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Razed Glory (Red Team #7) Blurb




Raised inside the secret society of a hidden cult, Ace Myers has dedicated herself to exposing the crimes of her enemies…an endeavor she expects will cost her her life. Before her time runs out, there’s a wrong she must set right…a mission that causes her to cross paths with Valentino Parker and his team of counterterrorist operatives. 




Gorgeous, seductive, and way out of her reach, Val shows her another side of life, one of light and hope and possibilities, that wakes her heart and makes her dream of things that can never be—not in her world, not in her lifetime.




Val Parker is pulling apart the mysteries woven around him, the puppet strings that prescribe his choices, which are slowly choking him. Nothing in his life was truly as he believed it, and his discoveries may cost him everything he holds dear—his family, his team, and Ace Myers…the one woman he wants to keep forever.


Dedication







For Barry—for bringing me the thousand cups of tea and hundreds of cups of coffee that every book requires; for knowing when I need a stack of chocolate bars; and for always having the tissues ready when my characters break my heart.

You’re my best friend ever!!!


Acknowledgments







This book would have been many more months in the works without the Ace and Val survival packs from my good friend, Rihaneh. The pictures, notes, coffees, props, scents, and the double flame candle always put me in the perfect mind-space to write the romance between Val Parker and the love of his life, Ace Myers.
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A Note from the Author:

We begin Razed Glory at the point where Rocco and Mandy: A Red Team Wedding Novella left off. To maximize your enjoyment of this serialized story, I highly recommend reading the series in order, starting with The Edge of Courage and including the Red Team wedding novellas, before beginning this book!




And make sure you never miss a book from me by signing up for my new release announcements at http://geni.us/GAlUjx. 




—Elaine


When we last visited the Red Team…

Here’s a refresher for those of you who have read the previous Red Team books (skip this and go read them if you haven’t yet!). 




* * * * * SPOILERS! * * * * *





  	It’s the middle of October, and the team is in their fourth month of investigation.

  	Mandy and Ivy are both pregnant.

  	Kelan and Fiona have shared their claiming ceremony.

  	The Friendship Community is still under quarantine for the smallpox outbreak there.

  	Rocco and Mandy have gotten married.

  	Rocco has made big strides toward his recovery from the devastating effects of PTSD.

  	Ace was a photographer at Rocco and Mandy’s wedding, where she dropped a bombshell on the team regarding Owen’s past love.






And now, we continue with Razed Glory…




















Prologue




Ace Myers kept herself in as small and tight a ball as she could. For warmth. For cover. It was a pose she’d held for hours through the night in the shrubs outside Val’s home, just outside the reach of its cameras. Her leather jacket provided little warmth. The dry stalks of rough grass poked her legs. She faced the wind to keep the smell of blood from searing her nostrils, even though it was dried now on her clothes, in her fingernails, in her hair. 




“There will come a time when you’ll have to kill,” Santo had warned her almost a decade ago. 

“I don’t want to kill,” she’d told him.

“What you want and what you’ll do will rarely be the same. Not in your life. You’re a warrior.”

“How will I handle the killing? How will I recover?”

Santo shut his eyes. His skin was thin and wrinkled, like stretchy crepe paper. But his body’s wrapper didn’t define him; she never doubted that inside him lay coiled the honed reflexes of a man who’d spent his entire life walking through the valley of the shadow of death. 

“You won’t judge yourself. Others will do that for you. God will do that. You’ll do what you have to, and move on.”




Santo, her teacher, had drilled that lesson into her over the long years she’d trained with him. No remorse…no regrets, no fear, no confusion, no doubt. No fucking emotion whatsoever. 

Tears slipped down her cheeks in warm, wet tracks that quickly turned cold. She didn’t want to be this thing she’d become anymore. She craved the transformation that the butterfly tattooed on her back promised. Her kills were becoming increasingly violent. The guy last night had needed a body bag to keep all of his friend together when he’d carried him out of her apartment. Still, the message wasn’t getting through to King. He kept sending men after her. And she kept sending them back in body bags. 

Everyone was expendable to him. Every one of his associates, the people in his army, his social circle, his family…their deaths were simply their tribute to him. 

When she found Adelaide’s son, when she could consider her purpose in this fucked-up world completed, she’d make her own tribute to King.

She set her head on her knees and closed her eyes. Breathing through her mouth, she shut her senses to the taste of blood that still lingered. 

Sleep came instantly. 




















Chapter One




Valentino Parker stared at the blood spatter on the walls of Ace’s living room. Hard to believe that just yesterday, Ace had been at the team headquarters, photographing Rocco and Mandy’s wedding, looking hot in her dark green silk dress. 

Now she was gone, and leaving only this violent reminder of the life they all lived.

Owen was talking to him, but Val didn’t hear his words. Like the sniper Val was, he’d mentally checked out from the world around him as all of his senses keyed in on one thing: the dried blood on the walls. 

He flattened his palm against it in a visceral attempt to discover if it was Ace’s or that of her enemies. Though hours old, the blood felt warm beneath his hand, like it still lived. It wasn’t hers. How he knew it, he couldn’t say. Keeping his hand on the wall, he faced the room, envisioning the fight she’d been in. More than one person had come in—someone had to have carried out the wounded. Perhaps someone on King’s cleanup duty. He doubted Ace would have removed the body or bodies. Were the intruders assassins sent for her?

He remembered how she was last night as she left Rocco and Mandy’s wedding. A stab of pain always pierced him when he saw her eyes. Some people’s eyes were so fucking intense, it was hard to look at them—those were often ones that had seen the hell of war and all its associated horrors. But hers were even worse. Hers had prayed for death and had been denied. 

Val shot a quick look at Owen as he came back into the living room. They weren’t in the same place regarding their feelings for Ace, but Val had never questioned his cousin’s loyalty…until the last few months. And then last night, at the wedding, he’d discovered Owen had indeed kept secrets from him. From the team. From every fucking person they knew.  

Owen dialed a number. He was calling in a team to process the room, then clean it and re-secure it. Ace’s apartment was on the second floor above Ivy’s diner, which was already open for business. Owen’s second call was to Kit—Ivy’s husband and their team lead. Next, Val supposed, would be a call to Lobo, their FBI handler—assuming Owen had decided not to hand this off to the local police. Made sense to keep it quiet. Why broadcast to King that either his assassins had failed or that Ace was dead? 

Even they didn’t know that answer yet.

That thought sent a sharp pain through Val’s chest, the same pain he’d felt when he first saw her. He knew now, after last night’s surprise revelation, that she wasn’t an innocent victim of domestic violence, a frightened girl on the run, as she’d told them in the beginning. Nonetheless, the pain she felt was real.  

Val left the apartment to check things out downstairs. Except for the blood-soaked banister, everything else looked normal.

“Greer’s coming over to check the security system,” Owen said as he came down the stairs. “Kit’s coming with him to keep things locked down until Lobo can get here.”

Val looked at Owen, the man who owned Tremaine Industries, the company they all worked for. He’d been more like a brother than a cousin in their teenage years. It ate at him to wonder how much of this was Owen’s fault by virtue of the secrets he kept.

“Time to come clean, O. With me. With the whole team.”

“I agree. Soon. Let’s take care of this first.”




* * *




Took only a few minutes to drive back to the team’s headquarters at Blade’s house. They went directly down to the bunker via the hidden stairs in the den. They’d left Ivy’s building when Greer and Kit had taken over the scene. 

Kit said he’d had Ivy stay at the house, far away from the diner. She was a couple of months pregnant. None of them wanted to take chances with her—or any of the dependents, now that things seemed to be taking a turn for the worse.

The rest of the team was already assembled at the long conference table down below. Max frowned as he looked at his phone. “Uh. Guys. Either one of Greer’s freaky ghouls is coming for a visit, or Carrie’s walking up our tunnel entrance.”

It was Ace. Had to be. Val hurried across the bunker’s biggest room and was just reaching for the door to the tunnel when Max cut in front of him and shoved him back. “Don’t open that. Jesus, Val. You ever watch horror movies?”

“It’s Ace, Max.”

Max looked at the security panel monitor that showed a bloodied female coming up the steps to the landing dock. “You sure?”

Val didn’t laugh. “One way to find out.” He opened the door and stepped into the tunnel. Ace paused and looked up at him. No tears. No hysteria. No fucking fear. Apparently, it wasn’t the first time she’d been in a bloodbath. 

“Are you injured?” he asked, following her cues to keep things chill.

“No.”

Val stretched his jaw, trying to filter what came out of his mouth. “You got a thing for waiting until your back’s against a fucking wall before asking for help, don’t you?”

She looked up at him and swiped at the dried blood that was flaking off her face. “It’s my superpower.”

Val frowned. “Why?” 

Ace studied his eyes. He let her read him. “I’ve only ever been a sole operator,” she said.

“Lone wolves are desperate and dangerous creatures.”

“It’s all I’ve ever known. I’ll do what I have to to survive.”

“And be damned any one around you, that it?”

“I need a shower.”

“You should have stayed here last night.”

“Well, I didn’t. If I can’t shower here, I’ll go wash off in the creek.” She spread her arms. “Either way, I’m not standing around with this shit all over me. So what’s it gonna be?”

He turned and led her into the bunker. The guys were there. They stepped back, giving her some room in the short hallway that ran from the conference room to the other rooms in the bunker.

She glanced back at Val. “You got a shower down here? And some clothes I could borrow? I might scare everyone if I go upstairs like this.”

Val gestured toward the bathroom. 

“Hold up.” Max stopped her. “We need to process you.”

Ace pulled her jacket and stained tank top off and handed it to him. She had no embarrassment about standing before them in her bra and jeans. “I’ll give the rest to Val after I shower.” 

She must have been in the process of undressing when she was attacked at her apartment; she wasn’t wearing the loose beige overshirt that she’d had on last night when she left. And she’d switched out her high heels for sneakers, which looked to have been spared the blood spatter. She must have put them on after the fight. 

She turned toward the bathroom. 

Owen’s jagged hiss yanked Val back to the present…and the sight of Ace’s stunning blue butterfly tattoo that covered her back from shoulders to hips. She paused with a hand on the bathroom door to look at Owen. “You never seen ink on a female before?”

Val’s gaze circled the group. Their intense stares gave the vibe of a pack of dogs surrounding a porcupine. At any point, they would tear her apart. But none of them would come away uninjured. If the blood in her apartment hadn’t come from her—and it didn’t appear that it had—then she likely was as lethal as Selena. 

“Why a butterfly, Ace?” Owen asked.

She frowned and faced Owen. “Val asked that same thing.”

“Forget it,” Val said, ending the convo before more could be said than Ace needed to hear. “Start your shower. Soap and towels are in there. I’ll send in the other stuff.”

Ace pushed through the bathroom door. 

Owen speared Val with angry eyes when the bathroom door closed. “You saw her ink and didn’t say anything?” 

“What’s the big deal, O? She’s not the butterfly we’re watching for. Our enemies have never taken out a billboard to announce their current move or their latest player.” 

The room went still. Tensions were running high since Owen’s shocking reaction to Ace’s news at Rocco’s wedding last night that she worked for a woman Owen thought dead…one he’d loved and lost and still mourned.

“Blade, Kelan—can you see if Eddie or Fiona have something that Ace can borrow?” Val asked. “They’re the closest in size.” 

“You bet,” Kelan said. Blade took out his phone and stepped away from the group.

Val gave Owen a loaded look. “I think our morning agenda has changed. For now.” None of them knew enough about Ace to include her in Owen’s big reveal.

“It has,” Owen agreed.

Val took up a position outside the bathroom. Facing the guys, he crossed his arms and glared at them until they moved away. A few minutes later, Blade and Kelan returned with borrowed clothes. Sounded like Ace was finished with her shower. Val knocked on the bathroom door. “I’ve got some clothes for you.”

“Thanks. Bring them in.”

“I’ll get Selena to do that.”

“Val, get your ass in here.”

Val squared his shoulders, then stepped into the large, steamy bathroom. The bathroom was meant to support several residents from the bunkroom, so it was basically a men’s locker room. There were four sinks, four stalls, four urinals, and four showers. Ten grey lockers were stacked in two rows along one of the walls. It was an efficient place, which he and the other guys used from time to time while on long shifts. 

Ace was wrapped in a towel. She bent over to scrub her hair dry with a second towel. Val set the clothes on the counter, then leaned against the wall. When Ace straightened, he sucked in a harsh breath. She’d washed the blood and all her leftover makeup off, baring flawless skin and un-chalked hair. A hint of purple still remained in her light brown hair. Her makeup, while always expertly applied, changed her appearance in a way that gave a different impression of her. Not negative or positive—it just made him realize her makeup was a mask she wore, like war paint. If you only saw her public face, you’d never know her private one. 

Right now, he saw her private one. Her pale green eyes were huge, her nose and chin fragile in their sharp angles. She’d taken out the green cut-glass earrings she’d worn with her dress last night, but the half-dozen tiny studs in her upper ear remained. It was as if she had no defenses up, no place to hide within herself. 

He looked away, uncomfortable at the rawness of her. She was like a daisy with all its petals ripped off. 

Ace dropped her towel then stepped into a pair of panties. She picked up a bra—one he recognized from his shopping trip with Eden. “Turn around,” he said.

“Why?”

“I want to see your tattoo.”




















Chapter Two




Ace complied. Following a man’s orders when she was naked was as first nature as Santo’s training, though she hated herself for it. She squared her shoulders then bent forward and gripped the edge of the counter so the light could spill over her back. 

Val stepped behind her. She watched him in the mirror. He was a tall man with wide shoulders. Except for this morning, he’d always been neatly groomed. His golden hair had a blend of butterscotch and brown highlights. He had a trim beard and mustache with a bit of extra stubble now. His eyes were azure—the color of a Wyoming sky. She rarely thought of men as beautiful, but he certainly was.  

She flinched when his fingers touched her skin. No man had ever touched her butterfly. She’d had it done only a few months ago. Even the artist who’d created it had been female. Ace closed her eyes and pulled long, slow, calming breaths through her nose as Val traced the contours of her ink. His fingers followed the long scars the artist had tried to blend into her design. 

Ace had had a plastic surgeon reduce them before getting her tattoo.




“It’ll be irregular,” Ace had said, voicing her worries to the artist, even after the reduction surgery.

“Nothing in nature is regular, but it’s all balanced. We can make your scars part of your art. That’s what makes us women beautiful, no?”




Val spread his hand out over some of the scars. His palm was warm. She remembered how those wounds had ached when she was little.

“What happened?” he asked, looking over her shoulder at her reflection.

“What didn’t?” Truthfully, she didn’t know where those scars came from. She’d just always had them. 

He traced the outlines of her butterfly. His mind was far away. It seemed he could read her story in her ink. But that was impossible. No one knew her story, and it would die with her when she finished her mission.

“What’s the big deal about butterflies with you guys?” she asked.

His blue eyes met hers in the mirror. “We’ve learned an enemy of ours is sending a butterfly to spy on us.”

Ace straightened. Val moved a few steps away, then hoisted himself onto the counter. She put her bra on, following that with one, then two of the tees. “I’m not your spy.”

He left that alone. Probably for the best. She trusted no one. And they surely didn’t trust her.

“Shower feel good?”

“Oh yeah.” She lifted her forearm and sniffed her skin. “Except now I smell like a man.”

“It’s mostly men who use these showers. Too bad we don’t have any of Greer’s soap.”

“Greer’s one of your friends?” She grinned, relieved to turn his attention away from her. The thing she liked best about Val was that she strongly suspected he was gay and therefore not at all interested in her. She could be herself around him.

He clenched his jaw. “I bought him some soap that smells like cinnamon and vanilla.”

Ace laughed. So her suspicions were true. No wonder she felt safe with him. No wonder he hadn’t gotten handsy with her when he was examining her ink. “You must have quite the sweet tooth.”

Val glared at her. “I don’t have a thing for Greer. He’s in a committed relationship.”

“Bummer.” She came over, stood between his legs, and rested her hands on his thighs. “So tell me how to play this with your friends. Are you out of the closet?” She didn’t want to do anything that made him uncomfortable.

His eyes studied hers, then he said, “I like closets.”

“So they don’t know.”

“There’s nothing for them to know.”

“You don’t think it’s time to come to terms with your sexuality?” Because her hands were on his thighs, she felt the tension that rippled through him. She bit her lip. That wasn’t a fair question. She sure as hell didn’t want him digging into her sexuality.

“Oh, I’ve come to terms with it.” 

Her gaze lowered to his mouth. Her breath hitched. What was happening to her? She tried to step back, but his big hands covered hers. He squeezed, holding her in place as he leaned forward and said, “I think you better get that sweet ass of yours covered before Owen barges in here. He’s not the most patient man.” 

He released her. She stepped over to the stack of borrowed clothes and pulled on a pair of yoga pants, then cracked open a toothbrush package and vigorously brushed her teeth. 

“You hungry?” he asked. “I can bring something down to the conference room.”

“No. I could use some water, though.”




Val nodded and pushed off the counter. “I’ll have a bottle of water waiting for you when you get out.” He was proud of himself for not turning back at the bathroom door to snag a last look at her. In the bunker’s kitchen, he pulled two ice-cold bottles of water from the fridge. Owen was standing in the doorway when he turned around. He looked pissed. 

Val grinned, knowing his humor was an irritant to Owen. Old habits die hard. “She’ll be out in a minute.”

Tension whispered across Owen’s features. “We waiting for her to complete her full toilet?”

Val’s grin widened into a smile, but Ace answered before he could.

“No,” she said, reaching past Owen for one of the bottles Val held. She twisted the cap free. The bottle crackled as she downed its contents. Val handed her the second bottle. He took a couple more from the fridge, then followed Ace and Owen into the conference room. 

She’d already met all the guys yesterday at the wedding, so there were no introductions to be made. Everyone, sans Kit and Greer, took seats at the conference table. 

“Let’s get to it,” Owen said. “What the hell happened after you left last night?”

Ace shot a look around the table. Val had a sense she was calculating how much to tell them. “The more we know, the more we can help you,” he said.

Her lips thinned. “I got home. I went up to my apartment. I was starting to change when I heard the window in my car break. Then two guys used my remote access button that Ivy had given me. They disarmed the alarm system and unlocked the door. They were up the stairs in no time. We fought. The one guy carried the other out, despite his own injuries.” She shrugged. “You saw the rest.”

“Who were they?” Val asked.

“Omni trackers, I suppose.”

“Why are they after you?”

Ace’s eyes met his. Again, Val sensed she was considering her answer. “There are three types of people in this world, I’ve learned. The Omnis, the Omni resistance, and everyone else. The second and third groups are just fodder for the first.”

“Which group are you in?” Val asked.

“I guess you could put me in the resistance, though I have no grand hopes of actually ending King or the Omnis. There’s just one thing I want to do—one thing I have to do.”

“What’s that?” Max asked.

“Find Adelaide’s son and return him to her.”

Val shot a glance over to Owen. His face was utterly stoic, but Val knew from O’s controlled breathing that her answer had been a gut punch to him. Ace had dropped the bombshell at dinner last night that Adelaide was still alive, and Owen’s reaction to that news had been explosive. Now they were hearing she’d had a son.

“So who is Adelaide?” Val asked. Later, he intended to ask O the same question. He doubted he’d get the truth from either of them. “And why look for her son here with us?”

Ace’s gaze bounced around the table. The tension in her expression, her whole body, was palpable. “It isn’t possible to give you a short answer without a history lesson for context.”

“So get to it,” Owen ordered. He was standing off to one side, as usual. His arms were folded and his expression was intense.

“You’ve heard of economic hit men?” she asked, taking a poll as she glanced around the table. “At the end of the nineteenth century, when there was no more new land to conquer, the real battle became the struggle for resources in a limited geographical footprint. Military dominance gave way last century to economic dominance, thanks in large part to the effects of the Cold War. Economic hit men are the foot soldiers of kingmakers. Governments, banks, corporations—they’re the kingmakers, and they own access to most of the world’s resources. They put people in power and thereby own the resources controlled by that power seat. They seed revolutions and protests if the king they made reneges on surrendering his nation’s resources. If that fails, they work in an assassination here and there as an example for anyone else in the system that might go rogue. 

“This isn’t a behavior isolated to the West. The kingmakers are in the Far East and the Middle East as well. It’s thought that King—the first one—started out as an economic hit man after the Second World War. They say he was a genius at the game, quickly rising to the top at a time when the world was still shattered by war. 

“He turned the game on the kingmakers and crowned himself. His successors have made use of fringe populations here in the U.S. and in other countries. Outlaw motorcycle gangs are becoming King’s enforcers. Religious cults are breeding his future civilian infrastructure. Drug lords have worldwide distribution networks that are valuable because they run independently of established governments. They’ll all be pivotal after the fall of the U.S. government and others. King has gangs of boys being trained to be his guerrilla warriors. And he’s got a rich sex-trafficking network to keep all of his players incented to do his bidding.” She looked around at the group. “He’s running a nation within a nation.”

“How is this happening without the knowledge of our government?” Blade asked.

“It isn’t,” Owen said. “The government knows about it, but King is so integrated into it that he’s got it by the balls. All he has to do is pull out a few key blocks in any major government’s foundation, and the whole of it will fall.”

Ace nodded. “King has been busy buying up the sins of his key players,” Ace said. “His influence runs deep into many governments, here and abroad.”

“Bladen had a ledger of some of those sins King owned,” Blade said.

Val leaned back and looked at Owen. Maybe it was time for his big reveal after all. “The powers that be saw this coming. That’s why they formed the Red Team.”

Owen became the focus of everyone at the table. He nodded. “When I figured out who the Red Team was really tasked to fight, I got out.” He looked around the room. “I got you out. And I formed this group. The Army cannot fight its own people, but that’s who we’re battling.” 

“And that’s why there can be no rogue Red Teamers,” Blade mused. “It’s feared they’ll help the kingmakers, or the economic hit men tangling with them.”

Again, Owen nodded.

“We were formed to fight terrorists,” Angel said, “not American citizens.”

Max slumped back in his chair. “One man’s terrorist is another man’s hero. Just depends which side of the line you’re standing on.” 

Blade stared at Ace. “And I thought I was a conspiracy theorist.”

“It isn’t theory. You’ve seen firsthand what the internal workings of King’s empire looks like.”

“How do you know what we’ve seen?” Owen asked.

Ace shot a look around the table, then over to Owen where he stood against the wall. “The Omni World Order is a web of spies, fighters, assassins, and power players. Everyone knows something. Some know a lot.” She sighed. “I have a handler. I don’t know who he is, or how he fits in to anything. He knows I’m looking for Adelaide’s son. He sent me here.”

“He?” Val asked.

Ace lifted a shoulder. “I honestly don’t know if he’s male or female. His voice is electronically distorted. It isn’t only the U.S. in jeopardy,” Ace said, resuming her long answer. “It’s the entire balance of world power. The current King is now the fourth-generation ruler. He was only supposed to be a governor, equal in power to all the other international Omni governors. But the first King changed the game while other power seats were still reeling from the Second World War. It was a coup, and his rebellion has spawned similar Omni World Order revolutions across the globe. The governors who once were allies are now enemies. All of them are would-be kings. Since they’re the ones with the resources, they’re also the targets for those who want the resources. Who better to take them down than the economic hit men they once employed?”

“The hunters become the hunted,” Kelan grumbled.

“Hence, the Red Team,” Owen said, his voice carrying in the quiet room.

Ace nodded. “King has dirt on a large number of the governors and those in their infrastructure. He’s caught a large number of power players in his web like a funnel spider. He owns them, their families, their whole goddamned countries…and all their resources.”

“So why did your handler think we could help you locate Adelaide’s son?” Val asked.

“I told you that King has cultivated small groups of boy guerillas. I’ve found four of them and handed them over to my handler.”

Max glared at her. “How do you know this guy isn’t working for the Omnis?”

“I don’t. I don’t know anything about him. I can only judge from my interactions with him. He’s kept me out of danger for”—she seemed to catch herself—“a long time.”

Max looked at Val. “Maybe this guy already has Lion and the cubs.”

“He doesn’t,” Ace said. “But he does think Adelaide’s son is among them.”

“What’s the boy’s name?” Owen asked.

“I don’t know what his watcher name is, but Adelaide named her son Augustus. She calls him Augie.”

“Augustus is your middle name,” Max said. “He’s your kid.”

Val shot a glance at Owen, watching him as he did some mental calculation. Val had never seen Owen look as he did in that moment. His breathing was no longer an autonomic activity. Now it moved like forced air through flared nostrils, deep and measured, as if to calm his body. 

“How old is the boy?” Owen asked Ace.

“Nine.”

“It’s possible.”

Ace’s eyes widened. The color drained from her face. Val thought she might bolt out of the room. “I can’t confirm or deny that. I wasn’t told who his father is. But if I had to guess, I would have said someone King approved of—otherwise, her son wouldn’t be in one of the coveted boys’ clubs.”

Shit. That bombshell blanketed the room with silence. Val knew Greer was digging into the ways all of them were connected either to the Omnis or to King, but to think King knew about Owen and had approved of his and Adelaide’s union…

Blade looked between Owen and Ace. “Someone want to tell us who Adelaide is?” he asked, beating Val to the punch.

Owen drew a long breath. He gave Blade a hard look. “She’s someone I grew up with. We hooked up when she graduated college. She died the day after…or so I thought.”

Ace looked at Owen, then Blade. “Adelaide is one of many women who got sucked into the Omni World Order and couldn’t get out. Somewhere along the line, the Omnis—or King—decided the empire they’d built was too important to entrust to ordinary individuals. Decades ago, they began a breeding program, much like kennel club members or ranchers or horse owners breed only certain animals to purify their stock’s bloodlines. The Omnis have been doing that for decades with humans. It’s work the Nazis began, trying to build perfect Aryan warriors and leaders. Adelaide was put into their breeding program. Adelaide’s son was taken from her when he was six. She’s been searching for him ever since.”

 “Three years. Three years a watcher,” Max said.

“It seems that all of these boy warriors have been called back to King,” Ace said.

Max leaned forward, setting his arms on the table. “Lion mentioned a big gathering of the watchers that was expected to happen in October. Maybe that’s where they’ve all gone.”

“Maybe.”

“Where is she?” Owen asked.

Ace shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Bullshit. You said you worked for her,” Owen snapped, coming toward the table. “You want our help, you tell us where she is.”

“I can’t. I don’t know. Ever since she left the Omnis, she’s been in hiding. And I don’t work for her, exactly. More like I work on her behalf.”

Owen didn’t look convinced. “You had a recent picture of her. Where’d you get that?”

“My handler.”

“She left the Omnis?” Owen asked.

Ace nodded. “After they took her son.”

“What makes your handler think her son is one of Lion’s cubs?” Max asked.

Ace did another glance around the table. Val wondered if that was her signal that she was about to lie. Or if it meant she knew they wouldn’t like the answer. 

“I know about the smallpox that was being weaponized,” she said. “My handler made me get the vaccine. All of King’s watcher groups were given it, too. One of my handler’s operatives was in the medical corps doing the vaccines. She collected a DNA sample prior to administering their shots. King knew about the sampling, but believed that it was part of his human engineering program. It had data that would be used to determine their pool of potential spouses. My handler got hold of the results. He knows her son was in Lion’s group.”

Owen gritted his teeth. 

“How do you communicate with your handler?” Val asked. 

Ace sighed and pursed her lips as she stared at the table. “I get a new phone and call-in number every week. We also communicate through books.” 

“What?” Val frowned.

“I post what I’m reading in an online book site. I change the book I’m reading every few days. I monitor other reviews for that book on the major vendor sites and in that main forum. My handler changes his ID frequently, so I never know what ID he’ll post under, but his messages are clear to me, though they’re fairly cryptic to a casual observer, almost like gamers have hijacked a thread. We delete our posts afterwards.”

Max leaned back in his seat. “Fuck. Me.”

Rocco was smiling. “Brilliant. We monitor the hell out of key social media sites, but I never thought to include the book clubs or online vendor reviews in my sweeps.”

“Even if you did, the words we use seem to apply somewhat to the book in question, so your algorithms wouldn’t pick them up, given the context they’re in.” She looked up at Owen. “So do you know where Lion and the boys are?”

He shook his head, shooting a glance over at Max. “We went to extract them, but King beat us to it.” 

“Then I guess there’s nothing for me here.” She stood up. As did Val.

“Hold up,” he said before she could leave the conference table. He looked at Owen. “Given what happened at her place, and that we don’t want the diner to stay a target, and that we need to work together to find Adelaide and Lion, I think Ace should move in here.”

“Agreed. Get her things and come back.” Owen looked at Ace. “When you’re settled, we’ll want to see examples of the communications you’re talking about. Work with Max on that.”

“Let’s be clear,” Ace said to Owen. “I don’t work for you.”

Owen stepped close, well inside her space. “It happens that our mission and yours have intersected. While that situation exists, you de facto become part of this team. Everyone on this team answers to me.”

“I’m here while it suits me. And I’ll leave when it suits me.”

Owen ignored that. He looked at Val. “Get her things and get her settled in a room upstairs. I’ll have Mrs. Jackson prepare one for her.”

Val nodded and gave a mock salute. “Aye-aye, captain.” He set a hand on Ace’s shoulder and turned her toward the stairs that led up to the den.




















Chapter Three




Ace turned to him on the first landing. He was so big, there wasn’t much room for her. “This doesn’t mean anything. I’m not joining forces with you guys permanently.”

