softly, he repeated, “As long as it takes.”
“Takes to what?”
“You know what.”
Leaning her forehead against the doorframe, she said, “Why are you doing this for me?”
“I’ve done it before. If I have to do it again and again, so be it.”
She could hear him move closer until he stopped inches behind her. When? When had this happened before? Is that why he left? “What are you talking about?”
He leaned into her, braced his hands on the doorframe, surrounding her. With his mouth just barely touching her ear, he murmured, “Almost the same exact thing that happened then is happening now. Only this man is more ruthless than the one I neutralized two years ago. I refuse to take any more chances with you.”
Oh God. What was he saying? He didn’t … he hadn’t …? All she could manage to croak out was, “What’s different now?”
She couldn’t sleep. Inundated with information, her mind was reeling. Some thoughts obviously connected, others seemingly unconnected but adding to both her burden and confusion.
What was Brian going to say when she spoke to him? She was certain that once he assured himself that she was okay he would do either of two things: he would push the things Alex said under the rug, along with the myriad of other issues the two of them refused to discuss, or he would confront her head on. Her money was on the former. Brian hadn’t even denied that he’d been aware that Alex was once again in her life, even in a remote way. As Alex had said, he’d turned the other cheek. If anything, he seemed pissed that Alex had brought it out in the open. Which made sense, since that was exactly the way she had felt at that moment as well.
Alex’s words echoed through her head. What kind of fucked up relationship do you two have? She knew she wasn’t in love with Brian, but she had thought she loved him as a friend. When Alex left, Brian had been there to help her keep it together, move forward … move on. They had migrated slowly towards one another. Not really dating, just spending more and more of their off time together. Brian was a good-looking man, sexy in a blond Adonis kind of way. But she never really felt that zing with him, that primal calling from one body to another. Not like she felt with Alex. Alex made her heart beat, made her every nerve ending sing, made her blood simmer and pool low in her body.
But Brian was her friend, and she supposed he was technically her lover. And as such, she expected him to be honest with her. He knew her history with Alex. From what Alex was implying, perhaps he knew more of her history with Alex than even she did. He knew how devastated she was when Alex disappeared. One would think that as a friend, Brian would want her to know why he left. Perhaps he could have left out the details, but he could have at least told her that it’d been for a very good reason. She would have been able to move on. Maybe.
Now she was realizing that all she and Brian had shared was an employer, their connection to Alex, and occasionally a bed. She supposed some of the same things could be said of Alex, but you can’t discount chemistry. You can lie to yourself all day long but your body always tells you the truth.
Which brought her back to the man in question. She had no idea where he’d be sleeping. Alex had already returned from his nocturnal errands of grabbing their bags, returning the car and picking up groceries. Before he left, he had given her a tour of what remained of the bunker. The master bedroom held a queen sized bed, a dresser, and two nightstands with lamps. There was a large walk in closet that was half filled with clothes. The other half had a small cache of weapons and ammo, a large box of what she presumed were more MREs, and a safe. He had given her the combination to the safe. Inside were more IDs, passports and stacks of cash. There was also a second fob, which he gave to her. He’d pointed out the ceiling of the closet, explaining there was an escape route there. He promised that tomorrow he would go over how to get out of the bunker in an emergency. She had to bite back an incredulous laugh when he’d said that. What constitutes an emergency when your life is already code red?
After seeing the container Alex had prepared for her, she wasn’t surprised to find that both the dresser and the closet held clothes for her. When she grabbed things to sleep in before taking her shower, she was surprised at the undergarments he had chosen. The panties were simple cotton hipsters and briefs and the bras were just as ordinary, bordering on utilitarian. She would have thought that he would have decked her out in Victoria’s Secret and La Perla, but it appeared when it came to outfitting his bunker, sex was the last thing on his mind. And it should be the last thing on hers as well. But it wasn’t. There wasn’t a day that went by when she didn’t look into his eyes, take in the hard perfection of his body and flash back on some exquisitely intimate moment they had shared in the past. She wondered if it was the same for him.
Eventually, Kayla nodded off and slept fitfully for a few hours. When she awoke again, she could hear the sounds of the shower running down the hall. Glancing at the clock on the nightstand, she saw that it was after two in the morning. Turning over, she tried valiantly to go back to sleep. It didn’t work.
Minutes later, she heard the bedroom door swing open, then shut. Earlier, she’d noticed there was a deadbolt on the inside of the door. Now she heard the pronounced sound of it sliding home. Next came the sound of him dropping his towel. How many times had she seen him do just that? He would approach the bed, fresh from the shower, tiny rivulets of water glistening down his flawless caramel skin. His knowing eyes would be hot with mischief and promise, catching hers as he let the towel slip to the floor.
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