“Commitment issues, much?” His eyes were laughing at her, and the rest of his face barely held back a smile. 

“I don’t want to endanger Ivy or her customers at the diner. But my being here brings that danger here.”

“I think we can handle it.” He moved past her. At the door to the den, Val paused before opening it. “Where were you last night? After what happened in your apartment?”

They were on the same landing. He was so much taller than she was that she had to bend her neck to look up at him. And he smelled so good. Citrus and sandalwood and vanilla. It wasn’t strong or overwhelming. Just a hint of those fragrances mixed with his own essence. She wanted to pull him close for another sniff, but knew he would think that odd.

“Hiding. Waiting for dawn. I’m serious, you know. My being here may cause the very thing we want to avoid. The Omnis won’t stop. And now that they know I’m in the area, they’ll be relentless.”

“Why do they want you dead?”

Ace pinched her mouth closed. “I’ve been looking for Lion for three years, but before that, I spent three years exposing the crimes of Omni leaders.”

“Huh. Well, if they want you dead, we definitely want you alive.” He pulled the door open. No one was around upstairs. Except Kathy, who was in the dining room, cleaning up from breakfast. 

“Hey, Kathy, we’ve got another visitor for a little while. Owen said he’d call you, but I just thought I’d mention it.”

“Hello, Ace,” Kathy said. “Nice to see you again. It’s not a problem,” she told Val. “I’ll have her room ready in a jiffy.” They talked briefly about which rooms were available, then picked one for her.

At the front door, Val caught Ace’s wrist, but released it almost as fast as he touched her. “Let me go get your stuff. You don’t need to go back there. It’s pretty grisly.”

Ace saw the concern in his cerulean eyes. She shook her head. “You don’t know where I’ve hidden things.”

A brow lifted. “What have you hidden?” 

His eyes were kind. Ace caught her breath. When had she last noticed kindness in another human being? Never. Perhaps that was why she answered him truthfully. “My secrets. My friends.” My memories. My whole life, she added to herself.

“Well, let’s go get them. Better not leave them waiting, worrying if you’ve left them behind.”

When they reached the diner, there were three big plumbing and construction vans out front. A sign on the front window read, “Closed for repairs. A pipe burst in an upstairs apartment. Hope to reopen in the morning!”

She looked at Val, who met her eyes with his own stoic expression. He opened the door leading to the apartments upstairs and the back entrance to the diner. A couple of men in overalls and tool belts had set up workbenches, blocking access to the stairs. They nodded at her and Val and let them through.

Val went ahead of her on the stairs. The banister looked newly polished. She remembered it had been covered in blood, as had her apartment. The “plumbers” were actually a cleanup crew. She got nervous seeing them crawling around her apartment, but it wasn’t as if there was much in there for them to rifle through. Anything of any importance was under the floorboards, and those didn’t look to have been disturbed at all. 

Val stopped her. “Let me go in first. Or alone. You don’t need to see that mess again.”

Ace didn’t blink. “I put that blood there, remember?” He didn’t seem moved. “I have no guilt and carry no burden about ending an enemy. They came here to kill me, but look who survived and who didn’t. I won.”

He frowned. “This can’t be easy for you.”

She gave a gruff laugh, surprised at herself for taking time with him, when she didn’t usually do that for anyone. “This is a regular day in my world, Val. King outnumbers us thousands to one. And he pulls in more recruits every day. It’s a win for all of us when I take any of them down.”

“You make them sound like they’re not human.”

She gave him a sideways glance. “I’m not sure they are.”

He held her gaze a moment longer, then stepped aside and let her take the lead. She supposed the crew working in her apartment were hired—and vetted—by Owen, but she still didn’t like having them hover around. 

She walked into the spacious apartment. The blood had already been washed from the walls. A worker was rolling on a new coat of paint. The floor had been scrubbed. Of course, she had no furniture, so that made the cleanup significantly easier. Ace walked through the dining room and kitchen to one of the bedrooms at the back. None of the fighting had happened in there, so none of the workmen were in there.




Val watched as she opened a suitcase that was still partially packed and added what was in the closet, including the hot-as-fuck green silk dress she’d worn last night to the wedding. Had she been getting ready to leave when everything went down last night? Or did she just live out of her suitcase? When the closet was empty, she didn’t zip up the case. Instead, she reached over to one of the floorboards and pried up a loose board. Reaching inside, she pulled out an aluminum case. It had a combination lock.

“What’s that?”

She looked at him, then back at the case. “My secrets.”

“What kind of secrets?” He didn’t want an unknown weapon being brought back to Blade’s. Not with the women and kids in the house.

She opened the case and held it up for him to see. Inside were notebooks full of memory card sleeves. “What am I looking at, Ace?”

“My memories.” She locked the case and tucked it into her bag, then zipped the thing closed and stood. “I have everything backed up on a secure server, but most times it isn’t safe to connect to the interwebs, so I keep these with me.”

“Will you show them to me sometime?”

“Maybe. Some of them. Sometime.”

She went into the bathroom, where she pulled another case out from under the sink and loaded it up with all of her cosmetics and toiletries.

“Is that everything?” he asked.

“Yup.”

He took her big bag.

“I’ll follow you back to the house in my car,” she said.

“No. Blade’s bringing Eddie over with Tank to check it out first. If it hasn’t been sabotaged, they’ll drive it back. Hope’ll get that window fixed.”

In the hall outside Ace’s apartment, they ran into Kit and Greer. “Hey, Ace,” Greer said. “Glad you’re okay.” 

“Not many women could have survived what happened in there,” Kit said. “Hell, not many men, either. You want a doctor to check you out?”

“I’m fine.” 

“We’re done here,” Kit told Val. “I’m heading back. Greer’s going to stick around for a while.”

The space on the landing was narrow. Kit led the way, Ace and Greer were in the middle, and Val brought up the rear. He noticed that, ever so briefly, Ace leaned close to Greer. Val frowned when she looked back at him. Her eyes sparkled and her nostrils wiggled, as if she were smelling Greer. Val sent her a narrow-eyed look. Her brows lifted and she tucked in her chin, signaling that she liked his scent. 

Lucky for Greer he was oblivious to her. He already had a female and wasn’t interested in any others, but that didn’t stop the visceral bolt of jealousy Val felt. The group had reached the stairs, and everyone was now going down in a single file. Val swept Ace’s taut body with his gaze, remembering its nude curves. 

How was she going to react when she learned he wasn’t gay? And why was she clinging to that belief anyway?

Downstairs, Kit went his separate way, and Greer went into the diner. Ace looped her arm through Val’s, squeezing his biceps against the side of her lush breast as they walked to their SUV. “You’re right. Greer does smell good. Like a cookie.”

Val gritted his teeth. “He’s taken.”

Her impish face wrinkled in a pout. “I could get rid of his guy for you. Clear the way…”

“His love interest is a female.”

She leaned against him, tossing her head back as she groaned. “How horrible. I’m so sorry, Val.”

Was she for real? What fucking vibe was he giving off that said he was gay? He came to a stop, sandwiching her between his body and the SUV. He dropped her bag and braced his hands on either side of her head, then leaned close, glaring at her. The laughter in her eyes caught him, stopping him as it wrapped around him. 

“What makes you think I need the help of a little girl like you to straighten out my love life?”

She set her hands on his chest, then moved them up to his shoulders. “Well, clearly, you need someone’s help. Greer’s wearing your soap but doesn’t even see you.”

Was she fucking with him? Swap out her name for Greer’s, and she’d just described what was happening between them. He moved his hand from the SUV to the small of her back, but before he could pull her against his hungry body, he reminded himself there was a reason he’d let the gay thing ride; if she thought he was straight, he’d have to start all over again building her trust.

Why was that? What had happened that made her mistrust men? He remembered how surly she’d been when they first met. Well, hell. He’d seen under her armor, and the short glimpse he’d gotten made him want to see a whole lot more. 

He pulled back and opened her door. Her hands slowly moved down his chest as she turned away. She seemed to like being near him, touching him, teasing him, but she sure as hell wasn’t receiving the cues he was sending. 

He sighed. Maybe he was losing his touch. Maybe he really had lost his mojo. He tossed her bag into the backseat and shoved the door shut.

On their way home, Max said via their comm unit, “Blade and Eddie are ready to go. Give them Ace’s keys on your way in.”

“Roger that.”

Ace looked at him. “Talking to the team?”

“Yes.”

“Am I going to be given an earpiece?”

Val looked over at her, studying her eyes. “No.”

“You don’t trust me yet?”

Val hesitated a minute. “It isn’t that I don’t trust you; it’s that you have your own agenda… And I don’t know where your agenda intersects with ours.” Ace didn’t argue the point, which confirmed his thinking. He watched her turn to look out the window. “At some point, we’re going to have to agree that we are on the same side of the fight.”

She glanced at him, her pale green eyes studying him. He wondered if she’d ever trusted anyone. Maybe she was the smartest of them all.

Blade and Eden were walking out the front door with Tank when they parked out front.  No one said anything as they crossed paths. Ace handed Blade her keys. 

Mandy’s two dogs were waiting in the foyer. Ace made a surprised sound, then knelt and rubbed their ears. The dogs licked her face. She laughed. “Who are these guys?”

 “The golden’s Yeller. The heeler’s Blue. They belong to Mandy.” A little shadow caught Val’s attention as it moved around the living room. “And that’s Blade’s cat, Sebastian. The oldest cat alive, I think.” Val frowned. Mandy’s dogs were friendly, but rarely so affectionate. What was it about Ace that drew them to her?

“Your room’s up here.” He led the way upstairs. The bedroom she was assigned was on the south side of the bridge over the living room, closest to the bedroom wing where his room was.

She set her stuff on the bed. He nodded toward the closet that was one of the doors off the short hallway from the entrance to her room. “There’s a safe inside. When your weapons aren’t on you, keep them locked up.” Val walked to her door. One of the team’s safety necklaces was hanging from her doorknob. He picked it up and handed it to her.

“What’s that?”

“It’s a couple of things. It lets us know where everyone is in case of an emergency. And it has a panic button in case something happens and you need assistance. We all have one and keep it with us at all times. There have been occasions when it’s saved us. While you’re here, I’d like you to wear it. And even if you leave, I’d like you to keep it with you. At least while you’re working with us.”

He expected her to discard his request, but she surprised him by pulling it over her head.

“Thank you,” she said, meeting his eyes.

“Get settled. When you’re ready, I’ll take you downstairs to the bunker.”




* * *




Ace looked at her suitcase. The thought of unpacking yet again in yet another new space made her feel weary. She wondered if this was all there would ever be to her life. She put her stuff away in the closet and unpacked her second bag in the bathroom.

Fiona came into her room, all smiles, light shining in her eyes in a way it hadn’t the last time they were together. Fiona wrapped her in a warm hug. Ace shivered at the contact. She started to close her arms around Fiona, but the fast-moving embrace had already passed. 

Fiona smiled at her. “I’m so happy you’re here. Kelan and I are just down the hall. Everyone here is wonderful. You’ll be safe here.”

“You stayed,” Ace said, bringing Fiona back to the conversation they’d had a little while ago, when Fiona was deciding to stay or leave.

“I never wanted to go. I was afraid my being here put everyone in danger.”

“That’s something I can relate to.” She was a danger to everyone here as well. Maybe all of them were, since King doubtless wanted to squash this group of fighters as much as he wanted to end her or retrieve his daughter. Well, she intended to be here only as long as necessary to find Lion and his cubs. The faster she did that, the better for her and everyone here.

When Fiona left, Ace followed her out into the hallway. Val was there, leaning against the wall, his arms folded and his ankles crossed. She waited until Fiona had gone down the stairs before saying anything. 

“There’s no lock for my door. I can only lock it from the inside.”

“There’s no need to lock it. No one’s going into your room. Your secret memories are safe.”

“Someone could get into the safe.”

“Yep, someone could. But no one’s going to. Besides, Kathy needs to get in so she can clean. Guess you’re going to have to learn to trust.”

“Trust is a lying bitch. And lying bitches kill.”

Val straightened from his relaxed stance and turned down the hall. He looked back at Ace and smiled. Before she could say anything more, he put his hand over his heart and cautioned, “Remember the children.” He leaned close and whispered, “We keep the war in the war room to protect the innocents.”

“Do I have access to the war room?”

“When escorted, absolutely.”

“Of course…and what I said about trust.”

Val laughed. 




















Chapter Four




Ace noticed the stacks of folders, books, and papers strewn across the conference table. They weren’t there before. “What’s all that?” 

“Blade’s mom hid an OWO library collection being maintained by her husband,” Val told her. “She put it into storage, but was murdered before she could get it out. We recently discovered the collection.”

Ace’s eyes got big. “You found the lost Omni papers?”

Kit looked up. “You know about them?”

“Almost everyone in the resistance does. This library—or rather its loss—marked a shift in OWO doctrine. Supposedly, these papers lay out the history, intent, and structure that the Omnis have followed for eons. When they went missing, King took advantage of their absence to re-codify the Omnis into the new world order that had been developing for decades. Science was no longer the purpose of the group, but a means to an end—basically finding commercial wealth in the resource of knowledge.”

Rocco pointed to an ancient manuscript that was open before him. “This is the oldest piece here. It was written in 1546 in a cryptic text, which I’ve deciphered. It’s a history about the Omni World Order, starting with the fourteenth-century codex of the Omni conference of scientific investigation. It defines the purpose, politics, and rules for membership of the secret society of scientists. The organization was designed for the purpose of disseminating ideas and discoveries across political boundaries and for the protection of those doing the disseminating and discovering. It was formed at a time when science clashed with religion.”

“It was an early Renaissance Wikileaks,” Angel said.

Rocco nodded. “Except on behalf of scientific knowledge. What’s interesting is that in the early days, the Omnis had two main groups of members: scientists and patrons. Watchers were a third peripheral group that were tasked with observing both primary groups.”

“We know the watchers are still active, although their role may have changed,” Selena said. “But are the scientists and patron groups still a thing?”

“I’d say so,” Blade said. “Look at the secret virus testing that brought the smallpox outbreak to the Friends. Someone had to be funding that research.” 

“So you think the patrons still exist?” Kit asked.

Selena nodded. “Maybe that’s who those people were who were there to witness Fiona’s induction in the Venus room. That ballroom upstairs was full of the world’s upper crust.”

Val happened to look over at Ace when Selena mentioned the Venus room. Her face was tense. She met his eyes. The pain she felt was too deep to be tucked away quickly or easily. Christ. Had she been initiated? Goddamned motherfuckers. What had they done to her?

He straightened, intending to go to her, but she looked away.

Selena poked Rocco’s arm. “Remember that pentagram on the floor? It’s an ancient symbol for Venus.” 

“So what’s the significance of the initiation ceremony being held in the Venus room?” Blade asked.

Ace folded her arms about herself. Her body became deadly still. 

“Are they worshipping women in their perverted way?” Kelan asked.

“No,” Selena nixed that. “Drugging and raping women in a public forum is in no way worshipping them. Denigrating. Destroying…maybe.”

Val shifted his gaze from Ace to Selena. “Or subjugating them. Conquering them,” he said.

Rocco pushed the papers aside and leaned back in his seat. “There’s some evidence in these papers that the early adherents of the Omnis did worship the divine female. For them, she symbolized the pursuit of knowledge and scientific discovery. Sometime in the late industrial age, when scientific study was becoming more accepted, the Omnis began to fade out. They had gained the acceptance of what they wished to protect. New blood came in, especially here in the U.S. after the Civil War. The American Omnis used the old network for a new focus—building a shadow government. Their leadership feared becoming marginalized in the wake of the South’s loss. In the early twentieth century, it changed again when women’s suffrage was passed. By this time, the Omnis had solidified their hatred of women and of people of color. They secretly supported what was happening in Nazi Germany in WWII. They began to revere power.”

“Where do we go from here?” Blade asked. “We know they’ve infiltrated the government. We have that list of names from Senator Whiddon and the ledger of the sins that King has bought and made disappear, which Bladen hid. And now we know the Red Team was formed with secret orders to stop the Omnis.”

“And we know that the Omnis are international,” Kit added.

“Like I said before,” Ace said, “King has infiltrated extensive black markets internationally—drugs, weapons, and sex trades, making allies out of the power players in the underworld. And you know he’s bought the sins of the top tier of executives in international corporations, banks, and governments. He uses those sins to keep those he owns in line.”

“None of the early governors in the Omnis labeled themselves ‘King.’ Maybe his continued use of that title is the start of an international power play,” Rocco said. “The start of Lion’s Armageddon.”

Ace shook her head. “If so, it’s a power play decades in the making. The first governor to call himself King was in the middle of the last century. I don’t know that it implies a looming Armageddon.”

Max sighed. “I’m trying to put the pieces together, but I just don’t see how they all fit. Lion has mentioned Armageddon several times. He said he and his cubs would have a role in destroying infrastructure that diverted natural resources from their natural state—rivers, dams, bridges, etc. And they were to protect the isolationist communities that supported them. How does that feed in to a power play by the Omnis?”

Rocco looked at the papers in front of him. “The historical record covers the role of the ancient watchers, who were also children. They were the eyes and ears out in the civilian world, keeping tabs on those who would destroy the Omnis. They were spies for the Omnis.”

“So if Lion thinks an Armageddon is coming, it’s not going to be coming from the watchers; it’s going to come from within the Omnis,” Blade said, frowning.

“Yo,” Max said, looking at his phone. “I just got a text from Feral. He says the WKB are going on a run this afternoon.” Max looked over at Val. “Might be a good time to take Ace over to Lion’s barracks. Maybe she’ll see something we’ve missed.”

Color returned to Ace’s face. That alone was incentive enough to get her out of the bunker and away from the discussion of the Omnis’ library. “Let’s do it,” Val said.

She nodded at Val. “Max—can I have my camera back?”

“Sure thing.” He went into the back hall and returned with her camera. “Those were some great shots you got of the wedding.”

“Thanks.” She smiled. “I’m going to put an album together for Mandy and Rocco when things settle down.”

“Why’d you send pictures to yourself?” Max asked.

“I had a feeling you were going to take my camera. I wanted to look at some of them a bit more, see what I could have done better with the light or the angle.”

“Uh-huh.” He didn’t look convinced. “Let’s roll outta here in ten minutes. I’m going to bring Hope, as well. She got to know Lion—he’s her brother. Maybe she’ll see something I didn’t.”




* * *




They rode over to the White Kingdom Brotherhood’s compound in two vehicles—an old pickup truck that belonged to Rocco and Hope’s truck. The vehicles were each outfitted with a small arsenal, but neither was armored. The low profile was a convenient trade-off, Val seemed to feel. 

It didn’t matter to Ace. There was no real security to be had. The only true defense was situational awareness and always being ready for whatever crazy might break loose. 

Took close to an hour to get to the forest service road that bordered a portion of the compound. Val stayed with her and Hope while Max went ahead to scope things out, checking to make sure the bikers had actually gone on their run. 

Ace looked over at Hope, whose pale face and nervous pacing said a lot about her disposition. She had no comforting words to give the mechanic, so Ace held her silence while they waited for Max to come back. 

Val must have gotten some message from Max, because he nodded and answered with a curt “Copy.” He slipped his M16 over his shoulder and led the way through the underbrush toward the WKB grounds. Ace brought up the rear, instinctively flanking Hope. 

The long Quonset hut that had housed the boys wasn’t the worst quarters Ace had seen for a group of watchers. She lifted her camera and snapped some pictures. She walked the length of the center aisle between their rows of cots and footlockers. Val silently followed her, watching her instead of doing his own search. 

 Everything was covered in a fine layer of dust. “How long have they been gone?”

“About a month,” Val said.

“Don’t touch anything.” She looked down the aisle to Max and Hope in Lion’s room. 

Hope retracted her hand. “Why?”

“I want to see what’s missing. What’s been disturbed in the dust.”

Hope stepped out of Lion’s room. She folded her arms and watched Ace from her brother’s doorway. She sent a look around the space. “How can you know?”

Ace didn’t answer. The dust would tell what had been disturbed. But as for what the boys took with them, who the hell knew? She would just know, that was all. “Max, tell me what happened the day you came for the boys.”

“I told Lion I was coming for them, but they could only take bare essentials.” Max paused. “When we got here, they were already gone.”

Ace turned and looked back at Max. “Someone knew you were coming for them.”

Max shook his head. “I gave him only minutes’ warning. We called when we were almost here. Not enough time for someone watching us to get in here first.”

“Unless they’d already planned to get them out.” She straightened and looked at Max. “Or unless they didn’t take them far.”

Hope gasped. “The tunnels. They could have hidden them there. What if they’re still there?”

“What tunnels?” Ace asked.

Val and Max exchanged a look. Val answered her question; “There’s an old missile silo under the White Kingdom Brotherhood’s compound. The WKB were cutting heroin in a lab in one of the silos. The tunnels lead to various access points beneath the compound—and out into the woods. King also had stashed some of his gold down there.”

“How many silos connect off that one?” Ace asked.

“There are three silos in this immediate complex. Only one has been renovated and adapted to lab use,” Max said. “Lion and his boys know the ins and outs of that tunnel system. If they were still there, he would have found a way to get word to us.”

“This group of watchers is different from the others I’ve found. These guys were more organized, better equipped.”

“Lion is King’s son,” Max told Ace. “He shares a mom with Hope and a father with Fiona.”

Ace muttered a curse. “Then King definitely has plans for Lion.”

“Do you think they are still in the area?” Hope asked.

“I think they are. This is the center of their infrastructure. Each group of watchers that I’ve met had a local area of interest. I don’t think King would have taken them far from here.”




















Chapter Five




Wynn felt sick to her stomach as she parked in front of the stately neo-Tudor mansion behind a half-dozen motorcycles. She frowned, wondering if those bikers were visiting Jafaar or someone nearby. Not that it mattered. She had no choice but to go in to see Grams. She was as much a captive as her grandmother was. Coming here put Wynn in danger, but not coming guaranteed her grandmother’s death.

She’d considered telling Angel what was happening, but any heavy-handed approach from him and his team was the fastest way to guarantee her grandmother would be killed. It was the same reason she couldn’t go to the police. If she was even able to convince them to believe her, they’d come out and do a wellness check, but her grandmother could be killed before they ever entered the house. It only took a second to inject a poison or introduce a deadly air bubble into Grams’ IV. 

She was all Wynn had left of her family—she couldn’t die this way. Wynn had to come up with a plan that wouldn’t harm Grams—or the Silases. They’d given her a chance. She loved working with their son. And God, they were working through their own hell. 

Warm, deep brown eyes the color of rich, dark coffee slipped into her mind. Angel. Maybe Rocco and Angel and their friends would find a way to terminate their enemies and thereby save Grams. This was their doing. Their enemy. Because of them, Grams was in danger. But if she told them, she risked a heavy-handed commando response from them that would be certain death for her grandmother. There was no winning in this situation. The best she could do would be to stall for time and hope that Angel and Rocco and their team ended this quickly. 

Maybe she should come down in her off hours and watch the house, see if there was a pattern to when its occupants came or went. 

Still mulling over ways she could do that without being noticed, she walked up to the front door. She thought about ringing the doorbell, but dismissed that. Her grandmother was being held in there against her will. They damned well better let her in to see her anytime she wanted.

The door was locked. She had to ring the bell. She did that and waited. She turned to look at the cars parked out front. There were a lot of them. Were they all from people now in the house? Or did they belong to neighbors? This neighborhood had at one time been an upscale one of early twentieth-century mansions. Now, though, many of the larger houses had been converted into condos. The roads were narrow and clogged with cars. It had the feel of a place past its prime. Most of the town’s wealthy had moved to acreage outside of town.

The door opened. A different nurse than she’d seen before stepped back to let her in, no questions asked. Wynn could hear voices in one of the rooms off the foyer. The doors were closed, so she couldn’t see who was in there or hear more than muffled voices. Thank goodness the bikers weren’t here.

The nurse led the way down the hall, back to the room that had been set up for her grandmother. Grams was lying peacefully in the hospital bed. Her eyes opened as Wynn came into the room. The nurse retreated to a sitting area in the corner of the room. 

Wynn glared at her. “Please leave us alone.”

The woman returned her glare, then got up and left the room. “I’ll be right outside.”

Wynn set her purse down and pulled a stool over so she could sit next to the bed. She slipped Grams’ hand into both of hers and started telling her about lots of little news. The weather. The seasons changing. A new nail color she was wearing. Memories the two of them shared. 

If Wynn closed her eyes, she could almost believe she was visiting her grandmother in a proper care facility. The sterile smell of the room, the sound of the equipment, the cold metal of the bed’s arms—all of it made everything feel normal. 

Wynn leaned forward. Her grandmother’s eyes were open and alert. “I’m going to find a way to get you out of here.”

Grams blinked twice, indicating a “no.” 

“I can’t leave you here,” Wynn argued in a hushed whisper.

One blink.

Wynn frowned at her grandmother. She was a sweet, kind, fierce woman who’d always put Wynn first. It was time for Wynn to do that for her. Wynn stood and leaned over the bed to give her a kiss on her forehead.

She felt Grams’ hand tighten on hers seconds before she heard the cultured English accent of a Middle Eastern man behind her. 

“She is very glad to see you, I believe,” Jafaar said as he stepped into the room. He gave a slight bow from the other side of Grams’ bed. “Peace be upon you, Ms. Ratcliff.”

Wynn couldn’t bring herself to exchange pleasantries with him. The best she could do was a narrow-eyed glare, which he answered with a smile. 

“We missed you last week.”

“I don’t always know when I will be able to get away. My job is still so new.”

He dipped his head. “Praise Allah that you have it. Have you brought me useful information? Something robust enough to keep your beloved grandmother alive for another week?”

Wynn took two full breaths before answering him. Her grandmother’s hand was squeezing hers as tightly as she could. “I told you, I don’t have access to the kind of info you’re wanting. I spend my day with a child, then my nights in my room.”

Jafaar smiled. “And I told you to find a way to get the info I need. You’re a woman. Spread your legs for one of the men.”

Wynn gasped. 

Jafaar shook his head, then selected an extra pillow from a shelf near the bed. “Remember, your grandmother’s life is in your hands.” He pressed the pillow over Grams’ face, holding his white-knuckled fists to the mattress on either side of her head.

Wynn shrieked and lunged for him. She managed to just push him away, freeing a few inches of air in front of Grams’ face before two men grabbed Wynn. Two bikers. Their vests were a tattered and sported fearsome patches. They yanked her out the door. She fought as best she could, which wasn’t much at all as they dragged her down the hall toward the front rooms. Four more bikers were there in the foyer.

“No! Stop. Stop this. Let me go.” She shouted in utter frustration when their grip on her arms only tightened. She locked her legs, keeping them from moving forward easily. They stopped. She thought she’d won, until a third biker came forward and punched her in the stomach. She crumpled to the floor. One of the men was about to hit her face, but a sharp command from Jafaar made him redirect his attack. They kicked her with their hard leather boots in her stomach, back, and thighs. She curled into a fetal position, instinctively protecting her core.

After a few long seconds of being battered, Jafaar said something in Arabic, then translated for her and the bikers with a polite smile. “We don’t want to leave a mark that our enemies will notice. That is enough for now.”

Wynn pushed her way to her knees. The pain made her gag. She coughed until spit dribbled from her mouth. The men laughed at her. She didn’t care. She really just wanted to stand up. It took her two attempts. The hallway seemed to spin around. She stumbled against a wall, breathing hard. When she thought she could make it, she started back toward her grandmother’s room. She flinched when the men came at her again, but Jafaar stopped them.

“Leave her,” he ordered. He held the strap of her purse in one hand. “She forgot her purse.” Wynn snatched it from him, but he wouldn’t let her go to her grandmother. “You saw that she is alive still. For now.” His eyes narrowed. “Don’t bother telling your white knights; I have eyes inside the house, watching you. Bring me something useful next week.”

Wynn clutched her purse to her chest. “How about I bring the cops?”

“If it would please you to do that, do it. But then it may also please you to pick out your grandmother’s coffin.”

Wynn slipped the strap of her purse over her shoulder. Wrapping her arms about her waist, she carefully made her way out of the house. 

She was halfway across Cheyenne before she realized she’d lost a shoe at Jafaar’s house. As soon as she became aware of that, she broke into tears. What was she going to do? Every choice led to only one place—her grandmother’s funeral.

What had Jafaar meant when he said he had eyes inside the house? If he did, why did he need her? Or were the “eyes” he mentioned only watching her? How could she even know, if Angel and his team didn’t? Who could she trust?

She had gone too far from her Cheyenne apartment to go back and get another pair of shoes, so she headed toward the mall where she could pick out another pair of flats. 

Perhaps the most important takeaway from this terrible afternoon was the news that there was another spy—or spies—already inside. Maybe if she found out whom, she could get help from the team.




















Chapter Six




Val hadn’t seen Ace since dinner. They’d spent the day in the bunker, catching her up on what was in Catherine’s papers. Dinner had even been a somewhat normal affair—none of the drama from two nights ago, much to Val’s chagrin. Seemed things only broke loose when they were shaken up.

Most of the team was together in the living room or billiards room, except Ace. He went to get her. Maybe she didn’t know she could join the rest of them. A quick look at Max’s locator app on his phone showed she was in her room. 

Upstairs, he knocked on her door. No answer. He tried the door—it wasn’t locked. Cracking it open, he listened for the sound of the shower, but all he heard was silence. Was she sleeping? 

“Ace?” he called out quietly. No lights were on. “You in here?” He stepped into her room and shut the door.

“I’m in here,” she said. As his eyes acclimated to the dark, he saw the bluish glow of some electronic device from her closet. He stepped to that doorway. Ace was sitting on the floor. Her safe was open. Beside her sat her case of secrets. She had her computer open. 

“What are you doing?”

“I’m making a memory.” She shifted her gaze from her computer to him.

He grinned. “All by yourself? Aren’t memories best shared with someone?”

She nodded to the space next to her. “You’re in this memory.”

He sat next to her, so close their bodies touched. “I am?”

She switched the movie she’d been compiling from edit to view mode, then handed him her laptop and leaned over to watch it as he did. Her breasts pushed against his arm. She smiled as she watched the video. He didn’t. He remembered that day at the waterfall—could feel its heat even now. 

He adjusted his position, spreading his legs wider to ease the tension in his groin. He’d taken that video of her frolicking in the waterfall, topless. Laughing, semi-shielded by the water she played in. He remembered when she’d come out of the water to help him switch the camera from still shots to video. He’d caught the beautiful blue butterfly on her slim back as she returned to the natural pool. The sound of the water had eclipsed anything she said, except her laughter and his own oddly heavy breathing. 

At one point, he’d turned around, slowly swinging the camera with him, catching the green curtain of willow and aspens shimmering in the September afternoon. 

Ace reached over and paused the video. “Why did you do that? What were you looking for?”

Val shrugged. “I don’t know.” It was a lie. He knew. She’d been so exquisitely feminine and filled with the simple joy of the moment. He knew right then what it was he wanted in a woman: he wanted everything that Ace was. Fragile and ruthless. Beautiful and deadly. He wanted to keep her, even knowing a woman like her could never set down roots and would never be his long-term. 

The pain of that realization had made him look away from her in that sunny glen. 

She hadn’t accepted his glib answer, so he added, “I wanted to make sure no one was coming up the path.”

She frowned. “Did you hear something?”

“No. But you had me a little preoccupied.” 

“If I didn’t care about my nudity, why would you?”

Because you’re mine. Only mine. Yeah. He was fucked. “A park ranger might have cared.”

She smiled as she looked up at him. “I never pegged you as the prudish type.”

Val didn’t answer that. Instead, he distracted her with a question. “Does your camera work in no-light settings?”

She nodded, then sat up to make some adjustments to the camera, which she apparently knew by heart. A bright light flipped on as she pointed the camera at him. She set her laptop aside and moved to straddle his lap. “It does, but it has an annoying light. I had a camera that had infrared night vision, but I lost it a while back.”

Val arched a brow. Knowing he was being recorded, he tried desperately to not focus on the feel of her sitting on him, so close to his now rock-solid dick. There wasn’t much to her—she weighed almost nothing, but he didn’t let that fool him. He knew there was enough to her to eviscerate a grown man. He’d seen the evidence of that on the walls of her apartment.

“Doesn’t seem like you to lose one of your memory makers.”

“Well, I didn’t lose it, exactly. It was taken from me, and I haven’t replaced it yet.”

“Who took it from you?” The light shining in his face made everything else in the closet pitch black. He couldn’t see her expression, but he felt the tension that slipped through her. She would have moved from his lap, but he caught her thighs and held her in place. “It’s a simple question.”

She set the camera down. The light was still on, so it was still recording. She leaned forward and put her hands on his shoulders. “It’s one I don’t want to answer.” 

Fine with him. They could fuck instead. “I know someone who spent his key formative years in solitary confinement, but even he knows how to share information and be part of a team.”

She leaned closer, lowering herself to her forearms, freeing her hands to touch his neck. “Who?”

“Blade.”

“Blade’s part of this team. Of course he knows how to share.”

“You’re becoming part of us.”

“Not for good. I never stay long in one place.”

“We’re on the same side.”

“Are we?”

“You doubt me?”

“I doubt everything.”

Val held her gaze, trying to decipher what she wasn’t saying. He smoothed a lock of hair from her temple. The light from the camera lit her face just enough to see all the nuances of her changeable expression. “It was Blade’s stepfather who held him against his will, yet he still learned to trust.”

“I wasn’t born with the trust gene.”

He smiled. “Lucky for you, it can be a learned behavior.”

“Only at a great cost.”

“There is no cost for trusting me. I will not let you down.”

She stared at him in silence. He tensed, realizing he wasn’t mistaking the hunger he saw in her eyes. He took hold of her hips. She didn’t jump out of his hands. He slowly moved his hands up her back, pressing her body into his. By the time her breasts were against his chest, she reached her hands out and flattened them against the wall behind him. Her lips were close to his. He could feel the warm puffs of her breath and her shallow breathing. She scooted lower on his body, centering herself over his hips, her weight pushed the hard ridge of his cock against his belly. He curled his hips against hers. Once. Her breathing stopped. Her eyes widened.

He didn’t smile. His body was too close to exploding. His hand moved upward, palming the base of her head, his fingers forking into her spiky hair.

“Ace, there’s something we need to talk about.” Before he could say anything more, his phone rang. Val’s lips folded in together in a tight line. He held Ace’s ass as he pulled his phone from his pocket. He took a quick look at the screen, then answered, “What?”

“We need to talk,” Owen said.

“Seriously, not a good time, man.”

“Val, get your ass down to the den. Not optional.” The line went dead.

Val dropped his phone on the carpet. He forked his hand into Ace’s hair. He brought their faces close together. Fuck Owen. He was right where he wanted to be.

“Who was that?”

He sighed. “I have to go.” Holding her close, he lifted her as they got to their feet, the light from her camera still illuminating her face. “Are you coming to my room tonight?” he asked.

“No.” She gave him a shocked smile. “What would Greer say?”

“I’m not gay, Ace, but I think you knew that.” He swiped his phone from the floor and left.




* * *




The house was dark as Val made his way down to the den. Seemed everyone had retired to their corner of the house already. A beam of light spilled into the hallway from the open door. Owen looked up from the desk as he walked in.

Val did not close the door behind him. He had nothing to hide. “You rang?”

Owen came around to the front of his desk and leaned on it. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Following orders.”

Owen’s eyes narrowed. “I never said fuck her.”

“There’s a line, Owen.” Val took a step closer to him. “You just crossed it.”

“I want information, without your emotions getting in the way. Don’t get so involved with her.”

“How about you stay out of my business?” 

“How about you don’t mix your business with the team’s? Ace is an unknown. We don’t know where she came from or who’s backing her.” 

“So it’s all about the mission, huh? Let’s talk about that. Like, why you’re withholding information from the team.”

“Not your call.”

“You agreed it’s time to tell the team everything.”

Owen crossed his arms. He glared at Val then gave a sharp nod. “I did, but that was before Ace moved in.”

“If we’re walking on a razor-thin edge, we better fucking know what our parameters are.”

“I’ll do it tomorrow morning. Ace stays upstairs.”

“Okay.”

“Keep your distance from her.”

Val shook his head. “Not your call.”

“Val—”

“I mean it. Leave it alone.”

Val left Owen and walked out through the double French doors onto the patio. The early October night was crisp. A few hardy crickets that had survived the first few frosty nights now chirped in solo appeals for mates that were quickly vanishing in the cool weather. 

He leaned against one of the portico’s support beams. The moon was just rising. An almost-full harvest moon, it was huge and orange. Thin wisps of grey clouds stretched across it like the moth-eaten shawls of a witch.

Val remembered another night like this, decades ago. It was the first Halloween that Owen had lived with them. Val’s childhood home was a large, sprawling mausoleum of a place, comprised of three sections built in three different centuries—the first coming when Virginia was just a colony. 

Val had never been allowed to go trick-or-treating. His sisters always made him special treats like candied apples and popcorn balls. They’d rented movies to play in an endless stream until the wee hours of the morning the years Halloween fell on a weekend. 

Val grinned, remembering those nights. His dad had never joined them. He always muttered there were enough real ghouls in life that he never found entertainment in drumming up more. 




The movies always started at dark. Owen had stayed for pizza, but then told everyone he was going to his room to read. Val had tried to get him to stay, but he hadn’t. Curious about why his cousin was avoiding the movies, Val had gone after him.

The servants had all gone home early to be with their families, so the huge house was dark and empty. Owen and Val’s sisters lived in the middle portion of the house that had been built in the early part of the nineteenth century. Val lived in the colonial portion of the house, which he had all to himself. But tonight, in fact every winter night, walking the different hallways to get to his room was a little unsettling. He’d just turned a corner, heading for the corridor that led to Owen’s room, when someone…or something…grabbed him and shoved a sweaty hand over his mouth.

“Took you long enough,” Owen growled.

Val pushed him away. “What’re you doing?”

“Want to go trick-or-treating?”

“We’re not allowed.”

Owen tilted his head and gave him a disbelieving look. “You gonna let that stop you?”

“I’ve never gone.”

“Really?” Owen grinned as he said that. “You a baby? Want to stay with the girls?”

Well, his sisters did get scared if he wasn’t with them. And pretty soon they were going to bring out the treats they’d made him. 

Owen took his hesitation as a negative. He shrugged and turned away. “Whatever. I’m going—with or without you.”

“You’re too old to go.”

“How would you know? You’ve never gone. Hell, you’ve never even been out of this house.”

“I go to school, same as you.”

Owen snorted and waved his hands in mock celebration. “Yay! Your dad lets you out to school, but that’s it.”

“Fine. I’m going with you tonight.”

“Good.” Owen started down the hall to his room. “I got our costumes all ready.”

“What are we going to be?”

“Zombies.”

In only a few minutes, they’d transformed from regular kids to dead kids. Owen had a knack for the gruesome. “How are we getting to town?”

“I parked our bikes in the woods earlier. We’ll lift them over the wall and ride to town. We’ll leave them in the woods on our way back and get them tomorrow.”

Val grinned. He liked having a friend here at the house. The girls were nice and all, but they never would have thought up an adventure like this. He and Owen sneaked down the back stairs in Val’s wing of the house. They ran fast across the big field that led to the woods bordering that side of the house. 

The moon faded in and out. Owen handed him a flashlight, which they only turned on once they were deep in the woods. Val, for a fact, was jumpy as hell. But Owen remembered exactly where he’d put their bikes. They grabbed them and headed for the outer wall that surrounded the homestead portion of their property, as it had since before the Revolutionary War. 

Owen tied rope to two areas of his bike, then stood on the seat and hoisted himself on top of the wall. Once he was up there, he lifted up his bike and lowered it down on the opposite side of the wall. He scrambled after it to free the rope, then climbed back on top of the wall and tossed the rope down to Val to do the same. He helped him lift it up and over the wall, then they both lowered themselves to the ground. 

The ride to town was two miles long on a dirt road that was crowded on either side by thick vegetation. The tree branches were bare and tented the narrow road like twined fingers. Val looked at Owen, second-guessing his decision to come. But he knew Owen would have gone by himself, and he couldn’t have let him do that, either. 

When they reached the big neighborhood in town, the macabre overtones of the night turned more festive. Kids of all ages hurried about with their bags and flashlights and costumes. Val grinned at Owen. They locked their bikes to a street lamp and headed in for their take.

An hour later, their pillowcases were full, even with Val eating his as they went. They got back on their bikes, rode the long, spooky way home, climbed back over the wall, and parked their bikes in the woods. 

The house was as dark as when they left. Val grinned, thinking they’d done all that and no one knew. He was going to say as much to Owen, but his cousin shushed him. He was looking at the little house in the pool area that they used as a party room. Lights were on in there. Owen turned toward it. 

“What are you doing? We need to get back inside the house.”

“I just want to see what’s going on. Did your dad say he was having a party tonight?”

“No.”

“So who’s in that house?”

Val was curious. He followed along. Looked as if a guy was standing guard by the front doors, so they crept up to the window on the side, as silently as they could. Straightening just enough to take a peek inside, they saw Val’s dad at a table with some other men, arguing. Looked as if his dad was the leader of the group, because the others seemed to defer to him when he broke off the discussion.

One of them happened to glance over at their window. Their zombie faces must have been a surprise, because he shouted and jumped to his feet. Owen grabbed Val’s shirt and ordered him to run. They did—so fast the wind screamed in Val’s ears.

They dodged around trees and shrubs. Somehow, they made it back inside the main house and up to Val’s room before all hell broke loose. Val had just managed to hide their haul before his father and some of his bodyguards burst into his room.

For a second, he looked relieved, but that was gone almost as fast as it appeared. Owen stepped in front of Val. “It was my fault, sir. I made Val go with me.”

“It wasn’t his fault. I wanted to go,” Val said, pushing his cousin aside.

“Go where?” his father asked.

“Into town to see the trick-or-treaters,” Val said.

“You were forbidden to do that.”

“Yes, sir,” Val said. No point arguing. He was going to get a beating. He always did. 

“Jason,” Owen tried again, “I did this, not Val.”

His dad turned on Owen, his face hard. He gripped Owen’s shoulder and shoved him toward the door. “Then maybe you’ll learn a lesson, too. Every decision has potentially deadly ramifications. Every choice you make affects others.” He pushed Owen into the hallway, to the bodyguards standing there, and slammed the door shut. Facing Val, he unbuckled his belt and pulled it from his pants.

At ten, Val had become inured to his father’s rages. Val remembered the look on his father’s face as he shouted and hit him. Val didn’t cry. He didn’t fight back, either. He just took the beating. It was usually the fastest way to get through it. The worst of it wasn’t the lashes, it was the words that came after.

“It’s good you already killed your mother, because it would kill her all over again to see you like this.”




Those words, those goddamned words, had haunted Val his entire life. He clamped his jaw shut as he looked at the shrouded moon. Not for the first time, he wished he’d never been born. The memory, though, wasn’t finished with him. 




Hours later, the house was quiet again. Val had washed the zombie paint off and changed into pajamas. He was lying on his bed, watching TV, when his door opened. He wondered if his father was having another wave of anger as he sometimes did, but it was Owen.

“You okay?” Owen asked.

“Yeah. You?”

Owen shrugged, then flopped on the bed next to him. “He didn’t do anything to me. Just shoved me out of the room. I’m sorry, Val. My dad said I’m supposed to protect you.”

Val sat up and faced Owen. “Why? Why would he say that?” It wasn’t like they could ask Nick Tremaine what he meant by that order; Owen’s dad was dead.

Owen gave Val a long look. “Because I’m older. It’s just that you live in this house like a bottled fish, kept separate from everything except for the time you go to school. How are you ever going to know what the world is like?”

Val considered that. Owen had been raised by his dad. Like Val, Owen’s mom had died years ago. They’d always gotten along because they were both motherless. At least his cousin, unlike Val, had known his mom. “I’m leaving in eight years,” Val said. “And I’m never coming back. Until then, I’m going to keep protecting my sisters.”

“Your sisters will be out of here long before you. I know I’ve only been here a week, but it doesn’t seem your dad loses his shit with your sisters like he does with you. Why is that?”

Val shifted his gaze to the TV and went silent. He knew, but it was a shame so deep he would never speak of it.

Owen took his silence as an answer. “Whatever, man. I won’t do that again.”

Val grinned at him. “Why not? It was fun.”

Owen returned his grin. “Did your dad take our candy haul?”

Val shook his head. He got out of the bed and grabbed their pillowcases of candy. “Nope. We better eat it before he figures out we did more than just watch the trick-or-treaters.”




Owen had had the same worried look then that he’d had tonight. What had he known then, and now, that he wasn’t sharing with anyone?

The gentle touch of a hand wrapping about Val’s arm drew him out of his musings. He looked down to see Ace looking up at him with huge, worried eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Val shuttered his expression and looked away, angry that she felt responsible for the shit between him and Owen. “It has nothing to do with you.” 

Val wondered why that memory had surfaced tonight. Maybe the spooky look of the moon had triggered it. Owen’s behavior tonight was over the top, like his dad’s had often been. He wondered again why his dad’s reaction to him was always disproportionate to whatever Val’s infraction had been. 

Ace’s silent, gentle presence beside him was comforting. He looked down at her. “Want to take a walk?” 

“Sure.”

If Owen knew something about Ace, he should fucking share it. But in the absence of such info, Val’s mission remained the same: learn her secrets.




















Chapter Seven




They left the patio and strolled out into the middle of the upper yard. Blade’s evil stepdad had spared no expense creating a beautiful garden, one that was as inviting at night as it was in the daylight, even in the autumn. The grassy areas behind the house were divided into an upper and lower terrace. Tonight, the orange moonlight spilled over the winter-brown grass as if it were a still lake. 

“Did you go trick-or-treating when you were a kid?” Val asked. It was time he learned more about who she was and where she came from.

She took a few seconds to answer, as if she were translating his question into a language she understood. “You mean, did I ever get something from someone while I looked like something I’m not?”

Val laughed. Of course there wouldn’t be a simple answer from her. “I guess that’s a no.”

Ace shrugged. “All the time.”

“Trick-or-treating isn’t intelligence gathering. It’s a kid in a costume begging for candy and threatening a negative result if the treat isn’t sufficient.”

“That’s what I said.”

Val chuckled. The woman was as cryptic as Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, one face covering another in layers of beautiful art. He stopped walking. “How long have you been trick-or-treating?”

“Long enough to give a whole lot more tricks than the few treats I got.”

“So when does it end? You’re hungry for change.”

“I never said that.”

He nodded toward her back. “You had ink cut into your back representing transformation. When does the butterfly come out?”

She met his gaze. “When my soul leaves my body. I am my own chrysalis.” 

Val lifted his gaze and stared at the trees at the edge of the lawn. Maybe that’s how it was for everyone. Val looked at the moon, which was now well above the horizon and not as big or as orange. Maybe everyone was in the process of transforming. 

He changed the subject. “Things have been crazy since you’ve been here. Has anyone given you a tour?”

“No.”

“Maybe it isn’t necessary, though.” His brows lowered as he looked at her. “You knew about the tunnel into the bunker.”

She lifted a shoulder and gave him a sheepish smile. “Seeing a floor plan and walking the actual site are always very different.”

Val shook his head as he steered them toward the path that led to the far side of the gym building. He was heading in the direction of the stables and Eddie’s kennels. He wished Ace still had her arm around his. “Tell me what you know of Blade’s house.”

They looked back at the house, which was glowing from various windows. “It was built in the sixties by a retired Air Force officer who’d been involved in the design and construction of the early missile silos in the region. It was at the height of the Cold War. Hundreds of brochures were being published advising people to build bunkers to survive an imminent nuclear war. He had the part of the current bunker that is the conference room built before the rest of the house was. I don’t know if he died, or was moved to a nursing home, but in the early eighties, the house was sold to Blade’s dad.”

“His stepdad, actually,” Val corrected.

She nodded. “When Blade left for the service, his stepdad had the bedroom wings, the gym building, and the big garage added—along with the additional space in the bunker. He was going to open it as a private retreat, using that as a cover for the comings and goings of groups of outsiders, foreign visitors, tourists who were part of King’s world. Big dreams, until he had some falling out with King.”

“He had decided to start his own blackmailing operation by providing pedophilia opportunities to some of his guests,” Val said. “King didn’t like his operation being undercut. Bladen faked his own death, then went into hiding.”

“Huh. I didn’t know that. I couldn’t explain what happened to Bladen the last few years before his death. When he came out of hiding, then, that’s when King’s longstanding hit order took care of him. During the years the house was empty, King used the place as a base station for representatives from his alliance with the Afghan warlord Abdul Baseer al Jahni.”

“Impressive summary. You’ve done your homework. How did you know about all that? Blueprints and all.”

“My handler. He has resources.”

“So it seems. Did you know that King had pedophiles working for him?” 

Ace sighed. “Doesn’t surprise me. So much of King’s hidden world pivots around sex and the owning of secrets and vices.”

“He let the former president of the WKB, Jefferson Holbrook, use the boys in the pride you’re looking for. Adelaide’s son may have been brutally abused—if he even still lives. Some of the boys were killed in acid pools adjacent to King’s gold reserves in the silo tunnels.”

Ace closed her eyes. She went so still that Val nudged her with his elbow to be sure she was still breathing.

“We have to find them,” she whispered. 

Val nodded. “We do.”

She looked up at him. The moment stretched into something that couldn’t be ignored. “Why did you pretend to be gay, Val?”

“I never pretended anything. I just didn’t try to dissuade you from what you wanted to believe.” Val lifted a hand to touch her cheek. His thumb moved over the porcelain-soft skin at her jaw. “The better question is why did you want me to be gay?”

Ace wrapped her hand around his wrist. “Oh my God. Someone’s over there.” She made a small gesture toward some shrubs on the side of the gym-building.

Val clicked his comm unit on and reported in. “Max, we got some tangoes crawling around the gym building.”

“On it.” Max put out the alert to the rest of the team. Val could hear him running via his comms. “Where are you?”

“Ace and I are out back, in the gym portico.”

“We gotta lock things down.”

“I know. Do it.”

There was some noise over the comms as the house was sealed up. Windows and doors automatically locked. Kit ordered the team to gear up and get the women and children down to the bunker. The Jacksons had already retired for the night, so he had Greer phone in a warning to lock things up and hunker down. Seemed all of it happened at once. 

Val didn’t know how many intruders there were. All of them were dressed head to toe in black, like ninjas. The odds were heavily stacked against them, as neither Val nor Ace was armed. The only advantage they had was the element of surprise, which they put to use when two walked past their hiding spot. A quick struggle and they’d incapacitated both men. Val and Ace stripped them of weapons. One had a strap with pouches for his throwing stars. Ace removed one star just as Max warned them to take cover. He turned on the floodlights. Shadows were running all over the grounds in the back of the house. Probably were in the front of it as well. Ace threw four stars, hitting one intruder in the hand, another in the neck. Val knelt and got off a few shots using an AR-15 he took from one of the guys they took down, dropping three more intruders.




* * *




A knock sounded on Wynn’s door. She’d just stepped out of the shower. The knock was frantic. Something was wrong. She wrapped the towel around herself then went to the door as fast as her aching body allowed. She’d grabbed her bathrobe, but didn’t pause long enough to put it on over the bath sheet covering her. 

“Wynn! Open up,” Angel said from the other side of the door.

She unlocked the door, then stepped back as Angel barged inside. He grabbed her arm. “Come with me.”

“Ow!” The way he’d pulled her hurt where she’d been kicked. She pulled free, trying to breathe through her pain. “Why? What’s happening?”

His gaze lowered to her arms and the dark bruises that marked her pale skin. He hissed, quickly releasing her. “What happened?”

Wynn searched his eyes. She didn’t miss the panic in them. “Nothing. What’s going on?”

“I need to get you to the bunker.”

“Why?”

“No questions. You have to come now.”

“Not like this. Let me dress.”

“No.” He pulled her robe from her hand and had her pull it on. “We’re under attack. Everyone is going to the bunker.”

He caught her hand and drew her down the hall to the north stairs by Rocco and Mandy’s suite. His long legs moved so fast that she had to really scramble. He never let go of her hand. He pulled her into the den, then into the closet. A panel was open, showing a yawning cavity, brightly lit. Mandy came after her with a sleepy Zavi in her arms. Kit was kissing his wife and Casey, then pushed them toward the closet where Angel was taking her. He pulled her aside and let the others go first. Hope was coming into the den.

“Follow them down. Do whatever Max and Greer tell you. Stay put until we give the all clear.”

“Angel—” She didn’t know what to say. She was scared. Terrified. For a second, the briefest space of time, he held her gaze until Hope put a hand around her waist and led her toward the stairs. The panel in the den closed behind them, with Angel on the other side.

“Hope, what’s happening?” Wynn asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know. Kelan said something about an intruder. He took Fiona, Eden, and Tank to the elevator. Remi’s already downstairs, he said.” She looked at Wynn. “Don’t be afraid. These things happen now and then.”

“It’s like an air raid in London during the Second World War.”

Hope smiled. “That’s exactly what it’s like.”

Wynn paused. “But why is that our reality?”

“Owen’s company is a private firm that hunts down terrorists.”

Wynn’s eyes widened. She knew Rocco worked for a private security company, but that meant something entirely different to her than this kind of thing. The timed light in the stairwell went out before she could ask more questions. They descended the remaining stairs by the light from the conference room.

Wynn was officially scared to death—more so than she’d been at Jafaar’s house. And now she knew the threat Jafaar posed to these people was real…as imminent as the threat he posed to her grandmother.

If it took a team the size of this one to fight him, what did she think she could do against him on her own?

But she was already in too deep. If she quit her job, Jafaar would kill Grams. And if she didn’t give him something soon, he would kill both her and Grams. But if she did give him any info, she would be endangering all of these people, who even now, at great risk to themselves, were protecting her as if she were one of them.




* * *




Val heard over his comm unit the guys joining the fray, taking different positions around the house. Max discovered the entry point; two sensors had been disabled in the southeast sector of Blade’s property, over near the stables and kennels. 

The fight ended almost as quickly as it started. Cameras in front of Mandy’s house caught several guys jumping into a couple of pickup trucks, spilling into the cabs and beds. The feed also caught Blade’s dad coming out of the little bunkhouse cabin with a loaded shotgun. Two shots disabled one of the trucks, but didn’t harm any of the escaping intruders. They rushed over to the remaining truck and took off.

Val overheard Ryker’s call into the ops room from Max’s comm unit. “What the actual fuck just happened?” he snarled. “Who the hell were those guys?”

“Don’t have any answers for you,” Max said. “Get back inside and wait it out. Rocco and Blade are on their way over.”

Greer was securing the downed intruders while the rest of the team were clearing Blade’s and Mandy’s properties. 

“Val,” Max said, “someone’s in the gym building. They must have already been inside when I locked everything down.”

“On it. Ace and I will check it out. Open the portico door, then lock it up behind us.” Val reloaded the magazine of the gun he’d taken from one of the intruders and snagged a fresh magazine from the belt of a nearby bad guy. 

They moved to the gym door that opened onto the portico. Max let them in. All the lights were off. “Val, there’s movement in the women’s locker room and in the weight room.”

Val motioned to Ace that there were two enemies in the building. He gestured toward the women’s locker room and then to the weight room next door. She nodded and stepped away, easing the swinging door open. Val hesitated. They should tackle them together. He started to follow her, but she put a hand on his chest and shook her head. 




Ace flipped the lights on in the ladies’ locker room. She crouched down and took a quick peek around the corner, looking for feet. The stalls and sinks were on one side of the bathroom, the showers on the other. Her target was either standing on a toilet seat or was in the shower space. 

She silently crossed the room to a spot where she could check out the shower side. The full-length privacy curtains were drawn across all the stalls. None moved. She turned toward the toilet stalls, moving slowly to the farthest from the door, checking by sight into each as she passed them. She couldn’t see someone crouching through the narrow cracks between doors, but it didn’t mean they weren’t in there. She pushed the first booth’s door open, her gun ready. Nothing. Same with the next and the next. At the last booth, she realized her target was either in the shower area, or he’d used one of the other doors to slip out. The door to the pool room opened from the shower side. 

A dark blur charged her. She hadn’t been off guard, but he was faster than she was. They struggled, but not for long. She felt the razor thin prick of a KA-BAR at her throat and went still. She still held her gun, but if she moved to take a shot at the man behind her, his knife would cut her first. She needed to empty her hand before she could do one of the maneuvers that Santo had taught her.

The man tightened his grip. “How many more came in with you?” he asked, his voice rough and low. 

“Five.”

“You’re lying.”

“Am I?” She knew he was trying to decide whether to kill her or use her as a hostage. 

“Drop your gun,” he ordered.

Ace huffed a sarcastic laugh. “If I drop it, it’ll go off. It’s one of yours, and you know you guys use cheap knockoff Glocks.”

“Shut up! Drop it!”

She held her one hand up and open, then slowly leaned forward to get the gun as close to the ground as she could. He leaned over with her. As soon as her hand was empty, she caught his collar and tossed him to the ground. Both of her hands were on his, trying to control the knife as she followed him down. With a knee on his chest, she used the momentum of his fall to guide his fisted knife into the soft flesh under his chin, shoving it up, deep into his brain.

She withdrew his knife and wiped it on his shoulder, then took his gun, pocketed his magazines, and went after Val. She was moving blindly without Max’s coaching from the team’s comm unit. She was going to make them remedy that once this was done…at least for the duration of her visit. 

She took the exit to the pool room and flipped the lights on. Unless someone was hiding in the pool, the room was empty. Holding her gun at the ready, she went back through the bathroom and into the hall. No lights were on in the remaining rooms. She heard Val and his target in the weight room. Val was giving him some talk therapy, trying to get him to surrender. From the sound of things, they were completely squared off. 

Ace knew light had spilled into the hall when she left the girls’ locker room, but the second target didn’t know if it was a friend or foe coming their way. 

“What’s the big deal, coming after Ace? You guys made a mess of her apartment.”

“We’re going to make a mess of her…and all of you.”

“Why?”

“King’s prerogative. She’s a loose end, and you’re harboring her.”

Ace crept closer. She could tell from their voices that Val was farthest from the door and her enemy was closest, but beyond that, she knew nothing about the setup. The door into the weight room was clear glass and was propped partially open. She took one more step, which brought her into Val’s line of sight. 

“What makes her a loose end?”

“She knows who King is.”

At that point, Ace stepped to the doorway. She and Val both fired. Their shots liberated the top of the guy’s skull. It was odd watching him fall, like in slow motion. The outside door opened. Greer and Kit spilled inside. Someone switched all the lights on. 

She looked at Val and he at her. He hurried out to her and pulled her into his arms, unmindful of the blood on her. “You hurt?” he asked, stepping back to give her a once-over. 

“Not my blood.”

When they separated, Kit and Greer had finished their sweep and cleared the building. Val’s friends looked her over, too.

“Anyone hurt?” Kit asked.

“Not us,” she said.

Kit stared at her a minute longer than was necessary before he nodded and shifted his focus to Val. “Lobo’s on his way over. Angel and Kelan are collecting bodies and survivors to hand over to him. Val, gear up and be ready to take out any remaining tangoes that show up on the heat-seeking drones Max is sending up. Greer, get down to ops and give Max a hand with those drones. And find out how these bastards breached our security. We’re gonna need some answers for Owen and Lobo.” 

“Copy that,” Greer said before taking off.

Kit looked at Ace. “That your work in the ladies’ locker room?”

She nodded. 

“Where’d you get your training?”

“A shadow taught me.”

Kit shook his head. “Yeah, that cryptic shit don’t fly here, feel me? Who taught you?”

“A man named Santo. He’s no one. He has no identity. He doesn’t exist in any database. He’s a shadow.”

Kit glared down at her. She hadn’t lied. She knew nothing about Santo. Not even his age. “We’ll talk about that some more. In the meantime, give your weapons to Val and go get cleaned up.” He nodded to Val to get her out of there.

They stopped at the end of the hallway into the house where it joined the main corridor by the south bedroom wing. Ace used the side table to disarm her weapons, then handed the two guns, their magazines, and the knife to Val. When she looked up at him, his eyes were serious.

“What?”

“Is it true what that guy said? You know King?”

She sighed. “Maybe I do. Maybe I’ve met him, but he was never introduced to me as ‘King.’ If I saw a photo of him, I could tell you whether I did or didn’t know him. But to say that I know him”—she shook her head—“just isn’t true. Believe me, if I knew who he was and where he was, he’d be one dead motherfucker.”




















Chapter Eight




“All clear, ladies.” Max’s deep voice spilled into the bunkroom as he opened the door. 

Wynn looked over at Zavi, curled over Mandy’s slightly rounded belly. While the rush to the basement hadn’t awakened him, Casey had never slept. She had school in the morning. What would she say to her classmates about tonight’s adventure? Did she know to say nothing at all? 

The other women in there with Wynn had spent the hour and a half they were hidden away talking in low voices about common, everyday things. Clothes. Casey’s school. Ivy and Mandy’s pregnancies. Just chitchat. As if the world they lived in wasn’t being torn apart outside the door of their room, a dissonance Wynn wasn’t sure she could ever become accustomed to.

Wynn tried to pick Zavi up so that Mandy wouldn’t have to carry him up the stairs, but it hurt too much. She made a small sound. Fiona came over and took Zavi. 

“Are you all right, Wynn?” Mandy asked.

“I hurt my back. I’m sorry I can’t lift him.”

“Don’t worry about it. He’s usually running ahead too fast for us to catch up with him.”

 She followed Mandy through the door. Rocco was waiting in the hallway. He hugged and kissed Mandy, squeezing his eyes shut. 

They weren’t the only ones exchanging relieved embraces. Wynn tightened her hold on her robe. Life was so fragile. And so cruel. Rocco took Zavi from Fiona. The hallway began to thin out. She was following the last of the couples into the conference room when she saw Angel crossing the room.

His eyes caught hers. She adjusted her robe, closing it a bit more, wishing she’d been dressed when the crisis hit. 

“How are you?” Angel asked, his voice low. The worry she heard in it was real.

“Fine.” She studied his face. “How are you?”

“I’m good. I’m sorry”—he shook his head—“about all of this.”

“Is everyone all right?”

“Everyone but the baddies.” He grinned as he said that, large white teeth flashing. Her heart beat a little funny. “How about I get you back upstairs?”

She nodded. “I need to dress.” He took her hand and turned her back toward the hallway. She didn’t mind that; his grip was strong and reassuring. “Where are we going?”

“We’re taking the elevator up.”

“There’s an elevator?” They went into what had to be an operations management room of some sort. Max and Greer nodded at them as they went through it and into the next room, a weapons room. How much more was there to this house than she knew? It probably even had secret passageways. Angel hit the button to call the elevator cab back down. She looked around the room they were in—an armory, really. Pale blue light came from each of the gun cases. 

The doors swung open. It wasn’t a big elevator, but could probably fit a half-dozen people at a time. Wynn folded her arms in front of her. When the elevator stopped, Angel worked the different gates and panels, then they stepped out into a bedroom on the first floor. He led her down the short hallway to the place where the bedroom wing joined the gym wing. They continued down the main hallway the length of the house. Several people were gathering in the living room. She thought she might join them after she changed. She didn’t want to be alone after everything that had just happened.

No one said anything to them as they crossed the foyer in front of the living room. Angel stayed with her. He led her up the north set of stairs, then took the short hallway leading to her apartment over the garage.

Wynn realized the house was arranged like an X with an elongated middle. Both ends had two wings: a bedroom wing and the gym wing on the south end, and the bedroom wing and garage wing on the north side. It was a huge, sprawling monster of a house.

She paused at her door, uncertain what to say to Angel. He reached for the door and opened it, then waved her inside. She turned to say good night, but he pushed the door open further and came inside.

“Okay. Shit’s calm downstairs. Who grabbed you hard enough to leave bruises?”

Wow. He was like a bulldog, getting something in his teeth and not letting go. “Forget it. It’s nothing.”

He didn’t answer, just continued to stare down at her, the muscles in his cheeks bunching as he waited.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You’re under our protection. Someone hurt you. I want to know what happened. So spill.”

“No one hurt me.” She turned from him and took a few steps. “It was my own fault. I went to visit my grandmother. She’s not doing well. I was upset when I left her, so I went for a walk to get my composure back before coming back here.” She shrugged. “I wasn’t watching where I was going. I stepped off a curb without looking for cars. A man grabbed me and pulled me back onto the sidewalk.” She forced a chuckle. “He saved my life.”

Angel didn’t share her humor, nor, she thought, did he buy her lie. “Maybe I should go with you next time you go to Cheyenne? Rocco and Mandy are depending on you to be whole and unharmed.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.” Wynn tried to hide her panic. If Angel came one day, that would be instant death for Grams, and possibly for her and Angel, too. “I’ll be more careful.”

He held her gaze for a minute. His dark eyes were filled with an emotion she couldn’t identify. What was it that she saw there? Loneliness?

“Thank you, Angel. It’s nice to know—” She caught herself before saying that it was nice to know she had someone she could go to. She didn’t. Not if she wanted Grams to live. “It’s nice to know you care.”

He took a step closer. “I do.” She couldn’t look away from him. She held her breath. He’d said a little while ago, during Rocco and Mandy’s wedding, that he would save their first—and only—kiss for a while. She wished he would spend that kiss now.

He didn’t. “Come downstairs after you get dressed.” He smiled. “Pajamas are fine. I imagine you don’t want to be alone tonight.” He turned and walked out of her apartment, closing the door behind him.

He was right. She didn’t want to be alone. She joined as few family gatherings as possible, for the simple reason that it would keep her ignorant of anything that might be useful to Jafaar. Maybe she could tell him about the attack tonight that was fended off. She had no idea who had done it. It was nothing, really. A bit of non-information.

The attack had gotten the attackers nowhere, and no one here was hurt.




* * *




Angel was leaning against the wall by the stairs into the dining room when Wynn came back down to the living room. He was relieved to see her. He ached to be near her but didn’t want to crowd her. He knew she felt a relationship—hell, even a fling—with him could put her position in jeopardy. 

Fuck that. There was going to come a time for them. Soon. Until then, he’d be patient. He remembered her bruises. He hated seeing her injured. He couldn’t dwell long on that, however. Val was having a rare temper tantrum. It was more than a little unnerving to see the one guy on the team who usually kept everyone else cool lose his shit.




Val was pissed. He looked at Ace as he made yet another pass across the room. Her face was bruised, her knuckles bandaged. She’d been fearless in the fight, capable and emotionless.

The attack had been worse than what had come for her at her apartment. Was King going to keep scaling things up? Did he not care about the growing mountain of bodies? Did Lobo? And was it true that Ace knew King? How could she not know if she did or didn’t?

The big room was preternaturally silent. The Jacksons had come over from their house across the property. They were hustling around, serving coffee, tea, and snacks, which no one ate.

The team’s women were pale and withdrawn. The guys were all banged up, except Selena. Owen had kept her inside for backup in case their enemies had penetrated the house. Fortunately, none had gotten inside. Not tonight, anyway.

Val turned around, but stopped instead of making another pass. He looked across the room at Owen. His cousin met his gaze. “It’s time, O.”

“Time for what?” Kit asked.

Val ground his teeth but didn’t answer. He just stared at Owen. 

“Kit, let’s convene in the den,” Owen ordered.

Kit nodded and stood, but Val stopped him. “No. Let’s discuss it here.”

Owen glared at him. “Doesn’t involve everyone in this room.”

“The fuck it doesn’t. They’re on the same ride we are.”

“What’s this about, Owen?” Kit asked.

Owen looked around the room, his gaze catching on his team and the women, before coming to rest on Ace. 

“She stays,” Val said, preempting Owen’s objection. “All of them do.”

Wynn stood up. Her eyes darted around the room. “I’m going upstairs. I want to make sure the kids are settled. I’ll crash on the sofa in the sitting room in case they need me. Wake me when you come up.” She caught Angel’s attention. She nodded at him. Val noticed that he was frowning at her as if trying to puzzle something out. He tucked that observation away for later thought.

Owen sighed. He stepped into the big ring of people and perched himself on the arm of one of the armchairs. He folded his hands together between his legs, and looked at the knot his threaded fingers made.

Val knew Owen was uncomfortable talking openly about any of this. Maybe he’d been wrong to force the issue. 

Owen looked at him, then at the rest of the room. “It’s late. Go be with your families. We’ll meet in the morning. Lobo will be joining us.”




* * *




Val tried to crash that night, but the adrenaline of the night’s fight made him restless. After more than an hour of staring at the ceiling, he decided to burn off his anxiety with a workout downstairs.

He hit the boxing bag for a half-hour, then jogged for another half-hour, and finally felt like he’d burned off his excess energy. Back in his room, a long, hot shower took the rest of his edge off. He dressed in pajama bottoms, then just stood there and stared at his bed. 

He kept seeing Ace fight while they were waiting for the rest of the team to get outside. She was precise and calm. Full-on Terminator mode. She was a thing of beauty and horror, and he craved the sight of her.

Val shut off the lights in his room, then went down the hall to hers. Her door wasn’t locked. Curious. Maybe she’d been too tired to lock it before she slept. The lights were out in her room. 

He didn’t want to wake her, so he picked a spot across from the side of the bed where she slept, then slid down the wall to crouch on the floor. She was stretched out under the covers, not curled up in a fetal position. He wished he knew what it was that made her tick, what drove her to be a fighter. 

A warrior of her skill wasn’t something that she stumbled into being; it was something she’d trained a long time to become.

But why?

As his eyes got used to the low light in the room, he noticed that she was looking at him. “Val?”

“It’s me. Go to sleep.”

She lifted the covers. “Get in here.” She scooted over to make room for him.

He didn’t argue. He didn’t want to make it a sexual thing, so he stayed on his side with his back to her. She moved close enough to spoon his back. When she wrapped her arm around his side, he covered her hand with his and twined his fingers through hers. 

Sleep finally took him.




















Chapter Nine




Val was late heading down in the morning, but was just in time to greet Lobo as he came in the front door. Val nodded but didn’t waste cheery words on him. Lobo always looked intense, from his eyes to his jaw to his lean body. 

“Who are you?” a child said. Val looked down to Zavi standing beside him, staring at Lobo.

“That, young Zavi, is Loco Lobo.”

Zavi frowned at Val. “Loco means crazy, right?”

Val grinned. “Why, yes it does.”

Lobo arched a dark brow. “I’m Christian Villalobo. Nice to meet you, Mr. Silas,” Lobo said, bending over to shake hands with Rocco’s son. 

“Zavi?” Wynn called from the top of the main stairs. “It’s time to begin our studies.”

“Okay, Miss Wynn. Bye, Uncle Val, Mr. Villalobo.”

Lobo watched him go up the stairs. “He looks just like his dad.”

“He does. Want some coffee?” Val asked.

Lobo rubbed the back of his neck. “Sure. Haven’t been to bed yet. Could use some caffeine.”

Ace was in the dining room when they came up the steps from the living room. She’d just polished off a plate and was refilling her coffee cup. Val felt a jolt of awareness when their eyes met. 

“Ace…Lobo,” he said. He didn’t miss Ace’s full appraisal of Lobo, and it did little to improve his mood. Somehow women always fell for the tall, dark, and lovely ones. Lobo certainly fit that profile, with eyes like a cup of Darjeeling, a day’s growth of dark scruff, full Latin lips, and dark brows that hung low and brooding over his eyes.

“Hungry?” Val asked.

“I could eat.”

“Make a plate. You can take it downstairs.”

When he had what he wanted, Lobo went ahead of them into the den, heading for the bunker stairs. Lobo went through the secret door, but Ace caught Val’s arm. “Is he on your team or mine?” she whispered.

Val’s eyes narrowed. “We had that discussion yesterday.”

“Was just wondering. You looked at him like you wanted to eat him alive.” She laughed.

“I was looking at him from your eyes.”

“My eyes weren’t looking at him.” She chuckled as she went in front of him, giving Val a brief glimpse of those canines of hers that just slightly overlapped the adjacent teeth. He glared at the door. It shut before he could follow her. Her laughter was like a warm caress on his groin, shooting it to life. Great. She’d credit Lobo for that, too, no doubt.  

Downstairs, everyone was there. Val made a point to take a seat between Ace and Lobo. 

Owen opened the meeting, bringing Lobo up to speed on what they’d learned about the Omni World Order from the stolen library and from Ace. 

“So, any idea who sent those guys last night?” Kit asked Lobo.

“Not yet. We’re IDing them now. I’ll send some info shortly.”

Owen looked at Max. “How did they get onto the property without a warning?”

“They used a couple of drones to jam the wireless signal at two sensors on the east border between Blade’s and Mandy’s properties. We’ll be making some modifications to our system so it can’t happen again.”

Lobo leaned back in his seat and studied Owen. “That everything?”

“Yes,” Kit said.

“No,” Ace countered. She shot Val a glance, then leaned forward and looked at Owen. “The men last night in the gym said they were there for me, that I was a loose end because I know King.”

Owen’s brows shot up. “Do you?”

“Maybe. I don’t know who he is, but if he’s using a different name, maybe he is someone I’ve met.”

“How would you know him?” Lobo asked.

She looked at the FBI agent as she carefully answered. “I’ve been in the Omni resistance for a long while.”

Lobo looked from Ace to Owen. “I’ll let you drill down on that.” He stood. “Keep me posted.”

Owen nodded. “Likewise.”

When Lobo had gone upstairs, Owen started pacing. Val leaned back in his seat and watched him.

“We’re getting closer,” Owen said. “We hit a nerve when we caused King the loss of his Colorado palace. We can’t let up on him.”

“What was it that you were going to say to us last night?” Kit asked Owen.

“There’s a piece of the puzzle that we don’t have.”

“But you know it,” Val said, pinning Owen with a hard look.

“I have pieces of the puzzle, but they may not fit the way I expect they should. Greer, I know you’ve been doing some digging into how we all may be connected…to each other, and/or to King.” 

Greer met Owen’s eyes, but neither confirmed nor denied his statement.

“I want you to hack the Red Team’s recruitment files.”

“You know what’s in them,” Val said.

Owen shook his head. “Not all of them. Not for all of you. There is a reason you were all in the Red Team; it wasn’t chance that brought all of you to the team.” He faced the team. “The Red Team is simply the resistance codified.”

“Why did you get out?” Val asked. “Why form Tremaine Industries?” 

“The Red Team’s commission had to be privatized. Its Army counterpart had been infiltrated by the Omnis. And it couldn’t do the mission it was formed to do.”

“So which side are Senator Jacobs and his son on?” Blade asked.

Owen’s lips tightened. Val knew he had a huge amount of admiration for Senator Jacobs. He’d risked his life and that of his family and friends to get the Red Team set up. “I don’t know. I never could figure out who in the Red Team was an Omni.”

“Then maybe we need to take a look at Jacobs and his son,” Val said.

“And everyone on the funding committee. As well as all team members,” Kit said.

“Any of us could have been sleepers,” Kelan said.

Owen shook his head. “Not any of you here. I handpicked all of you. Kit, I want a team to take Ace down to the tunnels. Maybe she’ll pick up something that Lobo’s team has missed.” 

Val noticed Ace’s sharp reaction to that. She was looking at the table, but her breathing had turned shallow. 

“What about finding Adelaide?” Val asked.

Owen gave Val a hard stare. “I’m not going to put my personal desires ahead of the team’s mission. If King took the boys, then finding them will help us find King.”




* * *




After the meeting broke up, everyone turned their attention to their assigned duties. The guys going to the tunnels split up to gather what they needed. 

“We’ll meet out front in ten, Ace,” Val said as she went past him down the hall. 

She didn’t answer him. She had to get to her room fast, before any of them saw the panic wrapping itself around her, constricting her breathing. She was cold. There was something she was supposed to do, but she couldn’t think of it. She got to her room and leaned against the closed door.

She heard again what the guy last night had said, that she knew King and was a loose end he needed removed. Memories she’d long ago locked behind iron walls flashed against her mind in angry waves. Did she know King? Had he been one of the ones who used her? She wasn’t weak. She’d never cried during all of that. They killed the ones who cried. Only the ones who shut up and put up survived. 

She’d survived. 

But she’d sworn never to return to the tunnels that first day she was out—a vow even her handler had honored. 

The sound of Val’s voice down the hall snapped her out of her temporary paralysis. Kit said there was a possibility they might be staying overnight, so she grabbed the few things she needed and shoved them into her bag. She took her Glock 19 out of the safe and holstered it at her waist. 

“Hey,” Val said from her doorway. She stepped out of the closet. “You left before I could fit you with a vest.”

“Will I need one where we’re going?”

“Probably not, but let’s make sure this fits. Just in case.”

She took the heavy Kevlar vest and strapped it on. She could still reach her weapon. She wished she were going into the tunnels with a helluva lot more fire power than just her handgun. Like maybe a flame thrower and a couple full gas tanks.

“What are we getting into where we’re headed?” she asked.

Val gave her an assessing look. She didn’t squirm. She just wanted to get through this day without anyone discovering her secret shame. Sometimes there were parts of a person no one ever needed to know about. 

“King had an underground palace in some tunnels in an old missile silo down in Colorado. It was a sophisticated setup; he’d obviously been there a long time. Decades, maybe. It was where Fiona was taken. Kelan blew the doors wide open. King’s gone from there, but Owen’s hoping you’ll see something we missed.” He tilted his head. “Have you been to the tunnels before?”

“No.” Her lie came fast. Too fast. She was glad he let it ride.

“Have you heard of the War Bringer?”

Her eyes went wide. She nodded. “A prophecy from the old OWO lore. Many thought the War Bringer was just a boogeyman to keep the young watchers on their feet. No one really believed he was going to be the end of the Omnis.”

“Kelan’s the War Bringer. And it was he who stole King’s underground palace from the Omnis.”

Oh, shit. This whole thing was a lot farther along than she ever thought. She wondered if her handler knew about Kelan.

Downstairs, she discovered that it wasn’t just her, Val, and Max going, but Max’s girlfriend, Hope, and Kelan were also joining them. Ace was the first to climb into the SUV. She would have gone straight to the far back row of the Expedition, but Val directed her to the middle row. Hope got in the far back. Max and Kelan took the front seats, and Val sat in the other middle-row seat with her. 

She caught herself staring at Kelan, wondering if what Val said was true. God help them all if it was.

They were almost to Cheyenne when Val reached into the cooler and pulled out a few water bottles. He handed her one and passed some others around. She held it to her face and neck, then rolled it between her palms, trying to distract herself from her persistent panic about returning to the tunnels. 

Val watched her. She didn’t meet his eyes. He reached over and adjusted the temperature so it was cooler on her. It was a considerate thing to do. He was always doing nice things for her. She hated that. She didn’t look at him—his eyes read too much. 

Hope leaned forward and asked her, “Max said your friend, Adelaide, had a son in Lion’s group. Do you know what his name is?”

“His civilian name was Augustus. Adelaide called him Augie. But the watchers get new names when they join a group. I don’t know what his pride name is.”

“How old is he?”

“Nine, I think.”

Hope shook her head and settled back against her seat. Her eyes were sad. “Why does King use children?”

Ace knew why, but the truth was ugly, and she didn’t want to tell Hope the reasons, so she settled on a partial truth. “Kids can move around easily. No one pays a lot of attention to them…they don’t look like enemies.”

Hope leaned her head against the back of the seat and sighed. “God. I hope we find them soon. Who knows what King’s doing to them.”

Max nodded without taking his eyes from the road. 

“So how did you guys find these tunnels we’re going to?” Ace asked, and was actually proud of how normal her voice sounded.

“Fiona was kidnapped by King and taken there,” Val said.

Ace closed her eyes. “Let me guess—she was twenty-one.”

She caught the frown that flashed across Val’s features. “She was.”

“Did he… Did Kelan get her out in time?”

Val was as still as a stone slab. “He got her out.” Ace realized from the intense look he shot her way that she’d revealed more than she’d intended to. 

She looked out the window, turning away from him as she thought about her conversation with Fiona a few weeks back. That was why she’d said what she had when they talked at the extra apartment that Ivy had available. And goddamn—she was King’s kid. The golden offspring—King’s or those of his royals—never stood a chance against the OWO machine. 

Look at what happened to Adelaide. Ace hoped Kelan and his friends knew the challenges they faced keeping King from his kid…even if she was no longer a virgin, her genes were pure—and that was all King needed her for.

She fell into a contemplative silence for the rest of the drive down. Whatever she’d been expecting, it wasn’t what she saw when they pulled off the dirt road onto the property near one of the entrances. A high fence topped with razor wire had been installed around a few acres. Several long tractor-trailers were parked inside the fence. An armed guard stood by each. A mobile office trailer was set up in one corner. Several cars were parked in front of it, all with government license plates. 

“What’s going on here?” Ace asked.

“The FBI, a few other agencies, the Smithsonian, and volunteers from a couple of other museums and universities are cataloguing the contents of the tunnels. Seems King was holding a fortune in stolen art and contraband artifacts. And those are just the things that were found, not the people he held here as captives.”

Ace got out of the SUV. Her feet were strangely leaden. The others started toward one of the big metal buildings on the side of the grounds. Val noticed she wasn’t with them. He walked back toward her, his brows knitting as he looked at her. 

“S’up?” 

She crossed her arms. “Nothing.” Val always read her too easily to think he didn’t see the terror she was trying to hide. She looked over to the steel building. It had been there when she was, too. It covered the main entry point for the tunnel. She glanced at the many government vehicles. It wasn’t reassuring to know the Feds were here. Some of them were King’s men. Like sending a fox to tally the loss of chickens in the henhouse…with feathers still sticking to its face. She lifted her chin and met Val’s gorgeous, worried blue eyes. 

Val stepped closer to her. “Ace, I know fear when I see it.”

Her breath huffed out of her chest. She leaned her head against Val’s chest, her arms were still folded in front of her. Took only a second for his arms to wrap around her back. “I’m not afraid,” she said.

“We don’t have to do this. We can wait up here.”

She straightened, unfolding her arms as she looked up at him. “We do have to do this. I’m cool.” He didn’t move and didn’t seem convinced. “I’m cool like ice.” Which wasn’t a lie.

He sighed and took her hand and led her toward the steel building. She returned his grip. Hard. She stopped, making him stop with her. “They’re here, you know. King’s spies.”

He didn’t brush that off, didn’t tell her she was crazy. “I’m not surprised. That’s not going to change until we find the bastard and get closer to his circle of generals. Owen’s gotten us clearance to be here. Let’s just make use of this time, see if there’s anything we haven’t seen before when Kelan was here or when Max was going through the tunnels in his search for Lion.”

She nodded. She lifted her camera and snapped some pictures of the compound’s parking lot. She looked at Val and got a picture of him, too. He’d be a bright spot in this dark memory.

They checked in, then went down the stairs that led into King’s Warren. Val and Ace were a little behind the others. He paused inside the stairwell. “When you want to leave, we’ll go.”

She looked up at him, already wanting to leave. “When I want to leave, I’ll go.”

“And I’ll go with you. We’ll go.” He turned and started down the stairs. 

At the landing, Val looked back at her and paused, his hand on the fire door that led to the floor where the FBI had set up operations. “Hey.”

“What?” she snapped, realizing too late her tone showed her tension.

He smiled. Just a little. His eyes, his whole focus, were on her. “You can breathe normally. There’s plenty of oxygen pumped in down here.”

She punched his arm. “I am breathing normally.”

“Uh-huh.” He opened the door and held it for her.

She took a step into the service hallway where the guest restrooms, ballroom, and big telephone alcove were. The lights were on, but weren’t anywhere near as bright as the sunlight was above ground. Ace felt her breath lock up in her chest. It lasted only a few seconds, but was long enough that Val noticed. His lips thinned, but he didn’t say anything about it.

“The war room is set up over here in the ballroom,” Val said, leading the way.

“You’ve been here before?”

“Yeah.” Val looked over his shoulder at her. “Have you?”

She didn’t answer that. She physically couldn’t—her jaw was clamped shut too tightly. They stepped inside the ballroom. Folding desks were set up like an old-time newspaper bullpen in one half of the huge space, grouped by agency—CIA, FBI, NSA, and other alphabets. The other half of the war room was filled with cots, like a refugee camp. Ace lifted her camera and snapped a couple of shots. It was easier processing it through the lens of a camera. Made it almost seem as if she wasn’t there in person. 

She looked behind her to the double doors they’d just come through, wondering what else was left of the underground palace she’d known. She shot Kelan a measuring glance. How the hell had he managed to expose this to the outside world? How had he, an outsider, gotten in and out, and lived to tell the tale? Maybe he really was the War Bringer.

He met her gaze. He looked grim, as if the place held hellish memories for him, too.

“How about if we check things out?” Max suggested. “If you find something useful—or find anything that will help us locate Lion—shout it out, Ace.”

She nodded. She led the way out of the ballroom, taking the lead before someone else did. It was like being in a lucid dream; she could consciously move about, but none of it felt real. It had been six years since she’d last seen the tunnels. It hadn’t changed at all. The long banners still alternated with the columns that once held busts of ancient Roman and Greek statesmen. The art was mostly gone from the main hall, hopefully returned to its rightful owners.

She snapped more pictures. Workers were everywhere, taking photos, writing notes, chatting in small groups using quiet voices, like this was a place to be respected—a museum or a library, not the headquarters of an obscene would-be dictator. 

She wanted to scream and break something, wake everyone up out of their trance.

Val reached over and grasped her hand. The contact anchored her. She blinked, taking a firm hold of his hand as she had above ground. They walked down a corridor to what were once the administrative offices of King and his cronies. 

She stood in the middle of King’s office, feeling the past and present simultaneously. When she spoke, it was in a hesitant voice, as if she feared the people in her memories would hear her. 

“This was King’s office.” She looked around the room. “He spent a king’s ransom, literally, building this underground palace. Nothing is as you see it. Each room has at least one secret or hidden access point. It’s all a stage, you know. Like a room in a theme park attraction.” She hadn’t intended to give them that, but it just spilled out. It wasn’t until she’d gotten out of the tunnels that she learned how odd its construction was.  

“You’ve been here before?” Kelan asked.

“I saw floor plans. Once.” 

Val sent a look around at the others. “Show us. Everything,” he said.

And she did. For hours, they walked around the visible rooms. She didn’t talk about who’d been in each room, or what it was used for. She kept her explanations to something anyone might have picked up from a blueprint.

When they were finished, they returned to the ballroom. Lobo was there. “What happened to all the people who were here in the tunnels?” she asked him.

He stared at her a minute. “Different things. Some were taken to detention centers for processing. Some went to hospitals. Some were released.”

“Can you tell me if a man named Santo Linhart was processed through here?”

That caught Val’s attention, but she ignored him. Lobo looked through a database of names. “Don’t see him on the list. What did he look like?”

“He was old. He had long white hair and a matching beard.”

“We saw him,” Kelan said. “He was down in one of the lower levels in what was like a village.”

“I remember him,” Lobo said. “He did come through here. Odd that he’s not on the list. But also not surprising. He could have given us a different name. None of the residents here had normal IDs.”

Ace nodded. Not the news she’d hoped for, but at least she knew Santo was alive and had been rescued. “This silo complex is one of several that go on for miles. Did you search all of them?”

“I wasn’t aware they were connected,” Lobo said.

“The blueprint I saw showed they were,” she said. She’d never seen a blueprint for the tunnels. But she had been through several miles of them underground. She knew they were connected.

“We’ll look into it.”

She nodded, accepting his dismissal. For now. Maybe he would, maybe he wouldn’t conduct a search. But this was one of the key spots that she hadn’t yet eliminated as a hidey-hole for the watchers. She sent Val a look. If Lobo didn’t do the search soon, she was going to have to. The government had made it a lot easier since they’d cleared out the Warren. It would still be a nightmare, but it was doable.




















Chapter Ten




“What do you hear?” Santo had asked her one sunny summer afternoon during one of their training sessions. This was a season after the terrible deed she’d committed against Adelaide. 

Sitting on the sunbaked prairie, she felt like she’d crawled into an oven. She took a deep breath of the hot air, focusing her senses on her hearing. It wasn’t easy. The spiky buffalo grass poked into her thin cotton trousers. She was thirsty. The ground was hard.

“Focus,” Santo ordered. 

“The wind. I hear the wind.” It rolled over the dry ground like a hot breath.

“No. What do you hear?”

Grasshoppers snapped as they flew a few feet at a time. “Grasshoppers.”

“No. Listen, child. Open your senses, hear with all of them. Feel what you hear. Taste what you hear.” He waited a moment. “Tell me again, what do you hear?”

Ace listened with her ears, her skin, her hair—with everything that she was. It wasn’t one sound that she heard. It wasn’t a collection of sounds. It wasn’t even a medley of independent sounds. It was a tapestry of them, woven together, making an integrated fabric of sound, motion, and sensations. The black beetles scuffling through the fine dirt. The breeze that made the blades of grass scrape against each other. The hawk crying overhead. Grasshoppers, snapping while they soared through the air. A bee. Some flies. The wind whining in her ears. Her hair moving over her shoulder. The sun baking the moisture from every living thing. 

This, and so much more. She heard everything. And there was no English word for the rich fabric of life that blanketed her. She opened her eyes and looked at Santo. He smiled at her. 

She jumped to her feet, amped by what she’d just experienced. “What is the word for that?”

He looked up at her, the smile still in his eyes. “There is no word for it. It’s a knowing. Knowings are truths too rich for human classification.”

Ace felt the moisture of tears on her face, cool at first, then dry and itchy before they reached her chin. 

“Sit, child.”

She did, feeling as if her entire being had been rewired. 

“You must seek to know all truths. It will save your soul. Close your eyes.”

She did as ordered, uncertain whether she could take in much more. She slipped into the awareness she’d just learned. A new sound was added to the tapestry. She heard a long body undulating through the powdery dirt, the sound the air made as a thin bit of flesh waved through it. 

Ace was startled out of her reverie by the touch of a heavy, cold, moving column that climbed up over her thigh. Her eyes opened. She gasped as she stared at the enormous triangular head of the rattler that was looking up at her, its tongue flicking.

“Calm yourself,” Santo ordered. “Still your breathing. Slow your heartbeat. Become that tapestry around you. Be nothing but what you hear. Become invisible. If you are part of all that is, you are no enemy to the snake.”

She pulled the sounds around her into herself, disappearing into the landscape. She became nothing. How long she stayed in that place, she was uncertain. When she next opened her eyes, Santo was gone. So was the rattler. She looked at the ground around herself. There were no tracks in the dirt showing that the snake had ever been there. Had it? 

Santo said she had to seek to know all truths. Had he somehow tricked her into believing the snake was there? Or was that snake real?

She got to her feet, feeling her stiffness for the first time. She walked to the bunker entrance. She didn’t want to go back underground. She felt too large to be contained. But that choice wasn’t hers to make, so she returned to the darkness below.




Ace woke on the bed in the room she’d been assigned at Val’s team’s place. She got up and moved in an agitated way around her room. When those walls seemed to close in on her, she stepped out into the dark hallway, walking absently until she reached the end of the corridor. She turned and started pacing back the way she came.




* * * 




“Hey, man, Ace is wandering the hallways,” Max said when Val picked up the home phone that buzzed in his room. “You may want to check in on your girl. She’s headed your way again.”

His girl. Val liked the sound of that. If only that was how things were with them. “She’s not my girl, but I’m on it.” He opened his door and leaned against the jamb. Didn’t take long for her to come into sight. She was looking down, so she didn’t see him immediately.

“If you’re too edgy to sleep, this place is full of amenities,” Val said, keeping his voice low. Ace’s head shot up. She stopped in her tracks then just stared at him. It was far too dark to tell her expression. Val replayed his words in his mind and realized they sent the wrong impression. “I meant, there’s the pool, the weight room, the pool table, the media room…”

She still didn’t move. Jesus, he wished he could read minds. 

“Could we talk?” she asked.

He straightened. “My door’s always open.” He stepped back and held it for her, then closed it behind her. She walked into his room and crawled under his covers. He rethought his amenities offer as he followed her. His room was pitch black. He’d drawn the curtains, as he’d intended to sleep in in the morning—at least until someone called and told him to get moving. That decision meant that he could see even less of her now than he had in the sitting room. 

Oh well. He lifted the covers on the side of the bed where she’d gotten in and quickly realized she was in his spot. He liked being nearest to the door; it was a habit he wasn’t willing to compromise. “Move over,” he ordered.

She did, but only about a body’s width. There was no way for him to avoid touching her. And the thin hope he’d had disappeared as soon as she rolled over to his side and bent her leg over his thigh. He opened his arm so that she could snuggle against his chest, which she didn’t hesitate doing.

Holy fuzzballs, she was a tiny thing. All sharp edges—her knees, her ribs, her elbows. But not her breasts. Those plump curves were pressed against his side like hot balloons. 

He held still, wondering what to do next. She wasn’t wiggling, petting, or in any other way indicating she wanted sex. In fact, from her relaxed posture, he was pretty sure she’d already fallen asleep. 

And then she straddled him. He felt her body arch as she took her T-shirt off, leaving her wearing only her knit boxers. He’d been hard since she walked into his room. He got harder when she climbed into his bed. And now his cock throbbed to take what she was offering. 

Val moved his hands from her hips, up her slim waist, over her ribs, to cup her bare breasts. Goddamn, he wanted to see her. He felt her tight nipples against his palms. He sat up, kissing her between her breasts. He reached up to her neck and pulled her face down toward his. He kissed her mouth, her chin, the base of her throat. Her arms wrapped about his shoulders. Her body rocked against his groin. He spread his legs beneath hers and pushed up against her. 

She caught his face and kissed him. Her mouth was hungry. He gave her everything she asked for, held nothing back. When she lifted her face, she arched her body against his. He pressed his face to her neck and breathed in the essence of her skin. She’d showered shortly before coming to him. Spicy and sweet. Roses, orchids, and patchouli. He licked her skin, then ran his teeth down the column of her neck and over her collarbone. Her nails dug into his bare back. 

They were wearing far too many clothes. He leaned her back, laying her on the bed. He pulled her shorts off and tossed them aside. Standing, he shucked his own pajama bottoms, then sheathed himself in a condom from his nightstand drawer. His cock was standing out at a hard right angle to his body. 

When he turned back to the bed, he realized the damned room was too dark to see much of her. He stomped over to his drapes and yanked them partially open. He looked at her again. Her legs were spread and her fingers were playing with her sex. Christ. That alone almost made him come. 

He knelt on the bed and lifted her hand then sucked her fingers into his mouth, smelling her heat and tasting her sweet hunger. He leaned over her and kissed her. He let his tongue skim across her upper canines, feeling their sharp points and slight overlap. Her hands went around his neck, urging his body closer, but he kept his distance. 

He pulled one hand free and nibbled at her wrist. She reached between their bodies and cupped him. His cock jumped against her wrist. She wasn’t making this easy. Didn’t matter. He had no intention of rushing this first time, not when he’d hungered for it for so damn long. He kissed her chin, then caught it between his teeth and drew them down her skin. He nuzzled the soft area under her chin, then made his way down her neck and chest. 

He slid down to her breasts, moving himself out of reach of her hands. He paused briefly, his face pressed between those rounded mounds, concentrating on easing the throb in his cock. Holy fuck. He’d never wanted a woman like he wanted Ace right then. He palmed her breasts, nuzzled their soft under curves, sucked on her nipples, then held them as he went lower on her, dragging his face against her belly. He licked her navel. There was a small scar there that he tested with his tongue. 

She lifted her hips against his chest, distracting him from that investigation. He pressed his face to the soft flesh between her hips. Then his chin was on the narrow strip of coarse hair on her mound. He kissed both sides of that, briefly sucking her soft, smooth skin there. 

He caught her knees and widened her legs, then stroked a couple of fingers between her folds. She was wet for him. He tongued her clit. She tasted so goddamned sweet. He caught her ass in both hands and pressed his face to her core, licking, sucking, working her passion to a fevered pitch. He felt her fingers in his hair, her nails scraping his scalp as she held him to her. 

Her orgasm broke free in violent thrusts of her hips. His grip on her kept his mouth seated. When the first wave began to abate, he slipped a couple fingers into her and brought her to another peak.

As the second one eased, he knelt between her legs and guided himself into her. She was wet and crazy tight. That almost undid him. He slowly pushed in deeper, and then he lost his control. He had to have her. 

All of her. Her past. Her present. Her future. Her secrets and her dreams. Her fears and her joys. 

He leaned over her and thrust hard and deep. He gripped the edge of his mattress as he stretched out over her, his body working hers. She came again, her inner muscles gripping his cock, milking him. His release was sudden and violent. And goddamn if he didn’t want her again. 

Her legs, which had been locked behind his, eased back down to the mattress. Her palms rubbed his arms. They were both breathing hard. Her big pale eyes were intense. He couldn’t isolate a specific emotion he saw in them. It was all just a big storm.

He got up to toss his condom in the wastebasket. Then he climbed over her and settled himself again in the cradle of her legs. Her eyes met his. They were a little less distraught. He stared into them as he stroked her face with his thumbs. He wanted to hold her until the storm had fully passed. 

It terrified him to realize that, while he’d fucked a lot of women, he’d only made love to one.

He rolled onto his side and brought her with him, keeping her in the bluish light from the window. She lay against him, warm and soft. Her palm stroked his chest.

He touched her navel, where the small bud of a scar was. Had she had a bellybutton ring? God, that would be hot as hell. “Ace, what happened here?”

She sucked in a sharp breath, then shoved his hand aside and touched it herself. She pushed herself up on her elbow and looked at him, her face utterly shattered. She rolled free of his hold and began pulling on her clothes. Val got up, too. When she made for the door, he stopped her. “Talk to me.”

Her eyes held his. Even the shadowy room couldn’t keep him from seeing the violent mix of emotion in her eyes. Her chest was heaving as if there wasn’t any air in his room. Her fingernails dug into his arms. She cried out, then slapped her hand over her mouth, looking terrified. She fumbled at the doorknob. He reached over and opened it. She ran from his room. He pulled his pajama bottoms on, then followed her to her room. Her door was locked. He knocked on it, trying to keep quiet so he wouldn’t rouse the whole household. 

“Ace. Open the door.” He leaned his forehead against the hard wood. “Please, Ace. Let me in.” 

She didn’t. He went over to the padded bench fitted into the wall, a short way down the hall from her room, and sat down. He braced his arms on his knees. What the fuck had happened to her? Who and why and when? The questions rolled around in his mind. He sat back, one foot on the bench, one on the floor as he stared at her door. She was scared enough to bolt. 

He folded his arms. The heat of their lovemaking was slowly fading, but he could still smell her sweet scent on his skin. He decided to stay put until morning. If she came out of her room, he’d hear her. If she wanted to leave, he wasn’t going to stop her, but at least she could say goodbye.




















Chapter Eleven




Sometime in the night, the chilly air in the hallway got to Val. His shivering woke him. It was still dark. He got up to check Ace’s door. It was unlocked. He went inside. Her room was empty, but her stuff was still in the bathroom. That was a relief; she wouldn’t have left without her makeup. 

He went back to his room and located her through the app Max put on his phone. She was in the gym. He checked the time. It was 0530. He went into the bathroom, stripped, started the shower, then took a piss while it heated up. In the shower, he leaned his forearms against the cold tiles while the hot water lashed his back. 

He had nothing. Absolutely fucking nothing inside of him. She’d taken it all. He knew if she wanted his life next, he’d cut a wrist and bleed out for her. All of him. For all of her. No matter the cost. 

Why did she have that effect on him? No other woman ever had.

He straightened and washed himself. His fisted hand wrapped around his cock, slipping up and down. He’d never met a woman as empty as Ace. He wondered if what he was feeling inside himself was her echo, a wail that bounced around the canyon of her soul. 

His hand tightened on his cock. He spread his legs as his body heated up. He was starved for the sight of her. It had only been hours since she left, but already he was shaking for a fix of her. His palm slipped up over the wide crown of his dick. He shut his eyes and pictured the cupid’s bow of her lips closing over him, taking him into her warm mouth. He could almost feel those sharp teeth of hers moving along the length of him. That image got him off instantly. Even finished, he still hungered for her in a way he’d never craved anyone else. He brushed his teeth then dressed, not bothering with a morning shave. There wasn’t time. 

He needed to see her.

He went down the stairs in the south bedroom wing, then down the hall that led to the gym building. Someone was on the basketball court, sparring. Ace and Selena, he saw when he stepped inside the big room. They’d spread a couple of the big gym mats off to one side. Each woman held a bo staff. They were dressed in workout gear—exercise bras and yoga pants. 

Selena was several inches taller than Ace, but in this fight, they were well matched. Their staffs hit high and low, swept under their feet or over their heads, hitting hard if someone didn’t jump or duck quickly enough. Ace made a bold move. She braced herself on her staff and leapt against the wall, slipping past Selena’s forward thrust and landing behind her. She tangled her staff in Selena’s ankles and brought her down. They both laughed as Ace gave her a hand up, then they took starting positions again.

Val watched them for several rounds before either woman saw him. Selena straightened, smiling at him as she wiped the sweat from her brow. He nodded at her, but couldn’t keep his eyes from Ace. He came into the room. His combat boots made a squeaking noise on the polished wood floor, then the sound changed when he stepped onto the mat. 

Selena handed her bo staff to him. “She’s all yours. But I warn you, she’s pretty good.”

Val took the staff, giving Selena another brief nod.

“I’m going to hit the showers then go up for chow. See you later, Ace. Any time you want a rematch, just shout.”

Ace broke her gaze from him to say something to Sel. When she looked at him again, he took her staff and tossed it with Selena’s on the edge of the mat. Sunlight was pouring into the room from the clearstory windows, its rays slashing across Ace’s face, merging with her, coming from her, making her glow in a way that was blinding. 

He walked around her, trying to see her through the light. She moved with him in a tight rotation. When they’d turned a full circle, he set a hand behind her neck. Slowly, he drew her to him. She wrapped the long fingers of one hand around his wrist but didn’t try to stop him. He bent toward her and pressed his face to hers. Chin to chin, lips to lips, nose beside nose. He shifted slightly so he could feel more of her lips. He breathed in her scent, sweet and salty. So goddamned divine that he shivered. He bent his head slightly, covering her mouth with his. It wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. 

He pressed his thumbs to the corners of her jaw, opening her mouth for his tongue. Standing on tiptoes, she pushed her face against his. He groaned, then widened his mouth, thrusting his tongue against hers. Holding her face, he turned his head to kiss her from a different angle. 

She stroked his arms, opening herself more and more as she reached his shoulders. She hooked her hands over them, using them like a pull-up bar to draw her body against his. He bent his head and took her mouth from the other direction.

It still wasn’t enough. He caught the bow of her upper lip in his teeth and pulled gently. It wasn’t enough—any of this. Jesus. He could take her body a hundred times over, and it still wouldn’t be enough. He wanted to devour her. Finish her. Finish him. 

He took her hand and led her out of the gym. They went up the south stairs. He started to turn toward his room, but she resisted. “I need a shower.”

He didn’t argue, just went with her to her room, locking the door behind them. She was already stripping. When she was in the shower, he followed her into the bathroom. She had some hair products set out on the counter. A new color of chalk.

Oh, fuck. She was leaving. He stared at the sticks of green and white and a can of hairspray. 

A memory rose from all of those he’d tucked away forever. He followed it to a particular day, forever seared into his mind. It was the first day of kindergarten. 




He was excited to be with other kids his age. He loved his older sisters, but these kids were like him. Some looked fearful. Some excited. Some were red-faced and angry from crying and fighting the change in their lives. He remembered one mother whose boy desperately didn’t want her to leave. Val had had no problem when his sister brought him to this room, then waved goodbye. Why was this boy reacting this way? Didn’t he know that it was only for a little while?

Val looked around the room, trying to understand what was off about him that his reaction had been so different from the others. There were more than a dozen kids, most with their mothers. A couple with their fathers. Their fathers’ faces were stoic. They brought their boys and released them, but the mothers were different. They were soft and full of love. Their eyes were liquid mirrors of their child’s emotions. 

A ragged breath had cut through five-year-old Val. 

A mother. Why didn’t he have one? Someone soft to hold. Someone who felt as shredded at being separated from her offspring as the kid did.

Why was he different?

He’d asked his dad that question at supper that night. Why didn’t he have a mom? Everyone else did.

His dad’s eyes were odd. Like a tragedy sandwich—a slice of sorrow, filled with hatred, topped with another slice of sorrow. Val had never seen that expression before and couldn’t look away from it now. 

His dad had leaned on the table. His nostrils had flared. “Because, son, you killed her.”




It had become the refrain of his childhood. He learned later, when he could understand such things, that his mother had hemorrhaged when he was born, dying only minutes after his birth. And his father blamed him.

It had seeded a fear in him that shamed the warrior he’d become. His whole life he’d fought that fear, becoming the clown in all situations, making people love him in a preemptive move to counter their hatred should they learn what he’d done. 

It was why he kept things light with his lady friends: if he didn’t let himself love them, then they wouldn’t die because of him. 

Until Ace broke him out of his frozen state. 

He wished he’d never cared, because he was losing her anyway. He felt like a five-year-old boy learning that everyone else had a mother but him. 

He was alone. 

Unworthy. And unlovable.

“S’up with all this?” Val asked, indicating the paraphernalia spread across her bathroom counter.

She shut off the water. Stepping out of the shower, she wrapped a towel around her torso and bent over to dry her hair with a second one. “Time to go.”

“Go where?”

“Somewhere.”

“Running without a plan’s just straight-up sloppy.”

She stopped and faced him. “I got a plan. Stay alive.”

“That’s a goal, not a plan.”

“Val, I’m leaving.”

“Why?”

“I thought you guys might know where Lion is. Now that I know you don’t, I have to continue my mission and find him.”

Val folded his arms and leaned against the counter. “Bullshit. You can work with us to find him. You know Owen’s motivated to make that happen. No, this is about last night.”

He saw the frisson that cut through her. She shook her head. “You aren’t just fighters here. You have civilians, too. My being here makes things worse for you and them.”

“So does leaving King free to terrorize the country and anyone he deems his enemy. Stay and work with us.”

“Whatever’s gonna happen next doesn’t need to happen here—because of me.”

Val picked up the package of chalks. “So. New digs. New color. That it?”

“Something like that.” 

He ground his teeth as he fought for the right words. “I don’t want you to go. I don’t want to lose you yet, don’t you get it?” He stepped closer to her. “You blew into my life like a fucking tornado. And now I find I like the wind.”

Those big green eyes blinked. “And the destruction.”

“A storm like you just makes way for the new…the what-comes-next stuff.”

“Val.” His name was only a choked whisper from her. She put her hands on his chest and dipped her head between them. He felt the heat of her breath through his tee, the wetness of her hair.

He wrapped his hands around her, keeping his hold light. It was as if a fragile butterfly had picked him to land on; he didn’t want to move suddenly or crush her. “Jesus, Ace. Can you hear how empty my heart is?” 

She nodded. “It sounds like mine.”

He lifted her chin. “I didn’t know how empty it was until you stepped into it." Her eyes were intensely querying him. She caught his face between her small, bruised hands with their still-perfect nails, and pulled him down for a kiss. The touch of her soft lips zinged across his senses. 

Val huffed a little sigh. “You can let me in, you know. I’m not gonna go Trojan Horse on you and destroy you from the inside out.”

A shiver shot through her body, jumping to him like an electrical current. “Maybe you won’t, but I probably will destroy you.”

And that was it. That was her why. 

“Okay,” he said. Her mind was set, and her heart was already running. “I’ll be right back.” He needed to get a pair of scissors to trim her hair before she chalked it. Just took a second to get them out of his shaving kit. On his way back to Ace’s room, he passed Angel, who was headed downstairs.

“You coming to the bunker?” Angel asked, walking backward as he waited for Val’s answer. 

“I’ll be down in a bit.”

Angel frowned. “You cool?”

“Yeah. Don’t hold the meeting for me.”

“Copy that.”

Angel might have said other things, but Val had stopped listening. Back in Ace’s room, she was coming out of her closet, drawing an old tee over her bra and panties. She picked up her camera and brought it into the bathroom. The minty scent of toothpaste filled the room. Her T-shirt had faded blotches of other colors. It was obviously her cover-up for chalking. The blotches ran together. Like camo.

How many times had she done this in her life? Was running all she knew?

He felt sick. He didn’t want her to go.

She frowned as she looked at his hand. “Scissors?”

“Yeah. Thought you might want a trim before chalking.”

She gave him a wry grin. “You know how to cut hair?”

“I used to work in a salon. I told my dad I was going for a barber MOS after West Point.” Val shrugged. “His fit was legendary. He didn’t know that wasn’t a thing.”

“I thought you were a sniper.”

“I am.” He gestured toward a stool that sat at the vanity table at the end of the counter. “Take a seat.” 

She fussed with her camera for a minute, then propped it up so that it faced the mirror.

He towel-dried her hair a little more, then combed it out. “You keeping the same style?”

Ace tilted her head. “It works for me right now.” She lifted her arm and ran her fingers through her hair. 

Val noticed some odd marks on the insides of her upper arms. He grabbed one wrist and touched the little circles with his fingers. He met her eyes in the mirror, caught the shame that flashed through them before she yanked her hands away. 

“What happened?”

“What didn’t?”

The marks looked like cigarette burns. He hadn’t noticed them before, and she clearly didn’t want to talk about them now. He draped the towel over her shoulders, then did some quick snips. When he finished, she forked her fingers through her hair. “You’re good.”

He picked up the white chalk. “So how do you want to do this? A few strands? Streaks? An ombre?”

She smiled at him in the mirror. “I want all over green, sort of an ombre.”

He started applying the chalk to strips of her hair. “Been a while since you were green.”

She looked the reflection of her tee. “It has been.”

“These chalks are oil-based.” He frowned at her in the mirror.

“They last longer that way.”

Val didn’t say much else. He’d seen her hair close to its natural brown over these last few days. That was how he’d remember her. When he was finished, he sprayed hairspray over her hair, then dried it with a blow-dryer.

She smiled at him. “It’s never looked this good.”

“I’ll see you downstairs in a few. You’ll say goodbye, right?”

She got off the stool and faced him. “I don’t do goodbyes.”

He caught her face in his hand and leaned close. “No. You will say goodbye. Call me before you leave.”

She caught his wrist and closed her eyes. She hadn’t put her makeup on. With her pale skin and green hair, she looked like a fairy just come to life. 

“I’ll see you downstairs,” she whispered.




















Chapter Twelve




Max printed off the email he’d just received. He stared at the charts and analysis, shock sinking deep inside him. He used his comm unit to summon Kit. His team lead strolled in from the hallway leading to the bunker conference room, where the team was working on various analysis projects.

“S’up?” Kit asked.

“Got Ace’s DNA report.” He leaned against his desk, wondering how Kit was going to take what he was about to say. “She wasn’t in CODIS, but someone in the system is a familial match to her.” Max handed the paper to Kit. 

His eyes made a pass over the paper. “Shit.” He looked at Max. “This can’t be.” 

“I had the results double-checked.”

Kit glared at Max. “Greer’s sister died twenty-two years ago.”

“Apparently, she didn’t.” Max waited for the news to sink in. “How do we tell him?”

“I need to see the police report.” 

Max handed it to Kit and gave him the executive summary. “Someone broke into their house when she was two. Spilled her blood all over her room, then left, taking her body with them—and I say body because they assumed she was dead. No one in the house, not even their dog, heard a thing. An air-quality analysis found faint traces of carbon monoxide in an unfinished room in the basement. A national manhunt ensued, but the case was never closed. In time, Greer’s family accepted her death and tried to put her to rest—in their hearts at least.”

“She’s been with the Omnis this whole time?”

“We can ask her, but will she give us a truthful answer? Who knows?”

“If it’s true, then Greer’s parents are connected to the Omni World Order, in some way other than just through Greer’s grandfather. Where are you and Greer in your investigation into our interconnections?”

“Greer’s broken into the Red Team’s network. We’re close to cracking the encryption on the recruitment files.”

The elevator in the weapons room opened. As Greer stepped into the ops room, he sent a curious glance between them. “Something happen?”

“Yeah,” Kit said. “But it’s something the whole team needs to hear. Let’s take this to the conference room.”

Greer looked at Max as they followed Kit. Max set a hand on his shoulder.




Val had just left Ace upstairs. He was too edgy to settle into more analysis work, so he was still standing when he watched the three men enter the conference room. Something was definitely up. He wondered if it had anything to do with Ace. Was she still upstairs? Or had she left?

Max clicked on some files on a tablet, and they filled the big smart screen against the wall. 

“We got Ace’s DNA analysis back,” Max said. “She wasn’t in CODIS, but her brother was.” 

Val saw Greer’s name on the screen.  

Greer just about jumped out of his skin. “She’s related to me?”

Max sighed and nodded.

“How?” Greer asked as he examined the DNA markers on the big charts. “We have the same parents…both parents.”

Val watched Greer’s face lose its color. Jesus Christ. Ace was Greer’s sister?

“No.” Greer shook his head. “Candy died. She had to have died. There was too much blood in her room, in the crib, the whole way out of the house. I saw it.”

“Your sister’s name was Candy? Candace is Ace’s full first name,” Val said.

“Yeah. Candace was her full name, too.” Greer twisted his jaw and shook his head. “My grandfather’s last name was Myers. That can’t be a coincidence.” He shook his head again. “Something’s not right. I would have known she was my sister, my blood.” He shot a look at Val. “Where is she?”

“She’s upstairs. Maybe. She was getting ready to leave,” Val said.

“Christ!” Greer seemed frozen in place. “What did she tell you about her family? Her childhood?” 

Val shook his head. “She hasn’t said anything about that.”

“We have her school records, her tax records,” Max reminded them. “Of course, those could have been faked for her current persona.”

“Could the lab results have been tainted?” Greer asked.

“No. We had the test repeated by two different labs,” Max said. “Both labs have been fully vetted and neither is affiliated with the other. So unless they were both compromised, the results have been independently corroborated.”

Greer shoved his hands into his hair, pressing his palms against his skull as if it hurt. The room went silent. He lowered his fists, then flipped through some files on Max’s tablet and pulled up another DNA report to compare to the others. “I had her blood analyzed a few years back from a sample the cops gave me from her investigation.” He looked at the three DNA results on the screen. All matched. “Have you told anyone?”

“Just us,” Kit said.

“Not Candy?”

Val couldn’t stop the sheepish grin on his face. Though shocking, this was good news. Damned good news—maybe big enough news that she would stay. Val knew Greer had been haunted by his baby sister’s death his whole life. Now that horror had a happy ending.

“Ah, G?” Val’s grin widened. “Something tells me, if you want to live a little longer, you won’t be calling her Candy. She goes by Ace now. And she was getting ready to leave, so you better catch her quickly.”

Greer stared at him, then bolted for the stairs. The guys charged after him, some taking the stairs up to the den, others piling into the elevator.




* * *




Ace hugged Mandy, then Fiona in the foyer. They’d caught her walking down the hallway with her bag and had stopped to chat with her. She tried to explain why she was leaving, that they would be safer with her as far away from them as possible. Neither woman was fooled. Maybe they saw through her. Maybe they knew that Val triggered all kinds of panic in her. It took a few seconds too long for her to become aware of the packs of men rushing toward them, from both ends of the hallway. Greer was leading them, with Val close on his heels. 

Her hackles went up; this wasn’t a benign gathering.

She dropped her bag and stepped a little in front of the other two women. Holding out her arms, she tucked them in close behind her as Val and his team converged on them in the foyer. 

Mandy wrapped her arm around Ace’s waist and whispered to her, “It’s just the guys. You’re okay.”

Ace ignored that as she sent a quick glance to the other group of men who’d come to a stop in the foyer. 

Greer stared at her as if a second head had popped out of her neck. Max tried to block him, but Greer did a handy maneuver that flipped him on his back. Ace tugged the girls closer behind her as she backed them toward the front door. Val and Selena came and stood in front of her, blocking her from Greer’s intense perusal. 

Greer bared his teeth at Val. “Move aside.”

“Go easy with her, G,” Val warned.

Aw, shit. They’d found out something about her. Someone she’d killed and shouldn’t have. Some wrongful alliance she’d made in a moment of desperation. Something…something awful.

“I can deal, Val, Sel,” Ace said. “I don’t need your cover. But if we’re about to fight, just let Mandy and Fiona get out of the way first.”

“There’s not going to be a fight,” Greer said, his expression slightly less terrible than it was before.

Ace licked her suddenly dry lips. This would be cool, whatever it was. Maybe she couldn’t take them all on, but she had the front door behind her, and she could run like the wind. She was a little relieved when Rocco and Kelan came over to take their women out of the mix.

Val and Selena opened a narrow path for Greer to step through. He touched her cheek, tentatively at first, then with his whole hand. He squeezed her jaw, as if he didn’t believe she was real. 

“Candy.” The name came out as a choked sound. “I never thought I’d see you again. We thought you were dead.”

She pinched his hand and twisted, peeling him away from her. She held the pressure point until he knelt before her. “The name’s Ace.”

Greer didn’t fight the painful grip she still had on his hand. “They kept your name. Candace. But why did they give you Myers as a last name?” 

Ace narrowed eyes and tossed his hand away. She looked at Val—and only at him, as if he was her anchor. He grinned like this made sense to him. “How would I know? It was just always my name.”

Greer got to his feet. “Myers is our grandfather’s last name. When you were two and I was six, you were taken from your crib. There was blood everywhere. No one in our house heard anything. Even our dog was silent. Later, we learned that carbon monoxide had been pumped into the house.”

“Impossible. I was an orphan. I grew up with other orphans.”

Greer shook his head. “You’re my sister. Everything I am today is because of what happened to you way back then.”

“We got the DNA results back from your clothes when you first arrived. They speak for themselves,” Val said. “You are siblings.”

“We thought you were dead—not because of how much time passed with no sightings of you, but because there was so much blood all over your room, tracked through the house, right past our sleeping dog.” Greer swallowed hard. “God, I wish it wasn’t your blood, but I had a sample of it tested years later, which we compared to the latest tests. My parents”—Greer paused as he fought back his emotion—“our parents held a memorial for you. They buried an empty casket that would have fit a two-year-old.”

Ace blinked. “I have scars. I’ve always had them, but I never knew why.” She reached behind her and pulled her tank tops and sweater up to her shoulder, baring her bra strap and butterfly tattoo.

“I don’t see them,” Greer whispered.

Ace swept her hand from the top of her bra down to the bottom of her ribcage. “They were here. I had them reduced before I had the tattoo. The artist worked them into the design.”

Val nodded to Blade to switch the foyer light on. Greer brushed his fingertips across her back, tracing a handful of long, thin slashes that were only noticeable if you knew to look for them. 

“Your guys did a good job—both surgeon and artist.” Greer flattened his hand against the long marks. “Jesus, Candy. Jesus Christ.”

Ace dropped her shirt and spun around. The emotion in her eyes was unshuttered one second, gone the next. “No one calls me Candy.”

“It’s your name.”

She shook her head. “It was the name of a baby taken from her home. My name’s Ace.” She stepped closer, her lips pulled tightly against her teeth. “I dare you to say otherwise.”

“Our parents need to know you’re alive.”

“Don’t tell them. King could have fucked with the DNA in CODIS.”

“He didn’t. Not this time.” 

Ace shut her eyes, squeezing them so tightly that Val ached for her. When she opened them, she glared at Greer. “I’m not the baby sister you lost. I’m not who you need me to be.”

Greer pulled her into a hug, wrapping his arms around her slim body. “In your mind, maybe not. In mine, in our parents’ minds? You are.”




Val noticed, ever so briefly, that Ace yielded to his embrace before pushing free. She stepped back and threw a look around at the gathering. “Well, show’s over.” She nodded toward the dining room, where Kathy had paused at the threshold between the dining room and the living room. “I guess lunch is ready.”

Max chuckled and threw an arm around Greer’s neck, turning him around and leading him through the living room. The rest of the crowd followed them. Val studied Ace. Her shoulders were slumped, her eyes huge. She looked ready to break, as if her walls suddenly were no sturdier than onion paper. She blinked, splashing a tear off her cheek.

He stepped closer and pulled her gently against his body, offering himself as a shield. “I got you.” She folded her arms up as she hunched in to him. Val smiled as he kissed her hair, relieved she’d pulled in her claws. “I got you,” he said again.

There was a noise on the stairs that interrupted the moment. Zavi jumped off the last step and charged toward her. “Aunt Ace!” He hugged her hips. She put her hand on his head. 

Zavi smiled up at her. “You’re Uncle Greer’s sister. So that makes you my aunt.” Wynn had followed him into the foyer. He looked back at her. “Doesn’t it?”

Wynn smiled and nodded. “I guess it does.”

Ace stroked her hand over Zavi’s soft cheek. There was no time for words, however, because he was off at a jog to find out what Kathy had made for lunch. 

Val took Ace’s hand and stood with her in the foyer. 

“Is it really true?” she asked.

He nodded. “You can’t leave now. You’ve gotta work through this.”

“It doesn’t change anything.”

“It changes everything. Greer deserves a chance to get to know you. And you need to meet your parents.”

She shook her head. “That girl, Candy, she died a long time ago. No one would want a daughter who’s done what I’ve done.”

“You’ll find a new normal.”

“I haven’t found normal yet.”

“You didn’t have all of us before.”

“I’m a sole proprietor, remember?”

“Okay.” He texted someone, then retrieved her bag and walked with her down the hall. “I asked Hope to bring your car around.” He opened the garage door and held it for her.

He was giving her the most precious gift of all, something he thought no one else had ever given her. Freedom. 

She walked through the door as her car was backed into the garage. At least, he thought it was her car. Didn’t look anything like the beater it had been. Her Saturn had a new coat of paint over fresh body work. The faded blue had been replaced by a shiny metallic green. It had new tires, a new side window, a new windshield, and new Wyoming tags. 

Hope smiled at her as she handed her the keys. “She’s all tuned up. Also, newly registered with Wyoming tags. If anyone’s looking for a sky-blue four-door in need of some body work with Texas tags, they’ll look right past your car.”

Ace looked speechless. “Why?”

“Allies take care of allies, no?” Val said. He opened the driver’s-side door. The black upholstery had been detailed. A new phone was sitting on the console between the seats. 

“It has your old number,” Hope said. “Your contacts have been moved over.” Hope shook hands with her. “Sorry you’re leaving, Ace. If you want to come back, you know there’s room for you.”

Ace nodded. “Thank you.” When Hope left, it was just Ace and Val. He shoved his hands into his pockets. 

She looked at Val. “Thank Owen for me.”

“Will do.”

She held his gaze a long moment. “I suck at goodbyes.”

“No, you don’t. Leaving is easier than staying.” He gave a half shake of his head. “You’ve mastered goodbyes.”

“I don’t know how to stay.”

One of Kelan’s truisms popped into his mind. “‘Wind can’t be still and still be wind.’” 

“What does that mean?”

“Perhaps you should become something else.” He lifted a hand to her face, stroking before he caught the side of her jaw. “Be the butterfly on your back. Become what you wish to be.” He kissed her lips chastely. 

She lost herself in the feel of him, then closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against the side of his mouth. “I will never forget you.”

She tossed her bag in the back seat, then gave him a long, last look before getting in and driving off.

Val stood at the opening to the garage a while after Ace left. Hope came back into the garage. She touched his shoulder. “You okay, big guy?”

“Was it wrong to let her go?”

“Could you have made her stay?”

“No.”

“Would you have held her against her will?”

“No.”

Hope smiled at him. “What’s that old saying about letting go of something you love and seeing if it comes back to you?” 

Val shrugged. Ace loved her freedom. It was all he really knew about her. He wondered if she’d ever give herself the chance to become what she most wanted to be. The finality of her last words gave him no comfort at all. It just made him hurt more. 

He and Hope stood together in the garage for a minute. The door behind them slammed and Greer hurried out. “She’s gone?”

“Yeah.”

“You just let her go? What the hell were you thinking?”

“I was thinking I had no choice.”

Hope stepped between them and slipped her arms through theirs. “Look at the two of you. It’s like you’ve lost a best friend.”

“I have,” Val said.

“She’s my sister.”

“Whoa. Well, I guess that makes more sense, but you don’t need to worry. Max had me install a Wi-Fi system with a tracker in her car’s computer. Wasn’t easy, because her car’s old school, but Max helped. Her car now pings out its location every five minutes.”

Val smiled, caught her face, and kissed her forehead. “I fucking love Max.”

Hope laughed. “Me too.”




















Chapter Thirteen




Ace dialed that week’s number for her contact. The phone rang once then was picked up. No one greeted her on the other end, but she knew the call was live.

“You knew about me and Greer,” she said into the silence.

“That a crime?” an electronic voice said.

“Yeah. It’s a fucking crime. I don’t like being toyed with.” She decided to turn the tables on him. “I know who you are.” She’d suspected for a while now that he was Jax, the one who’d taught her how to use her camera. There was something similar in the way they talked.

“Don’t say it.” 

She squeezed the phone to keep herself from screaming at him. She needed answers. She deserved answers, but demanding them was the fastest way to have him hang up. 

“They’re looking for you,” she told her mysterious ally. He’d always been there for her on this quest she’d set out to do. Never emotionally, but always logistically. He gave her the money she needed to survive, provided her with vehicles and weapons, strategies and alerts, and endless IDs. It was he who’d saved her life the night the hit men came for her at the apartment, with a timely warning minutes before they used her remote access to come inside.

“That’s not news.”

“Owen’s still in love with Adelaide.” 

“You called to tell me things I already know?”

“Did you know Kelan Shiozski’s the War Bringer?”

“Yes.”

That gave her pause. “So it’s true?”

“Yes.”

“I left them.”

“Why?”

“They don’t know where our target is.”

“Go back.”

“No.”

“It’s an order.”

“Fuck you. I’m freestyling now.”

“You won’t survive on your own.”

“I’ve made it this far.”

“Because of me.”

“I was never with you. Or for you. We were just headed in the same direction.”

“Semantics. Did you like your dress?”

Ace went quiet. She’d told her handler about Rocco and Mandy’s wedding. Her handler had sent the dress she’d worn to the wedding by a special messenger. She had liked it—even better, so had Val.

“I dropped it off at the local thrift store. I doubt they knew what it was really worth, but if it sells, I’ll give you the money.”

“Keep the money. Where are you going?”

“Somewhere. Do you know what Addy’s son’s name was in the pride?”

“Beetle.” 

The line went dead. She looked at her phone as she considered tossing it. The team had given it to her. She knew they’d recorded her call and were probably tracking her by it. She figured she’d given that call to Val and his team. One freebie. Had it been long enough that they could unscramble its relays to find her contact? Probably not.

She dropped the phone into the console. She was going back to the start of it all, back to the prairie where Santo had trained her.




* * *




Ace drove her car down a dirt road, making turns here and there, following the roads as they became rougher and harder to distinguish from the prairie itself. Nothing grew in that wasteland. There were no buildings. No trees. No crops. Just sparse clumps of grass, sage, and cacti. Though no landmarks were near, she knew the land like a mariner knew his stretch of ocean. 

This was about five miles south of the entrance into the main tunnel where the FBI had set up shop. She had no idea who owned that land. She supposed it was King. He owned all the tunnels underground that stretched for miles in a north-south orientation, connecting the abandoned missile silos that were in a single line along the front range prairie. 

There were hatches here and there that led down to the tunnels past King’s Warren. She wondered if anyone was left in this end of the tunnels. Had King and his men retreated here while the government cleared out the front end? Had Lobo checked out the tunnels as she’d suggested? 

She sat down on the hard ground and folded her legs. It was a hot day, unusually so for early October. At least the breeze was cool. It was a day like this that she’d gone in search of Santo that first time…the day after she’d sneaked down to the Venus chamber where Adelaide’s secret initiation ceremony was happening. 

Having grown up in the tunnels, she knew the Warren inside and out, even the forbidden shoots and runs. Adelaide had been the first to tell her what terrible things happened in the initiation, that it had nothing to do with love and marriage and everything to do with fear, violence, and subjugation.

Ace had wondered how Adelaide knew so much about something she’d never experienced. Ace had set up a camera to record her makeup session. The women she worked on never came back to see her, but they were her only link to the world outside the tunnels. Most of them had come from the outside world. They knew so much about so many things. She would ask them questions about their families, their friends, their lives.

Ace had sneaked outside through some of the remote hatches during her time in the tunnels. She’d seen the lights in the distant city of Denver and the glow of similar lights stretching to the north and south; she knew there was more to the world than the tunnels she and the others lived in. 

Ace took a slow, calming breath as she focused on the ground around her. The breeze. The sounds of birds and insects. 

Adelaide’s warning had done nothing to help Ace circumvent her fate. Indeed, it probably brought her crashing into it. She’d seen what happened to her beautiful friend. She still thought of Adelaide as a friend, though they’d only had an hour together, and she’d not seen her since. 

Meeting her had marked a pivotal change in her life, one that dragged her into hell and left her to claw her way out. 

It was also what led her to Santo.

She’d heard rumors about him all her life. The wizened old man who taught the Warren residents secret knowledge forbidden to the servant class. She remembered when he’d given her her first camera. There was another man there that day. Blue-gray eyes, light brown hair. Said his name was Jax. He met with her several times over the next few months, teaching her how every single feature of her camera worked. He and Santo had told her she was to record everything that happened in her room. They’d given her batteries, SD cards, and cases for the cards. 

It helped her much later, having those records. It’s how she knew who to hunt down those first years after she left the tunnels.

She took out her phone. Only two bars. The reception this far from civilization was weak. She dialed Val, hoping her call would go through. He picked up on the first ring. 

“I’m going to find King,” she told him.

“How are you going to do that?” he asked.

She ignored his question. “And when I do, I’m going to latch him to the altar in the Venus room and torture him.”

Silence.

“If any of us can find King, it would be you. If any of us are to torture him, it will not be you.”

“I’ve earned that right.”

“How?”

“Because of what he did to me, to all of us—” She stopped herself before she could reveal more than she wanted.

“What did he do to you, Ace?”

She hung up, shocked at the tears she was shedding now, ten years after the fact. She closed her eyes, hearing Santo’s calm voice chant to her. “Hear the insects. Hear the birds. Be the wind. Be the breath the earth breathes so slowly. Be nothing. Be everything. Be alive.”




* * *




Val spent the dinner hour in the gym. Dripping with sweat from the weights and aerobics, he was exhausted. The workout hadn’t helped. The hole Ace had left inside him had just cracked a little deeper, and now all kinds of devils were leaking out.

He put the exercise room back to rights then hit the shower. Back in the main house, he took the south stairs up to his room, glad he didn’t run into any of the guys. He couldn’t deal with their worried glances. Ace was just one of a thousand women he’d known. Why she’d taken a piece of his soul, he didn’t know.

He pulled a pair of jeans on, then sank down on the end of his bed and stared at the floor. He resisted the seductive pull of the app on his phone that let him see where her car was. He was becoming obsessed with it.

Someone knocked on his door. He didn’t call out an answer. The door opened and closed anyway. Owen came into his room. He sat next to him on the bed. It was like a throwback to the old days when Val had fucked up something and his dad ripped into him. All those ugly words. They stung a little less when his cousin would come in and sit with him. 




“He loves you, you know,” Owen always said.

“No. He loves everything but me.”




As he had then, Owen set his heavy hand on Val’s shoulder. Val swallowed the knot in his throat. Or tried to, anyway.

“Go after her,” Owen said quietly. 

Val huffed a sharp breath, then looked over at the man whose role in his life was so complicated. Boss, business partner, friend, brother, cousin. “For you or for me?”

“Both.”

Val sighed. He’d had enough rejection in his life. This was one wound that was going to have to heal on its own. “Not gonna happen.”

“Then do it for me. She’s our key to Adelaide.”

“Your key.” Val stared at his hands, then got to his feet and walked over to the window. Night had come, so there were only shadows to see. “I don’t like this life, O.” He shot a glance toward Owen.

“It isn’t going to be like this forever.”




















Chapter Fourteen




Val’s phone buzzed. He picked it up from his nightstand. It was Ace. He accepted the call, but didn’t say anything. He’d learned she didn’t care for the niceties of polite, useless conversation like greetings and goodbyes. He was coming to like that about her. It was as if they were never disconnected, so there was no reason to reconnect. 

“I left my secrets there. For you,” she said.

“Where?”

“In the safe in the room I used. I’ll text you the combination.” The call ended, but his phone buzzed as her text came through.

Max and Greer would listen to the audio of this latest call. There’d be plenty of questions from them soon enough. For now, he wanted some private time with Ace’s memories. 

His heart was beating far harder than necessary for hurrying down the hall. He pushed through the door of Ace’s room. It was empty of all her things. He’d wandered through there a few times since she left. It didn’t even hold her scent any longer—Kathy had done her thing, getting it ready for the next guest, whoever and whenever that might be.

Another text from Ace came in. My secrets are just for you.

I can’t promise that, he texted back. You know that. Maybe you should come back and get them.

You look at them first and decide what the others see.

He walked into her closet. The safe was closed and still locked. Only Blade, Owen, and Kit had the combinations to all the safes, and since no one had needed the room since Ace left, it hadn’t been reset.  

He took out her aluminum case. It wasn’t locked. Inside were several memory card wallets filled with SD cards in varying sizes—along with several different USB card readers and phone adapters. Val took them all out and sat on the floor in her closet. 

He wondered where to start as he flipped through the cards, each of which was meticulously labeled with a date, sometimes a few names. Ten years of secrets and memories and people. Were the people her friends? When she’d called these cards her friends, had she meant that literally?

He attached one of her card readers to his phone, then opened the oldest memory card. Ace, as a gangly, adolescent talking to the camera. Being silly. Practicing doing her own makeup. The cosmetics on the table in front of her looked like an array of stage makeup. The lighting wasn’t very good. The angle was pretty tight, but the camera was focused on her reflection in the mirror. Val tried to zoom in to see what was behind her. There was a big concrete wall, scored to look like stone. 

He’d seen those walls before. The hairs lifted on his neck as he realized where she was when she recorded this: in the tunnels.

He put that memory card back and took out the next one. She wasn’t doing her own makeup now, but someone else’s. A young woman. The woman wore a nearly transparent shift. Ace was maybe fourteen, excited for the girl, an artist with her makeup and hair. She had help in this one. The older girls who were her trainers were more reserved. They shared looks between them of worry and tolerance and sorrow. But never humor. Never joy. They usually spoke very little. They helped Ace lift a luxurious red velvet cape with a fur collar over the girl’s shoulders. 

Oh, hell. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. He knew what this was: she was preparing initiates like Fiona.

He put that card back and got the next one. He had to put the videos down now and then, feeling shattered by all the innocence in the recordings…and the number of women who were “initialized” like they’d tried to do with Fiona. 

Over the course of several memory cards, he could see Ace’s enthusiasm slowly diminishing. He wondered what she was thinking, what had happened off camera that wasn’t part of the visual narrative. These girls had no one to care for them, no one to fight for them, no one to protect them from the bastards who consumed them. This was little more than blow-drying a cow in preparation for the show ring at a county fair. 

Ace’s role in all of it had to be a heavy burden to carry.

He was about to shut off the video when yet another blond came on-screen. He shifted the image, getting a closer look at her. He knew this girl. Or rather, knew of her. Ace had showed them a picture of her at Rocco and Mandy’s wedding supper. She was Owen’s Adelaide. God, she was gorgeous. Golden skin, golden hair, smoky blue eyes so full of emotion that she was hard to look at. She asked Ace to turn the camera off. Ace picked the camera up, then set it down on its side. The image went sideways but continued to roll. Did she do that on purpose?

Val watched as Ace worked alone on Adelaide. Where were the others? Why had she been left alone with her? He had to turn the volume on his phone all the way up to hear their quiet conversation. 




“What happens next?” Adelaide asked.

Ace lowered her gaze to the eye shadow in her hand. “I don’t know. I’ve never been through it and no one comes back to tell me how it went.”

Adelaide touched her shoulder. “There are whispers that it’s something to do with sex.”

“If it’s between you and your beloved, that’s not bad, right?”

“Public sex.”

Ace’s eyes widened. “What?”

Adelaide nodded. Though they both looked around, there were no other women for them to run their theories past. “Have you been here long?”

“All my life.”




Val paused the video. Sonofabitch. Ace had grown up in the tunnels. He leaned his head back against the bare wall. How could she have known any joy at all in those wretched halls? How many children were down there still when Kelan and Lobo freed them? 

He started the video again. 




“Do you know the way out of here?” Adelaide whispered. Maybe she said something different, but that was what it sounded like to Val.

“I know all of the ways out.”

“Can you get me out?”

Ace’s eyes widened again. She shook her head. 

“Please. I don’t want to do this. I can’t do this.”

“You’ve been chosen to marry a warrior.”

“I’m already in love with someone else.”

Ace looked shocked. “But you can’t be.”

“I am. And he loves me too.”




Val hit Owen’s number. “O. I need you to come here.”

“Where are you?”

“Ace’s room.”

“She back?”

“No. But she left something you need to come see.”

“Copy.” The line went dead. A few minutes later, Owen came into the room and called out his name.

“In here.”

Owen pushed the closet door open. “S’up, Val?”

“Sit down.”

Owen frowned at Val but took a spot next to him. He folded his legs crosswise and glared at Val as he handed his phone over.

Val closed his eyes as Owen replayed the video. It killed Val to know Ace had been in that hellhole—he couldn’t even imagine what it must be like for Owen to listen to that, knowing what happened next in the ceremony.

When the video was finished, Owen enlarged the picture of Adelaide and set his hand over it. The small space where they were sitting went silent. 

“Tell me about her,” Val said. 

“We were children when we met. She was two and I was nine. Our fathers would get together to meet about the Omnis. A lot of parents were there. The children were all left with a few of the women. She was scared being left with strangers. I’d been going to those meetings for years. I played with her. She had a brother my age, but he didn’t want anything to do with her. So I kept her company.” He leaned his head back against the wall. “She was seven when I came to live with you. I knew it would be a long time before I saw her again. She asked if she could write to me. She said we could be pen pals. I told her I’d like that, but we never did. What kid does?” 

He was silent a minute. “I saw her four years later. Before I went to West Point.” He looked at Val. “She was so little. Only eleven. I knew she had a crush on me. I teased her about it. Four years later, the tables were turned. I saw her when her brother and I graduated West Point. She was barely fifteen and so goddamned beautiful.”

He looked over at Val. “I was invited to her father’s house for a weekend party when she was eighteen. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She had a boyfriend. I felt so old.”

Val laughed. “You were, what? Twenty-five?”

“Yeah. Three more years passed after that before I saw her again. It was her college graduation. I went home with her brother. He was so proud of how hard she’d worked and that she’d graduated a whole year early. We finally hooked up that weekend.” 

Val glanced at Owen. “Was it what you hoped it would be?”

“It was everything.” Owen shook his head. “Everything. I asked her to marry me. She said yes, but that there were things she wanted to achieve first, things that would be harder to do as a military spouse. She wanted to get her master’s, then get into social work. We agreed not to make a public announcement of our engagement for a little while.” He huffed a little laugh. “I was so happy, even though we couldn’t be together yet. She said we would write.” He shrugged. “We didn’t. We did call each other instead, though.” 

Owen blew out a long, slow breath. “She was in a train accident the next day. Her car stalled on the tracks. She died.” He nodded to the image beneath his palm. “Or so I thought.”

“Shit.”

“I went to her funeral. Her parents, her friends, her whole family were devastated. I told them that I’d proposed to her. After the funeral, her brother and I went back to the Red Team.”

Val frowned. “Who’s her brother?”

“Wendell Jacobs. He sometimes went by the nickname Jax.”

Val held out his palm. “Hand me my phone.”

Owen still had Adelaide’s picture up. He was reluctant to let go of it. “Why?”

“Because I’m going to punch your face, and I don’t want my phone damaged.”

“What the hell, Val?”

Val hit his shoulder. “Don’t ‘what the hell’ me! You couldn’t have told me you were in love with Wendell’s fucking sister when you told us about him?” 

“Why would I? I still thought she was dead at that point. I went to her funeral.”

Val sighed. “What are we going to do?”

“Find Ace. Find Lion. Find Wendell. Find Adelaide. And find fucking King. In that order.”

“Not Adelaide first?”

Took Owen a minute to answer. “If she’s still alive, it would appear that she’s made her own life. She’s always known how to get a hold of me—that she didn’t is telling. She had to know we believed she died in that terrible crash. Someone did, someone who wore her outfit and her jewelry and had her hair color. She faked her death.”

“Who identified her body?”

“The senator. He wouldn’t let her mother or me see what was left of her. He just IDed her by the things of hers that they found at the site. Her body was too destroyed. And because everything jibed—her clothes, car, hair color, jewelry, her phone—none of us thought to gather DNA before having her remains cremated.”

“Of course. King and his Omnis leave nothing to chance.” Val looked over at his cousin. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this before, O?”

Owen shrugged. “You had your own worries. You were on back-to-back assignments overseas. There was nothing you could have done. And I didn’t want to risk my shit distracting you from your critical work.”

“Do you think the senator knew?”

“I think”—Owen sighed—“I think something happened to the senator. Whether it started then or happened later, I don’t know. Whatever it was, it made Wendell change after that. I know his allegiance has always been with his family first.” Owen turned toward Val. “It has to be in this hidden war we’re fighting. Our enemies have to know there are certain lines that can’t be crossed without severe repercussions. Wendell would sell out his country, his team, anything to keep his family safe. I would do the same.”

“But he didn’t. He left everything and eventually went out on his own.”

“True, but we don’t know what damage he’s done—nor will we until we find him.” Owen got to his feet. “Get these vids down to Max. We’ll go through them. Maybe there’s a clue in them that will lead us to some of the people we’re looking for.”

“I will…after I check them out first.”




















Chapter Fifteen




Greer looked at the steaming pile of secrets on his screen. 

It was late at night. Everyone, even Remi, had long ago crashed. He liked working in the silence of the night—it was the perfect time for some hard analysis. 

The Red Team unit had begun sixteen years ago. In total, thirty-six soldiers had joined the unit during that time. Only one had been a woman: Selena. 

Greer leaned back in his seat. The recruitment files were a who’s who of the Omni resistance. He wondered what his grandfather had intended by working with Senator Jacobs to get the Red Team started…and was it his brainchild to gather such elite forces in one place? Made them prime targets even though the Red Team was a black ops unit kept alive with dark money, hidden beyond the reach of most enemies. 

But the OWO were not ordinary adversaries. 

He wondered if Owen knew more than he was saying. If there was a darker reason to his getting out and starting Tremaine Industries than the simple fact that the Red Team had been formed to do something it couldn’t constitutionally do. He’d said that he thought there was an Omni in the Red Team. Maybe Greer could use the recruitment files to find a clue as to who it might have been.

Greer was looking at some shocking stats. Of the thirty-six total members of the Red Team, eleven had died while on active duty. Five more had died since leaving the Army—all of those in the last two years. There were only ten left on active duty; they were going to be moved to other units because the Red Team was being decommissioned.

Maybe that was for the best. The ten remaining guys would be safer in a disbursed environment—less of a target on their backs. 

Greer thought of the assassins who’d infiltrated their headquarters here. Maybe they hadn’t come just for Ace, but also for the rest of the team living here, despite what they said about Ace. Greer sat forward again. For now, he had to focus just on the files of the ten of them in this group. He’d read their dossiers. Twice. 

Holy hell. The morning’s meeting better come with popcorn, ’cause the web binding them together was going to blow their minds.




* * * 




 Kit looked at Greer. “You’re up,” he said as he came through the ops room the next morning. 

Greer grinned. “Blade’s gut was right when he asked me to find out how we’re all connected. We are all tied to one thing: the Omni World Order. It’s a tie that precedes our work here. Remember Ace said there were three types of people in the world? The Omnis, the Omni resistance, and everyone else? Looks like she was right. What ties us together is the same as it is for the rest of the Red Team.” 

Kit nodded. “So you broke the code?”

“Yeah. Have I got a show for you.”

Kit forced a laugh. “That good, huh?”

“If we weren’t living it, none of us would believe it.”

“All right. Get set up. We’ll wait for everyone to get here.”




* * *




Val followed the guys downstairs. Kit said Greer had gotten in to the recruitment files. All of the guys looked a little tense about what would be revealed. 

When everyone was settled, Kit nodded at Greer. “Greer’s cracked the Red Team recruitment files.” He grinned at the group. “Guess he’s got some good dirt on us.”

“For the purposes of this discussion,” Greer said, looking at Owen for confirmation, “I’m going to assume that none of us have skeletons in our closets that we think are secret or sacred.”

“Agreed,” Owen said.

Greer threw their Red Team portfolio pics up on the big screen. “Think of all of this in the framework of what Ace said about the Omnis, the Omni resistance, and everyone else.” He looked around the room. “Each of us fits into one of those silos. So who goes first?” 

“I will,” Selena volunteered.

Greer clicked on her image. Her dossier from the Red Team recruitment files opened. “Your family’s listed on a register of potential OWO resistance fighters.”

Selena frowned. “My parents weren’t fighters. My dad was a corporate lawyer. My mom did charity work.” 

“It isn’t because of them. It’s because of something you did.”

She frowned. “What did I do?”

“You attended a posh prep school outside D.C. The student body was made up of the offspring of diplomats, politicians, wealthy CEOs, and the wonder kids of the world’s elite.”

A long breath slowly hissed from her lungs. “Oh, hell.” She knew what was coming.

“You assaulted two boys, permanently disfiguring them.” He put up their pictures, before and after. “They were princes of the OWO.”

Val noticed the color deepening on Selena’s face. An admittance of guilt. “What happened?” he asked her.

“I was fourteen years old. A freshman. Those two boys had been following me around school for a few weeks before the fight. Something felt off about them. Just a vibe I got from them. They were both on the football team. Blond. Popular. I’d stayed late one afternoon to use the library. I ended up being there later than I’d intended.

“I was going to my locker. And they were following me. No one else was around. I saw the looks on their faces. It wasn’t good. I dipped into the girls’ bathroom. I couldn’t remember if that door had a lock or not. It didn’t. Even so, I was not expecting them to come into the bathroom, but they did. We fought. They couldn’t get me down, even between them. I kicked the big mirror that ran the length of the sinks, shattering it. When they paused to see if someone heard the crash, I grabbed a sharp sliver and sliced them up. One almost bled out on the bathroom floor.” She looked at her hand, rubbing a thin scar between her forefinger and thumb. 

“They tried to say I lured them in there with promises of sex, but the cops could clearly see how I’d fought back. My parents filed charges against them and against the school, but the whole thing was dropped—I thought because my parents didn’t want to put me through more of an ordeal. Now I wonder.”

Max smiled at her. “Guess even as a kid you had an instinct for your enemy.” 

“So that’s it?” she asked Greer. “Because I fought OWO princes, I was accepted into the Red Team? That’s bullshit. I earned my spot. Like any one of you.”

Owen nodded. “No one’s debating that, Selena. You did earn your spot, and for the exact same reasons all of us did. We got in because we’re warriors and because we—or our families—took a stand against the OWO. What happened after the fight?”

“We moved. In fact, we moved three times before I graduated high school. My parents’ circumstances were greatly altered. My dad took a job as a government attorney. My mom had to go to work, too.”

“I’d be willing to bet the OWO was stalking them, backing them into a corner,” Kit said.

Selena looked crushed. “All of that because of me. They didn’t want me to join the Army, but they caved a lot more easily than I’d expected them to. Maybe they knew what I would be facing because of that fight.”

Kit shot Owen a glare. Val had a gut feeling none of them were prepared for the connections Greer was going to expose.

Max nodded at Greer. “So tell me my connection. My parents sure as hell weren’t in the OWO or in the resistance.”

“No, they weren’t. But you had a skill the OWO wanted. Your particular brand of genius was working with data systems.” Greer looked at Kit, then at Owen, before continuing. “The group that entrapped you wasn’t from our government. It was one of the OWO’s shell companies. They shredded your life and put you in prison and thought to own you that way, but the Red Team discovered their interest in you and grabbed you for themselves.”

Max popped to his feet and started an angry stride around the room. 

“You made yourself indispensable to the WKB in jail, deepening your value to the OWO,” Greer continued, “and to the Red Team.”

Max slashed his hands through the air. Mid-stride, he stopped and turned to look at Owen. “I thought… Jesus Christ. I could have killed you that day at Blade’s wedding.”

Owen met his look with stoic eyes. 

“I was convinced the Army set me up. Did you know this? Any of it?”

“No. I was twenty-two when I joined the Red Team. You were already in jail. I was as wet-nosed as any of you.” His gaze bounced around the room, meeting each of theirs. “Except I did know about the Omnis. I was raised knowing about them.” 

“Put a pin in that, O,” Val said. “We’re coming back to it.”

Max punched Owen’s shoulder. “Sorry, man.”

Owen grinned. “No worries. I would have done the same.”

“So what’s my connection?” Rocco asked. “Were my linguistic abilities just another skill they want?”

Greer looked like the bearer of bad news. “Yes. And no. You’re the result of careful breeding.” He sighed and clicked on Rocco’s file. “Ace said the OWO had a breeding program.” He blinked. “More than one of you is the outcome of that program. Like you, your mom was also a linguistic savant.”

Rocco frowned. “She was? I never heard her speak anything but English.”

“Her skills put her on the radar of several Colombian drug lords. Her parents sent her to Georgetown University, sneaking her out of Colombia for her own safety. They were murdered for that good deed. A few months after that happened, your mom appears to have been a victim of date rape. She filed a complaint with the school and had a rape kit done. They found ketamine in her system. A few weeks later, she discovered she was pregnant with you. That’s when she learned of her parents’ fate. She dropped out of school and disappeared into the hinterlands of Wyoming, where she got a job as a ranch cook. She lived out her days in peace and obscurity, keeping a low profile so that the drug lords would never hear of you.”

Rocco looked devastated. “Blade gave me her death notice while I was undercover in Afghanistan,” Rocco said. “There was nothing I could do. I hadn’t even known she was ill. I was sometimes months between check-ins. She was already buried by the time I learned of her passing.” 

“Getting the death notice late may well have saved your life,” Greer said. “The papers had news of a Colombian gang confrontation in Casper around the time of your mom’s funeral, not far from the ranch where you grew up. I hope her death was due to natural causes and not because the gang found her. I haven’t looked into that yet.”

Rocco frowned. “Do you think the drug lords pressured the rancher for info on me? I always wondered why he folded his operation. When I was a kid, it was a thriving business.”

Greer made a note. “Something else for me to research.” 

“Are you implying his mom was inadvertently a victim of the Omnis’ breeding program?” Kit asked.

“I don’t think it was inadvertent,” Greer said. “Three decades ago, the Omnis still did things the old-fashioned way—through painstakingly tracking the physical and mental traits they wanted in the Omni offspring across several generations, like any animal breeder. With Rocco, they were wanting to select for linguistic skills.”

“Shiiit,” Blade said. “That means if they could get their hands on Zavi, they’d have a perfect result of their efforts.”

“Right.” Val nodded. “And possibly, Rocco and Mandy’s new baby, as well.”

Rocco looked pissed. “The Army put Zavi through some linguistic tests while they had him. Taught him Latin, remember? So he’s in someone’s database already…and maybe not the good guys’.” 

The mood in the room had darkened to a lethal intensity. “Go on,” Owen urged. Max was standing near him. 

“So, we know my connection through my mom and Bladen,” Blade said. “What about Kit? Was his connection just his friendship with me?”

“No.” Greer gave them a nervous smile. “We can pause for popcorn if you want. It just gets more fucked up from here.”

Fuck it all to hell. If they weren’t living this nightmare, Val doubted any of them would believe what Greer was telling them. 

“Get to it,” Kit growled.

“Kit’s mom came from the same cult that Remi came from—the Grummond Society. There were a string of vagrancy charges that followed her from Colorado to California. She occasionally paused long enough to get Kit out of foster care in whichever jurisdiction they’d been snagged up in.” He met Kit’s hard stare. “She had no idea how life worked on the outside of the cult.”

Kit’s cheeks tightened. “I didn’t know she’d been in a cult. She never said anything to me about it.”

Greer nodded. “When she made it out to Cali, those vagrancy charges graduated to drunk and disorderly or drug-related charges. By the time you were ten, there were almost no additional charges.”

“Were you running interference for her?” Blade asked. 

“Wait.” Val frowned. “You’re saying she had Kit while she was living in the cult?”

“I haven’t been able to break into the cult’s network yet,” Greer said. “It’s more sophisticated than you would expect for a group like that. Kit wasn’t issued a birth certificate until he got out here to Wyoming, when he needed it for school. Up to then, his mom listed him as homeschooled. Her income was consistently below the poverty level. She never paid taxes or filed for a dependent’s withholding. Whether she had Kit before she left the cult, or left because she was pregnant, I don’t know.” 

“So was Kit and Mandy’s dad from that same cult?” Val asked.

“Seems likely. His birth certificate lists the same Colorado town as his place of birth,” Greer said.

“Shit,” Angel growled. “This is un-fucking-real.”

“What does that mean for Mandy?” Kit asked. “What about her mom and grandparents? Were they in the OWO?”

Greer pulled a deep breath. Val felt as if they were all on a roller-coaster ride, staring down from the top of a long drop.

“They weren’t. At least not from what I’ve seen so far. Mandy’s in the clear.” Greer turned his focus to Angel. “Your story is very similar to Kit’s. Your mother was also in the breeding program.”

“Was she in the same cult?” Angel asked.

“No.” He opened a picture of Angel’s mom, a blond with classic features. “She was the daughter of OWO royalty—so I’m assuming that put her in the breeding program. I don’t know for certain. It seems that not all children in a family, in a generation, get sucked into that world. I don’t yet know how those things are decided. Your mom fell in love with a boy from a competing high school. He was the son of a Puerto Rican dockworker. Not in her social circle at all, not OWO-approved. Her family disowned her.”

Angel gave a sad smile. “My dad’s parents were good people, which helped me believe in him, even though I didn’t get to see him much. I always wondered if he was into something illegal. His parents loved me, but blamed my dad’s problems on my mom. I never knew my mom’s parents. She was estranged from them until they passed away. They were in love, my folks.” Angel’s face was hard. “The true kind of love, the against all odds kind of love.” He was quiet for a moment. “They both died the summer I graduated college.”

“How’d they die?” Owen asked.

Angel’s eyes were filled with moisture. He blinked it away. “My dad always seemed to have someone after him. He’d bring us money when he could, but it wasn’t much and wasn’t regular. No matter what happened, my mom’s love for him never faltered. I think they were going to make a break for it, start over somewhere new. My dad got a regular job up north. Mom was so excited. I was twenty-two then, out of college and just about to go off to Officer Candidate School. She was giddy like a girl at the prospect of a new beginning. And then we got word he’d been shot on the street in a mugging.”

Hearing Angel’s story, Val had a knot in his stomach. 

“My mom”—Angel’s jaw twisted as he paused for a minute—“my mom, who never did drugs, poisoned herself, taking a lethal dose of heroin when she got the news. And then, the weirdest thing of all, my dad showed up the next day. He started grabbing the things she’d packed, telling me to get her, that they were leaving. He’d faked his death so that they could leave town. He didn’t know she’d killed herself. While I was in boot camp, I learned he shot himself.”

“Jesus,” Rocco murmured. “We’re so fucked. All of us. We’ve been in this war most of our lives and didn’t even know it.”

Silence blanketed the room. Took a while for the significance of Greer’s news to settle into their minds. It wasn’t easy finding out that they were either products of human engineering through selective breeding, possessors of skills the OWO coveted, or children of a resistance movement that none of them had known was in play. 

“So what’s my connection?” Kelan asked. 

Greer clicked on his file. “Your family’s in the resistance camp.”

Kelan shook his head. “My family often talked about their projects. They never once mentioned the OWO. They would have. I’m sure of it.” 

He reached into the center of the table and dialed a number. Kelan’s mom answered. After a brief greeting, Kelan kept the call on speaker as he switched to his Lakota language. Val listened to the rhythmic words, knowing no one else in the room knew what K was saying either. Except maybe Rocco. 

Val watched Rocco to see if he’d picked up Kelan’s cryptic language—one few, if any, of their enemies knew. Rocco smiled back at him. Son of a bitch. When had he done that?

After a few minutes, Kelan hung up. The silence in the room was even deeper than before. “What did she say?” Val asked.

Kelan looked at Rocco and nodded, letting him do the translation. “Kelan asked his mother if she knew about the Omni World Order and if it was true that their family were longtime fighters against them. His mom confirmed that, and gave a history lesson about the grandfathers that clashed with the Omnis post-World World II on the border of their reservation. The Omnis were trying to acquire land from the tribe to found their isolationist communities. When the tribes refused to sell any of their land, bad things began to happen. Children were taken. Women were raped. Elders were murdered. The tribe had no choice but to become involved in the fight against the Omnis.

“The tribe had learned of the Code Talkers and their successes in the war. Kelan’s people provided much-needed message encryption for the resistance fighters, who helped protect their borders. A few families, like the Shiozskis, continued in the resistance even after the Omnis had moved on to easier targets.”

Kelan gave Rocco a wry smile. “Didn’t think you’d pick up Lakota that quickly. Good job. Should have known better.”

Rocco smiled. “It’s a beautiful language. I’ve been listening to recordings of it. May be smart for all of us to learn it.”

Blade got up from the table and started nervously walking around. “So it’s true, then. All of it. These bastards are a deep cancer in our society, with long roots and highly connected resources.”

Greer exchanged heated glances with Blade. “There’s more.”

“Shit,” Blade growled.

“Ivy was supposed to be in the breeding program.”

“What?” Kit snapped as he leaned forward. 

“Her parents were—are—on the Omni rosters. When you got her pregnant, their pledge was broken. It might have all gone unnoticed had she aborted Casey or at least given her up for adoption. But she kept the baby, so she was no longer a candidate for an Omni wife, and her parents have been on the outs with Omnis ever since. The fact that it was you who fathered Casey may have been the only thing saving her parents. That’s because your parents and hers were both in the OWO breeding program. So from an OWO perspective, Casey is pure.”

“Which means both of our children are in jeopardy of being sucked back into the OWO.”

Greer nodded. “I think so.”

Owen, standing in his usual place against the wall, sighed. “We need to consider that we’re all in jeopardy—either as a potential resource or as known enemies of King and his Omnis.”

“Wait.” Val held up a hand. “You got everyone but Owen and me. What’s our connection?”

Greer looked at Max. “You guys, along with me and Wendell, are zero-day.”

“What does that mean?” Val asked, frowning.

“Your fathers, my grandfather, and Wendell’s dad made the Red Team happen. You were the beginning of a new kind of resistance, one with deep pockets and powerful resources.”

Greer sent both Owen and Val a brooding look. “Your family’s ties to the Omnis go back more than three and a half centuries. They were part of the early Omnis, when it was an organization to fund and protect scientists. Your family came over from England in the early 1700s. Your ancestors were botanists and naturalists, originally employed by wealthy consortiums who wanted to be the first to find beneficial uses for the rich resources in this new world. 

“On behalf of the consortium, they acquired thousands of acres and ran successful plantations. They sided with the patriots in the Revolutionary War and were granted the lands they’d bought for the consortium. Much of the land was sold off or lost due to mismanagement. After the Civil War, a wealthy investor by the name of Isaiah Parker came down from New England and bought what was then a floundering plantation. He married into the Tremaine family and purchased as much of the adjacent land as he could, with the exception of the hundred acres Owen’s family owned and farmed. Isaiah Parker rebuilt the family’s prestige. Looks like the Tremaines and Parkers had moved on from the Omnis by the end of the nineteenth century. Your great-grandfathers started up with it again after the First World War, but this time as part of the resistance. 

“Sometime between when your ancestors first left the group and when they came back into it, it had shifted. It became focused not on its original charter of science, but instead was preoccupied with eugenics—racism classified as science. At that point there was a big break in the Omnis, which formed the resistance.” 

Greer looked at Val, then over at Owen. “Your fathers were part of that.”

Owen crossed his arms. “My father, just before he died, told me there would be a day when I would have to fight him.” Owen looked at Val. “Why would he say that?”

Blade frowned. “Do you think… Is there a possibility that your dad’s still alive? Greer thought his sister was dead, and now we know she’s alive. I thought my dad was dead, but there he was hanging out with Amir. You thought Adelaide was gone, but she’s alive.”

 Owen dismissed that. “No. I went to his funeral. It was open casket. He was dead. Besides, he was a good father. He wouldn’t have abandoned me.”

“He didn’t abandon you. You came to live with us,” Val reminded him.

“What happened to your mom, Owen?” Angel asked.

“She died of anaphylactic shock. She was stung by some bees while she was gardening. My father was away at the time. She was dead in the garden when I found her. That was years before my dad died.”

“Do you think she was murdered?” Blade asked.

Owen shrugged. “If you’d asked me yesterday, I would have said no. It was just a lousy accident. Now, after hearing all of this, I don’t know. The Omnis might have killed her because of my dad’s work in the resistance.”

“So if the Red Team founders knew about all of this shit,” Kit said, “why the hell did they send us overseas when our enemies are here?”

“Because our charter was to fight foreign terrorists,” Owen said. “It happened that the cells we fought were allies of the Omnis. Perhaps the Red Team founders thought cutting off their international allies and support would put them back in their box.” He shook his head. “It didn’t. And because the OWO was far more mature here in the States than expected, Senator Jacobs supported privatizing the fight. He’s why I formed Tremaine Industries.”

“I’ve been wondering why the FBI’s given us such a long leash,” Blade said.

Owen nodded. “We’ve made more progress in our investigation in the months we’ve been here than they did in sixteen years.” 

“What worries me is the rate at which Red Teamers are dying,” Greer said. “Five former Red Teamers in just the last two years. Eleven on active duty over the past sixteen years. I’m beginning to think the attack we had here a few days ago had less to do with Ace and more to do with us.”

“You could be right,” Owen said. “Let’s assume you are and take appropriate measures.”

“Copy that.”




* * *




Val was in the bunker room later that afternoon, working on the Omni library, when his phone rang. It was Ace. He motioned to Max to shut off the recording, but Max refused. “No can do, bro. You know that.”

Val shoved to his feet and walked out of the room, through the hall, through ops, through the weapons room and into the elevator while his phone still rang. He didn’t push the up button. He accepted the call as he leaned against the wall and lowered himself to the floor, knees folded. 

Ace began without preamble: “I was fourteen my first time.”

Aw, shit. “So was I, but that was by choice.” Silence. “How did you get over that?”

A harsh laugh. “I’m telling you this over the fucking phone, right? I’m not over it.”

Val sighed. “I’m as safe in person as I am on the phone.”

Silence. He heard a sound like a broken sob, then the line went dead.

He stayed in the dark elevator, hoping she would call back. 

She didn’t. 

When he left the elevator, Max was in the ops room, looking as pissed as Val felt. 

Max pounded his fist into the door in an explosive burst of energy. “Fuck this. Fuck them.” He punched Val in the arm. “Fuck me.”

Val looked away, but Max wasn’t finished. 

“We’re all just motherfucking puppets. You get it? We just dance to strings we can’t see.” He pointed toward the elevator. “That kid knows more than all of us combined. She’s out there, facing a machine that’s bigger than us, bigger than the Red Team, the Army, even the goddamned government. And she’s doing it alone. It’s going to fucking steamroll her.” 

“It’s already crushed her.” Val gestured with his phone. “You heard her on the call. We know she’s rebuilt herself as a shadow warrior; you can bet she’s not alone. She has a handler, who doubtless has a handler himself. She’s got her own puppet strings.”

“Go find her.”

Val gave him a sad smile and shook his head. “Finding her is like trying to capture a rainbow. It’s always just out of arm’s reach, and when you get close, it disappears. If we don’t go after her, then at least we know where she is. If we threaten her, she’ll ditch the trackers.” He turned and made a few strides across the narrow room, then turned and faced Max. He slowly smiled. “But she’s curious, like we are, about this puzzle. If I do something unexpected, it’ll bring her out, bring her to me.”

“Like what?” Kit asked. Val hadn’t heard him come into the room. All the other guys had spilled into the hallway, too. They must have heard Max’s fit. 

“I’ll ask her to go with me and Greer to meet her parents.” 

“I like it. Let’s do it,” Greer said. “We can find out how much they know, how deep they’re in with Omnis.”

“Then after we get back, I’m going to see my dad,” Val said. “For the same reasons. We need answers.” 




















Chapter Sixteen




Val dialed Ace. He wasn’t sure she would accept the call, but she did. “Greer and I are going out to see your parents. We’re flying out of the private airport in Fort Collins in the morning. You should join us.”

“No.”

“You know, you’re lucky to have both of your parents alive.”

“Yours aren’t?”

“Only my dad’s still around.”

“What happened to your mom?”

“Long story. You coming with?”

“Don’t make me do this, Val.”

“Babe, I’ll be with you the whole time.”

“You don’t get it. They don’t feel like my parents. Their daughter died twenty-two years ago.”

“Well, of course they don’t feel like your parents—you’ve never met them. Seeing them for the first time is like being born again. You start at this point.”

“I am what I am.”

“And what you are is perfect. Join us. If not for you, then for them. You can heal the wounds in their hearts.”

“No, I can’t. I can’t do a fucking thing for them.”

“Except be their daughter.”

She hung up. He texted her the info for the private airstrip in Colorado they’d be using. It was halfway between where she was and Blade’s place. He looked over at Greer, who’d been listening to both sides of the convo in the ops room. 

“You think she’ll show?” Greer asked.

Val shook his head. “She’s a big unknown. I never know what to expect from her.”




* * *




Val pulled in to the airport the next morning, and parked next to a green Saturn. He grinned at Greer. The stark relief on his friend’s face made Val issue a warning. “Don’t make a big deal about it. She could still bolt.”

Greer nodded, but Val’s advice was forgotten as soon as Ace got out of her vehicle. Greer gave her a big hug, then kissed her cheek. “Good choice.”

“We’ll see.” Ace looked worried. “We can’t walk this back, you know. Your parents may be more comfortable with their loss than the me I’ve become.”

Greer smiled. “Our parents. Mom and Dad.” He shrugged. “And maybe. But truth is just about the only thing I know is real. You’re alive. You belong to us. They deserve to know that. Those are the truths I care about. So thank you for being brave and coming to see them.” They got their bags, then moved toward the plane. “Whatever happens, Ace, at least know your big brother loves you.”

“How can you love me? You don’t know me.”

Greer grinned at her. “You can’t pick your family. You just gotta love them.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “It’s a binary thing. You’re family, so I love you.”

They separated at the stairs up into the plane. Val caught up with Greer. “Way to keep things chill, bro.”

“Truth is the truth, Val. It’s all I got.”

Val shouldered in front of Greer so that he could watch Ace go up the last few steps. She was armored today, wearing her black platform combat boots with their buckles all the way up to her knees. Her skinny jeans hugged lean thighs. Her army-green jacket came straight from some surplus store. The orange and beige checkered scarf she wore topped everything off.

She turned around at the platform leading into the plane. Val met her gaze, then smiled. She didn’t. She took a seat in a section of Owen’s private jet that was two rows of armchairs, both facing the other, with a table in between. Val sat across from her by the window. Greer plopped down next to him. Val glared at him. 

“What?” he asked, tilting his hand.

“There are other seats,” Val said.

“So there are. Go get one.”

“No.”

“You’re going to flirt with my sister? In front of me?”

“No. I was going to have a polite convo to keep her spirits up.”

“Guys,” Ace interrupted them, “we have a long flight to Ohio. Can we just, I dunno, not talk?”

Greer looked as wounded as Val felt. “Now you’ve done it,” Val said under his breath.

“Me?” Before Greer could say more, the pilot came through to greet them and secure the cabin. When the plane was taxiing down the runway, Greer said, “I think we should prep for what we’re going to say to Mom and Dad.”

“Good idea. What did you have in mind?” Val asked when Ace didn’t. She was looking at Greer, so at least she was listening.

“I don’t know what they know about the Omnis and King and any of it.”

“They know. I was their tithe.”

“Oh, fuck,” Val hissed.

“What does that mean?” Greer asked. “You saying they voluntarily sacrificed you?”

Ace shrugged. “It’s what we were told, the other orphans and I, when we asked about our parents. They said we were given to the OWO as tribute.”

“Well, you weren’t. They mourned your loss. It crushed them.”

Ace shrugged again. “Doesn’t mean they didn’t do it. Just means they regretted it.”

Val looked at Greer. “Couldn’t we just say she was raised by a childless couple in California? It would explain her differences.”

Ace looked out of the window.

“It wouldn’t even come close,” Greer said. “No, I want to know how much they know.”

“Okay, but if they don’t know about the OWO, they won’t understand what happened to her.”

“They’ll understand. They lived the devastation of losing her as a baby. I know for sure they won’t take the danger surrounding Ace lightly.”

Ace pinned him with a look. “It isn’t only around me. It’s around you guys. And them. And anyone I get near.”

“We’ll be in and out in under twenty-four hours,” Greer told her. “The dust won’t even settle.”

Ace frowned. “I thought you had a girlfriend.”

“I do.”

“Why didn’t she come?”

“Because our parents haven’t met her yet either. She was worried that if the both of you came out at the same time, it would overwhelm the old folks. She thought it was more important that they meet you and have this time to focus on you. I’ll bring her out for Christmas.”

“Do they know what you do?” Val asked Greer.

“No.” The tension in his answer caught Ace’s attention. “Maybe. I think they believe I’m following in my grandfather’s footsteps. I’ve told them I work for a private security firm, which isn’t a lie. That’s going to be your cover too, Ace—and the reason why you can’t stay for a longer visit.”




* * *




The flight to Cleveland didn’t take as long as Ace had thought it would. Far too soon they were landing at a private airstrip. Owen had a black Suburban waiting for them. Greer drove. He said his parents’ house was only about a half-hour away. 

“Don’t be nervous,” he said, looking over at her in the front passenger seat. “You’re about to make two people very happy.”

She looked out the window, unconvinced.

They pulled up in front of Greer’s parents’ house a short while later. She studied the painted brick facade. It was a big house. “Was this where they lived when it happened?”

“No,” Greer said. “We moved here after you were taken.”

Ace tried to reach her earliest memories, but none of them were of the above world. In fact, the way people lived here, the choices they made, the freedoms they had—all made it seem the above world was an entirely different planet.

She looked at Greer as she got out of the SUV. He was so happy. He leaned close and whispered, “We’re not so different, you and I. We’re both assassins. And we’re both the children of these normal people. And we both don’t fit in. But they’re our parents, and they deserve our respect, whether they agree with our line of work or not.” 

“Respect must be earned. They haven’t earned mine.”

He straightened and nodded, all while holding her gaze. “Then be true to yourself, and fuck the rest of the world.”

Ace watched him walk away. What the hell did that mean? What was she walking in to here? She looked around them, mentally laying out an escape route.

Val leaned around her and shut her door. “Breathe, Ace. Baby, just breathe. This will pass. Everything does.”

“I’m not scared.”

Val huffed a breath and gave her a half-smile. “Then why am I?”

“I’ll protect you.” She smiled at him.

“Yeah. Let’s go with that.”

“Have you met them yet?”

“No. But Greer’s like a brother to me.”

“Great. What does that make me and you?”

He set his hand at the nape of her neck. “A sister I’d like to fuck again?”

She laughed. “Thanks, Val.” They started forward.

“That’s what I’m here for, to keep things light.”

Greer was standing at the front door, holding it open. A middle-aged man and woman stood in the shadows. Ace went up the steps to the stoop. She hesitated. Greer was already in a conversation with his parents.

“…and you’ve brought your friends,” his mom said, beaming. Her hands were clasped together in front of her chest.

“Friends. Yeah,” Greer mumbled. “Ace, Val…Mom and Dad.”

Val reached around her and held out his hand to Greer’s parents. “Nice to meet you both.”

Mrs. Dawson looked at her, a question in her eyes.

“I work with them,” Greer explained as they stepped inside. “Look, Mom, is there someplace we could sit down?”

“Of course,” Mr. Dawson said. “Come in, son.” He led the way into the living room. 

Mrs. Dawson sat in an armchair. Mr. Dawson perched beside her. The three of them took the sofa, Greer nearest his parents. “I have some news.”

Mrs. Dawson’s gaze moved between him and Ace. “Are you engaged?” She smiled.

“No.” Greer shook his head. “Maybe soon, but no.”

Mrs. Dawson’s brown eyes widened. “Are you pregnant? I know these things happen out of order these days…”

“Mom”—Greer shook his head—“please stop guessing.” He reached over and took her hand. A minute passed as he blinked but couldn’t find the right words. “Candy is still alive.”

His mom’s mouth made a big O.

“What have you learned?” his dad asked.

“Ace is Candy.”

Both Dawsons jumped to their feet, staring at her. Every human emotion passed through their eyes—disbelief, curiosity, wonder, joy, sorrow. 

They stood as well. Ace stepped back from their hungry energy before they could hug her. Val slipped an arm around her waist. She leaned against him as she gripped his hand with both of her hands.

“Is it true?” Mr. Dawson asked.

“My DNA matches Greer’s,” Ace said.

“What happened?” Mr. Dawson asked, as he pulled his gaze from Ace and looked at Greer.

“Your enemies took me,” Ace said.

Mrs. Dawson’s eyes widened. “What enemies?” Her eyes were filled with fear. “Not again.” She looked at her husband. “Not now, when everything’s going so wonderfully.” 

He rubbed her back. “Let’s all take a seat and let Ace talk.”

They returned to their seats. Ace could see that her words were having a dire effect on Greer’s mom. But Greer himself said that truth was all he believed in anymore. “The people who took me said I was your tithe, that you voluntarily relinquished me to them.”

“There was so much blood…” Mrs. Dawson whispered.

“I have scars.”

“Oh, God.” Mrs. Dawson grabbed a tissue and cried into it. Mr. Dawson rubbed her back.

Ace spared Greer a quick glance. His face was like stone.

“Where have you been all of this time?” Mr. Dawson asked, more curious than accusatory.

Ace lowered her gaze to her knees. How did you tell someone you didn’t know—and didn’t particularly care for, but who loved you beyond the moon—what had transpired over the last twenty-two years? “I’ve been around. I’ve been hunting the ones who took me, fighting so that what happened to me won’t happen to others. That search brought me to Wyoming…and Greer, who’s also hunting them.”




Aaannndd…there it is, Val thought. It was the truth. Like it or not, there were consequences for the Dawsons’ involvement with the Omnis. The OWO extracted its pound of flesh from everyone in its path. 

Mrs. Dawson’s face had gone several shades paler. “I thought you said you worked for a private security firm?” she asked Greer.

“I do. What do you know of the Omni World Order? Or a man named King?”

Mrs. Dawson frowned. “Was this someone involved with your grandfather?” 

“Yes.”

“I knew he had enemies, but I didn’t know who they were. I assumed they were people he met from his intelligence work in the Cold War.” She gasped suddenly and shot a look toward her husband. “Wait. There was something.” She got up and hurried away, leaving the rest alone with Mr. Dawson.

“It’s really good to see you, son. I can’t believe you’ve brought Candy back to us.” He looked at his daughter. “It’s going to take us all a while to get used to everything. I hope you’ll give us a chance.”

“My name’s Ace. Not Candy.” She stood up. “I need to get some air.” She stepped away, then went outside. Val stood up and walked to the front door, watching her.

“She’s okay,” Greer said. “She’s tough. She’ll come to terms with this.”

“What happened to her?” Mr. Dawson asked. 

Val and Greer exchanged looks, neither knowing how much to reveal. Greer looked down at the coffee table before facing his dad. “A lot. And none of it good. Now that she’s back with us, I think it needs to be up to her to share her stories. Or not.” He gave his dad a regretful face. “She’s healing. Let’s leave it at that.”

“How do we go forward?”

Val walked back toward them. “Without judgment. Without demands. Just with the grace of acceptance.”

“I found it!” Mrs. Dawson called out as she hurried into the room carrying a box. She set it down on the coffee table, then lifted out a clear plastic bag with a paper inside. Her hands were shaking as she handed it to Greer.

Val leaned over to read the note. It was on a piece of white paper—or what had once been white. The words were formed from letters cut out of a magazine and pasted to the paper. It read: 

We accept this penalty tithe for crimes committed by Henry Myers. 

Greer had that cool anger in his eyes and a stillness about his face that made the hairs lift on the back of Val’s neck. “Where did this come from?”

“We found it in that box of your grandfather’s things,” Mr. Dawson told them.

“Did the cops know about this when they were looking for Can—Ace?” he asked.

Mrs. Dawson shook her head. “We didn’t know about it at the time. We only found it a few years ago when we cleaned out Grandpa’s room.”

Greer glared at Val. “So it’s true. She was a tithe.”

“What kind of tithe could a child be?” Mrs. Dawson asked. “Who would take a child because someone did something they didn’t like?”

“We’re not dealing with normal people, Mom. These guys are like street thugs crossed with mob bosses…on steroids. They’re bad news.”

Mrs. Dawson started to silently weep. “I thought all of this was behind us.”

Val put his arm around her shoulders. She seemed to have aged before his eyes. “They are bad news, Mrs. Dawson. But we are very close to rooting them out and ending them. Your son and daughter are key to that effort. You should be proud of them. They are fearless, those two.”

She sniffled and reached over to pat his hand. “Thank you, Val.”

Greer hugged his mom, then kissed her forehead. “Is this box all of Grandpa’s papers?”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to take it with me. Whatever’s there will make more sense to me than to you.”

“Take it,” his dad said.

Greer nodded. “I’m sorry to make such a short visit, but I think it’s for the best if we head back now.”

Val shook hands with Greer’s parents and took his leave, giving the three of them time to have a private conversation. He went over to Ace, who was leaning against the Suburban.

“It was easier when I was alone,” she said.

Val frowned. “How so?”

“Because I didn’t have to worry about anyone else. If I was hurting their feelings or meeting their expectations.” She flashed a look at him. “Or fitting in.”

“Yeah, but then there’s the other half of that. The empty half—the alone part. It isn’t as hard as you might think to be part of a family.”

“How’s that working out for you?”

Val grinned. “I love my family. My father’s fucked up, but my sisters rock. They have good husbands. And I have awesome nieces and nephews. And then there’s Owen.”

Her brows shot up. “You’re related?”

“Cousins. He lived with us for a few years after his father died.” Val reached over and tweaked a lock of her hair. “Cheer up, SweeTart. The big reveal is over. Now you’ve met your parents. What happens next is up to you.”

“SweeTart?”

Val’s grin widened. “You won’t let anyone call you Candy, but you’re sweet and tart as hell—like a SweeTart.”

She straightened. “So you’re calling me a piece of candy…”

“Oh, yeah. It’s my secret code for Candy, while not breaking the rules.”

“I think you break the rules all the time.”

“Only the ones worth breaking.”

The Dawsons walked Greer out. He put the box in the back, then gave his parents hugs. “See you again. Soon. I have someone else I want you to meet.”

“Oh?” Mr. Dawson said, brow raised.

“She’s an assistant professor of sociology at the University of Wyoming,” Greer told them.

Mrs. Dawson smiled. “We can’t wait to meet her.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Greer’s dad drew him aside. They weren’t fully out of earshot. Val listened while he kept an eye on Ace and her mom.

“I’m sorry to see that you’re so heavily involved in this, son. It’s had a destructive impact on our family.”

Greer gave him a small smile. “It’s not something you can dip your toe into and understand what it’s all about. You have to jump into dark water that’s well over your head to find the whole truth about what’s happening and where the enemies are hiding. Believe me, this is affecting many more families than just our own.”

Mr. Dawson nodded, then held a hand out to Greer. “Then God bless and be safe. I don’t want to lose you, too.”

“Thanks, Dad. That means a lot.”

While they were talking, Greer’s mom went over to Ace. Mrs. Dawson’s eyes were filled with tears. She reached over to grip Ace’s hands. Val could see Ace’s tension at the contact.

“I hope you’ll give us a chance to get to know each other.”

Ace looked regretful. “Mrs. Dawson, you’ve already mourned the loss of your daughter. Perhaps it’s best left at that.”

“No. You are my daughter. All grown-up and fierce and beautiful. I will go to my grave regretting what happened, but I will also be deeply grateful that you’re alive and I got to meet you. So we’ll take it a little at a time until you feel comfortable with us. Just know that wherever you go, whatever you do, you have family you can come home to. We love you, Ace.”

Tears spilled down Ace’s cheeks. Val had to bite his lower lip to keep from responding to the pain that washed through her…pain that was a little less sharp this time.

Mrs. Dawson hugged Ace. “Thank you, Mrs. Dawson.”

“Mom,” Mrs. Dawson said.

Ace straightened. “Mom.” Her face was stiff as she said it, but her heart was in her eyes. Mrs. Dawson reached over and patted her cheek, then went over to Greer.

Val smiled at Ace. She looked like a shattered vase where all the fragments were held together only by gravity and habit. He wrapped his arms around her. 

“Breathe, SweeTart,” he whispered. “Your family’s pretty awesome.” Ace took a deep breath as he held her. When Val stepped away, both of her parents were giving him a curious look. He smiled at them. 

This was a family he wouldn’t mind joining.




* * *




It was late when they got back to Colorado. Ace carried Greer’s box over to his SUV. As she put it in the back seat, the flaps blew open. She saw the note of pasted letters. Her stomach dropped when she read it. Greer took it from her limp hand and put it back in the box.

“They didn’t know?” she asked.

“I don’t think they did,” Greer said. “They didn’t see the note until after Grandpa died and they were clearing out his things.”

“Ace.” Val squeezed her shoulder. “Let me drive your car home. You ride with Greer.”

She shook her head. “I need to go. I need to think.” 




For the second time in only a few days, Val watched Ace drive away. At least she still had the car and the burner phone and the emergency alert necklace; she wasn’t trying to disappear.

“How do you think that went?” Greer asked him.

“I thought your parents took it well.” Val faced Greer. “You know, I’m gonna marry your sister.”

Greer laughed. “You’ll have to catch her and tame her first. She’s kinda feral.”

Val looked across the tarmac. “I’m in no hurry.”

Greer started for the driver’s-side door. When they were both in the SUV, he said, “Well, good luck with all that. I hope she doesn’t ditch you on your honeymoon.”

Val looked out his window and slumped a little in the seat. “Yeah. I hope so, too.”

“But on the flip side, you’d make an awesome brother. I’ve been outnumbered by female siblings for too long.”




* * *




That night, Val went up to Rocco and Mandy’s suite. They were sitting on the sofa, watching TV. Rocco nodded at him and paused the TV. 

“S’up, Val? How were Greer’s parents?”

“They seem nice, but a bit like civilians who’ve been chucked into a shark tank.”

“Things go okay with Ace there?”

Val gave him a little smile. “Let’s just say it was a shocker—for her and them. But I think it’ll work out all right. Rocco, I wanted to ask you something. In your work translating and decoding Catherine’s library, have you come across the subject of tithing?”

“Like what the Friends did?”

“That, or any other type of it.”

“In the original group, there was a mandate that the scientists tithe a percentage of their earnings to the watchers who kept them safe. And there was also an expectation that any man who wanted to be a patron would provide a certain level of income and financial support for the scientist and his project.”

“Nothing about servitude? Slaves or indentured servants being offered as someone’s tithe to the group? Children being sacrificed to the group?”

“No. Why?”

“Ace said she was tithed to the Omnis; that that was why she was taken from the Dawsons as a baby. And there was a note in Greer’s granddad’s papers that made the same statement.”

“What we’ve seen of this modern Omni group is vastly different from its original charter. Maybe new rules were made up somewhere along the line. Remember, I’m still working with documents that are hundreds of years old.”

Val stood. “Right.” He nodded at them. “Night, guys.”

Val went looking for Owen next. He was in the den. A blazing fire took the chill of the October night out of the room. Owen was writing something. He set his pen down and slipped the papers into a leather folder, then leaned back in his seat and focused on Val.

Val crossed the room to the patio door, watching the reflection of the fire’s flames in the glass. “How can we live so long and know so little about our own lives?” he asked, then turned to look at his cousin.

“Ace called the Omnis a nation within a nation. We aren’t the only ones unaware of the puppets pulling our strings. How was the trip to the Dawsons’?”

“They’re good people, but Ace didn’t exactly welcome her folks with open arms.”

“Not surprising, given everything that’s happened.”

Val handed Owen the cryptic note. “This was found in Greer’s grandfather’s papers. Ace had said she was her parents’ tithe.”

Owen frowned. “What does that mean?”

Val shook his head. “Didn’t the Friends have tithes, too?”

“They did, but their tithes were a voluntary activity their kids did as teenagers, not the kids themselves.”

Val crossed his arms. “King himself made those assignments. Most of those kids, though, he ended up using in his medical experiments, so he did take them. Anyway, it looks as if the Dawsons didn’t know about this note at the time Ace was taken. Greer’s grandfather hid it before they could see it.”

Owen set it on his desk, then got up and moved around his desk to lean against the corner. “I’ll send it out for analysis. Maybe we’ll get a fingerprint or some DNA off it. You ready to see your dad?”

Val nodded. “Want to come?”

“I do, but I think I need to be here right now.”

“You going to send someone to talk to Senator Jacobs?”

“Soon. Let’s see what your dad has to say. The plane will be ready for you in the morning.”

Val started for the door, but paused. “I hoped that having Greer find our interconnections would put us closer to ending this. Instead, I think we just fell into an even bigger tunnel.”

“I know.” Owen gave him a long look. “Stay aware out there.”

Val laughed. “And there he is.”

“Who?”

Val met Owen’s eyes. “The brother I always loved.”




* * *




Val was lying in bed, alone in the dark. His bag was packed. He’d be leaving in the morning.

His cell phone rang. It was Ace. Again, she spoke as if their convo had never been interrupted. “That first time was when I’d just learned that I’d been rejected as a potential Omni wife. They rejected me. I wasn’t even good enough to be a fucking slave wife.”

“Why did they do that?”

“I wasn’t the perfect vessel.” The inflection she used gave him an image of her making air quotes around that phrase. “They’d evaluated me at thirteen. I was a late bloomer. All they saw was that I was too skinny, too bony, too pointy, and had mousy brown hair.”

“Everything I love about you. But Ace, darlin’, you aren’t ‘too’ any of those things. You’re perfect.” Silence. 

“They gave me a choice. I could prostitute myself to any of the men the OWO sent me to. Or I could continue my life of servitude.”

Fucking hell. “What kind of choice was that for you to have to make? For anyone to make? You were a baby.”

“I picked the former. It got me out of the tunnels sometimes.”

Val’s heart seemed to block his breath. “Ace, come home.”

“Jesus, Val. I have no home.”

He closed his eyes and pressed the tip of the phone to his forehead, sparing him more of her words until his chest unlocked and he could take a breath. 

“I’ll be your home,” he said into the air between his chin and the phone. “Come back to me.” After a minute, he looked at the phone. The connection was still live. She hadn’t hung up on him yet. He put the phone back up to his ear. “Ace?”

The line went dead. The call ended as it had begun…in the middle of their conversation. 




















Chapter Seventeen




Val turned off the rural country road onto his father’s estate in the Tidewater region of Virginia. The property was surrounded on all sides by a six-foot brick wall that somehow managed to look colonial and elegant rather than like the stockade it was. He stopped his car at the front gate and rolled down his window to hit the call button. Smiling into the camera, he wondered what the old bastard would think of his unscheduled visit.

Well, it wasn’t exactly unscheduled. He’d checked with the family butler to be sure his dad would be home. 

“Mr. Parker,” came a voice over the speaker as the gate slowly rolled open. “Welcome home.”

Val nodded. The wide front drive wasn’t paved. It was covered with crushed shells, same as it had been for centuries. Dusk had turned the sky pink and deepened the shadows around the ancient oaks and pines that lined both sides of the curving drive. The trees hid the homestead from curious onlookers down by the road, furthering the image of it being a benign garden estate. After all, prisons never had trees around them, did they?

He drove around the circle out front and parked by the wide steps leading to the majestic front door. He got out of his rented Mercedes and stared at his childhood home. He hadn’t been back in almost a decade, but nothing looked different. It was a rambling structure comprised of three connected buildings. The first was a humble stone house built in 1719. The middle section was added on a couple of years after the War of 1812, when his family was the beneficiary of lucrative shipping contracts. And the most recent portion came in the 1930s, at the height of the Great Depression—a more egregious show of wealth Val couldn’t imagine. 

Most of the original land granted to the Tremaine and Parker ancestors by King George I had been sold off to form various towns, parks, and farm parcels over the centuries. Isaiah Parker had reacquired the thousand acres surrounding the homestead in the nineteenth century, returning it to its former grandeur. 

If his father hadn’t cut him out of the will, Val would have made sure the historic property was transferred to the state upon his dad’s death. A heritage place like this belonged to all the people of the Tidewater area.

He took his black go bag and left the car to one of his father’s employees to park. As he went up the stairs to the front door, he locked his emotions down, tucking them away behind the veneer of polite expressions that had long ago been beaten into him. 

The front door opened. William, the family’s butler of the last fifty years, greeted him, looking like a wizened white grape. So many memories flashed through Val’s mind of all the times that William had interceded on his behalf, covered for him, or lectured him on the morality of manhood, things his father should have done. 

“Mr. Parker. I hope your travels were comfortable?” He reached for Val’s bag. “I’ll put your things in your room.”

Val didn’t hand the bag over. Instead he grinned and wrapped an arm around William, giving him a sideways hug. “Jesus, I’ve missed you. Dad, not so much. But you, always. And fucking call me Val.”

A smile almost made it past William’s severe lips. “You are looking quite fit. It would seem that life agrees with you, but I see you haven’t learned to curb your tongue.”

“Never.” Val laughed. The sound bounced around the marble entry hall. “The old man here?”

William shook his head. “He was called away unexpectedly on business this afternoon. I thought about warning you, but imagined you were already in transit. I believe he’ll be back Monday, but he could return as early as tomorrow. I’m sorry. His calendar was open when I checked it for you.”

“Oh.” Val felt gut-punched. “Did he know I was coming in?”

William winced. “Unfortunately, I asked him if he wanted me to call your sisters in for your visit.”

“Ah. Well. Perhaps I’ll see him tomorrow, then.” He nodded at William and started toward the hallway that would lead to his bedroom in the middle section of the house, but stopped and turned back. “My room’s still mine?”

“It is, sir.”

Val nodded. It was odd, given his father’s low regard for him, that he still kept a room for him. Thinking of his dad just irritated him. His absence was the typical bullshit he expected from his father. But since he was already here, Val thought he might as well make the best of it. He may not need to interview his dad to get the answers he was after.

“Shall I serve your supper in the dining room?” William called after him. “Or would you prefer to have it brought to your room?”

“Neither. I’ll come get it. Just let me know when it’s ready.”

William gave a brief nod. “As you wish.”

Val navigated the hallways leading to his room and dumped his bag on his bed. He took out his phone and used his team’s app to check for bugs or wireless cameras. None were in his room. Keeping his phone in hand as if he were having a riveting text convo with friends, he strolled in an aimless way through the most used areas of his father’s house, checking to see which rooms, if any, were being monitored. Almost all of them were.

He went back to his room and texted Max. This whole house is hot.

Copy. What’s the Wi-Fi password? Max asked. Val texted it. We’re in. I’ll let you know what we find.

Tell me if you think my dad knows he’s being watched. Or if it’s a system he set up to watch others.

Roger.

I’m going to check out his library.

Copy. Let us know if you need backup. Your cousin dearest is regretting his choice to stay behind.

Will do.

Val pocketed his phone. The library was in the middle section of the house. Two adjacent rooms had been joined into what was now the library when the last addition had been made to the house. 

As a kid, the library had been off-limits to him. If he were honest with himself, he could see that his childhood hijinks had earned him the banishment. The tomes his family had collected were one of a kind and highly valuable. It wasn’t until Owen had joined their household that he’d had a few opportunities to sneak inside, chaperoned, of course, by the favorite male child. 

The library’s contents were ancient. His dad had made its rare seventeenth- and eighteenth-century volumes available to scholars, in cooperation with various academic libraries around the world. 

His phone rang. He was surprised to see Owen calling him. 

“Times have changed. I see you’re now allowed in those hallowed rooms.”

“Fuck you,” Val said. “Dad’s not home. What he don’t know… I guess Max got into the security system.” 

“Affirmative. It’s not looking like a security system so much as a surveillance system. We’ll update you when we know more, like where the feed is being sent or what other networks are watching it.”

“I’m going to take a stroll around the room. After I leave in a few minutes, can you have Max play a loop on the cams so no one’s watching me when I come back? My dad’s desk is in here. I want to go through his things unobserved.”

“Will do.”

A few minutes later, when Max gave him the all-clear, Val returned to the library. His father’s desk had two locked file drawers. He took two picks from a specially outfitted army knife and unlocked the drawers. The files inside weren’t anything of great interest. Standard papers for the estate. More of the same in the second locked drawer. He locked the drawers back up.

“So, seems your family’s butler has an unusual level of curiosity.” Max said when he called Val a few minutes later. “Good call on the loop. I’m watching him watch you wander around the library. Let me know when you want the live feed restored.”

“Will do.” Val dropped the call.

There had to be more file cabinets. He looked around the corner the desk was in without finding what he was looking for. An estate the size and age of this one had to have more records stored somewhere. Later tonight, when William was in bed, Val decided he’d go check out his dad’s bedroom. He moved to a safe area of the library, then texted Max to restore the feed.

Val switched a light on by the sofa. Night had come, blanketing the world in the early autumn darkness of a moonless sky. He sat on the sofa. It was upholstered in baby-blue velvet. Probably another reason he’d not been allowed in the room all those years ago. Off to the side, at the far end of the long sofa, French doors opened onto a brick patio. The wall on either side of the door was lined with the carved panels of dark-stained shelves that completely framed the door, making it look as if it were recessed into the wall. 

The chilly Virginia evening wasn’t at all like the cold weather back at the team’s headquarters in Wyoming. A sound outside disturbed the thick silence of the library. Val looked out the French doors, but didn’t see anything. Maybe someone was doing a security patrol around the house. Curious now, he flipped off the sofa light and went to look through the French doors. The night was still. Whatever small sound he’d heard, it wasn’t wind. 

He took the key from its hook on the nearby shelf and unlocked the door. The dense ivy vine to the left of the door shivered. Val sent a quick look up, thinking it was an animal climbing after some rodent. A cat…or a cat burglar, he thought as a small human form took shape halfway up to the second floor. 

“Val?” Ace whispered.

Val felt his hackles settle back down. “Howdy, Ace.”

“You are here.”

“So I am. What are you doing in the vine?”

“I was breaking in to your father’s home to find you.”

Val grinned. “I see. Well. Carry on.” He turned and started to go back into the library. “Of course, it might be easier to just come in this way.”

She scrambled down then dropped at his feet. Straightening, she wiped leaves and spider webs from her clothes. “I tried the front gate. Your father’s goons don’t let hookers onto the property.”

Val’s brows shot upward. “Were you offering them sex in exchange for admittance?” He was trying to keep things light else he’d go rip into the goddamned security crew. They hadn’t even passed her request over to him. 

“No.”

“Then why wouldn’t they let you in?”

“Look at me.” She held her arms wide. Her short leather jacket sported several zippers. Her hair was still green, pale like her eyes. Her striped knit top hung below the bottom of her jacket, spilling over jeans that hugged her legs like a second skin. Tall platform boots covered most of her calves.

He grinned. “You look hot as fuck to me. Can’t believe you could scale the side of the house in those boots. But why didn’t you just call me?”

Her narrow nostrils flared. “Maybe I wanted to hear you call me a whore to my face like your staff did.”

Val reached over and pulled a dead leaf from her hair. “Hmm. Sorry to disappoint, but that’s not something I’d ever do. How did you know where I was?”

“My handler. He made the arrangements.”

He caught her cheek and the side of her neck in his hand. Leaning close, he said, “I’m glad you’re here, SweeTart.”

She chuckled. The sound bounced against his opened mouth as he kissed her. He swallowed her laugh. It tasted good going down. He would have deepened the kiss, but he heard his name being called from inside the library as lights were switched on. 

Straightening, he took her hand and led her inside. William was there, setting a tray on a table. His eyes widened when he saw Ace. “Sir, I didn’t know you have company.”

“William, this is”—he caught a nearly hidden warning look from Ace—“Annie. She’s going to be my guest for a little while. Please let Dad’s guards know she’s welcome to come and go as she likes.”

“Yes, of course. Welcome, miss.” William held out his hand for the messenger bag slung over her shoulder. “If you’ll give me your things, I’ll have a room made up right away.”

“No need,” Ace said. “I’ll be staying with Val.”

Hunger stabbed low in Val’s body, and not the kind that dinner would satisfy. He gave her a lopsided grin. 

“Yes, of course. I’ll return with another tray right away.”

Val stopped him. “There’s plenty here. We’ll share.”

William looked at Val, a question in his eyes that he never voiced. Val grinned, assuming the family butler was re-evaluating the myth his father had perpetuated that his son’s sexual orientation was in question. His dad had always wanted to pigeonhole him, for reasons Val never understood. Maybe that was why it had been so easy for him to play the gay role for Ace in the beginning. 

“Yes. Well, if there’s anything either of you need, just let me know.”

Val drew Ace into his arms after William walked out. He braced himself on the back of the sofa and pulled her between his legs. He caught her face in his hands and leaned close, looking at her cheek so he could avoid the shadows that danced in her eyes. “Almost every room in this fucking mausoleum is bugged. Say and do only what you want everyone else to see and hear.”

He felt her nails dig into the soft fabric of his tee at the top of his pecs. There was worry in her eyes as they caught his. “I should leave.”

He kept their faces close so none of the cameras in the room could capture exactly what they were saying. “No, you shouldn’t. I let my father know I was coming and he bailed on me. I’m lonely. Could be a long wait for him to grant me a visit.”

“Bastard.” She pushed free and walked around the room, stroking the carefully arranged rows of books. “I should have known you were one of them.”

“You mean one of the male half of the species?”

She speared him with a look from over her shoulder. “You know what I mean.”

“I don’t really. But then half the time I don’t know what I mean either. Are you hungry?” He wanted to divert her attention before she said something of use to whomever it was keeping tabs on his dad.

“Sure.”

He picked up the tray. “Let’s eat in my room.”




















Chapter Eighteen




Val walked next to Ace through the newest portion of the house, into the elegant middle wing. As a kid, he’d loved the original portion of the house the best, but when he reached six feet tall at thirteen years old, he’d had to pick a new room in the middle wing. Now, at well over six feet, he was glad he’d made the change—he was at least a foot taller than the men who’d built and lived in the first section of the house. 

“How many horror films have been made here?” Ace asked, keeping close to his side. 

Val sent a glance around at the heavy, dark, and carved paneled walls, banisters, and furniture. The silver wall sconces had originally held candles before being retrofitted for gas and finally electricity. Add to that the mood set by the burgundy carpets and tapestry drapes…it was a perfect setting for a scary movie. 

“You into classic horror movies?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Um. No. I got enough real horror in my life.” She sent a look around them. “If that’s your thing, I’m outta here.”

Funny. That was pretty much what his dad used to say. “There’s a lot of history here.” The stairs they climbed to the second floor had a huge wall that doubled as a gallery featuring portraits of his ancestors who’d lived in the house at some time during its three centuries. Val looked at their stern faces, seeing generations of wealthy men, some politicians in the early years of the American government, some sea captains, some military officers, some the landowner gentry. 

Odd that none of them looked particularly happy. “Do you believe in curses, Ace?”

She followed his gaze to a group of portraits. “I believe in hatred.” She looked up at him. “Is that the same thing? It’s like it’s passed in our genes.”

“Do you hate?”

“Yes. I hated everything. And everyone. Until you.”

He smiled as he held her gaze. “So there’s an antidote?”

“I hope so.”

He started up the last section of the wide staircase, wondering if she didn’t hate him, did that mean she loved him? She was all sharp edges and angles and contradictions, broken pieces of a human soul that still somehow managed to function.

It was jarring how happy he was that she’d sought him out. “How did you find me?”

“How do I do anything?”

So, somehow her handler had known about his trip. Interesting. Val stopped at his door and nodded for her to open it. His was a two-room suite with a large bathroom. He set the supper tray on the table by the fireplace in the living room portion. The wood fireplaces in the newest section of the house had been converted to gas, but this one—and all the ones in the older portions of the house—still burned wood. The fire snapped and crackled, casting a warm, flickering light across the room. 

“Come eat,” Val said, inviting her over to the table. Supper was a chicken potpie and a side of broccoli. 

Ace looked over the pie as Val cut into the crust, dividing it in half. He scooped out one side and put it into the bowl of broccoli, then he put half the broccoli into the potpie dish and pushed it her way. She made a face. 

He lifted a brow. “You don’t like potpies?”

“I don’t like peas.”

“Why?”

“They pop in your mouth. It’s a texture thing.”

He shook his head. “I’ll eat your peas.” He fished them out of her serving and put them in his. “Eat.”

She did, frowning as she chewed. “You’ve been feeding me since we first met,” she said. “Why?”

He gave a half shake of his head as he chewed and swallowed. “Maybe it’s a guy thing. I like knowing I can provide for you.” Her eyebrows lifted. He remembered her saying the Omnis had found her too bony for their breeding program, and reminded himself to steer clear of her body issues. 

A knock sounded on his door. William was there with a second dinner tray. “I know you said one serving was enough, but I brought this up just in case it was needed.”

Val took the tray. “Thank you, William.”

“Will you need anything further this evening?”

“Nope. The night’s yours.”

“Very good, sir.”

“Night, William.”

“Good night—Val.” The old man caught himself before addressing him by his surname.

Val carried the tray over to the table. “More food.”

“This is enough for me.” They ate in silence. When she was finished, she got up and moved around the room.

“What did you mean when you said you should have known I was ‘one of them’?” he asked, watching her. 

“We’re safe here?”

“Yes.”

“Your extreme wealth.”

He shook his head. “None of this is mine. My father wrote me out of his will long ago.”

“Why?”

“I was a bitter disappointment to him.”

“I don’t understand that.”

Neither did Val. His dad had always been severe with him, but kind with his sisters. Val loved his sisters and didn’t begrudge them their father’s kindness, but wished he hadn’t been an unwanted burden to his dad. 

Such was the price you paid for killing your mother.

“At least you know your family,” Ace said. “It was an impressive wall of fame we passed on our way up here. Thanks to you and Greer, I’ve met my family, but I don’t know them. I don’t know my history. I don’t know why or how my grandfather was involved with the Omnis.”

“He was in the resistance.” Val cut into the second potpie. “I know my family’s history, but never felt it belonged to me. Or I to them. In truth, I don’t know if we’re on the same side in this war, my family and I.”

“What side of it are you on?” she asked.

“I don’t know enough to answer that.” Her eyes widened. Before she could shut him down, he quickly added, “I’ve only just learned about the role the Omnis have in the world. I thought the enemies we fought were more black and white, not a snarl of good and evil. I don’t think we even have all the groups figured out yet. I’m trying to get a handle on it, but I can tell you I’m not with the puppet masters. Nor am I with the pedophiles, terrorists, sex traffickers, or drug runners.”

“But what if, to fight them, you become what they are?”

He shrugged. “My life is forfeit to the cause. How it ends, time will tell.”

Ace’s eyes were huge as she looked at him. “Do you think we’ll live very long at all?”

Her circuit around the room had brought her back to the table. She stood near his chair. He reached up to touch her face. She leaned her cheek into his hand. He slowly smiled, glad to offer her that comfort, at least. “I think we’ll live as long as we need to.”

“Great.” She huffed a short laugh and straightened. “That’s great. I’m going to take a shower.” She snatched up her bag and headed for the bedroom.

“Ace.” He stopped her. “Which side are you on?”

She glanced at the floor and shrugged. “I’m not on anyone’s side. I only want to find Adelaide’s son and return him to her. After that”—her gaze lifted to him—“well, after that, I’m going for my chance at killing King. And we both know how that’s going to end.” She walked out of the room, leaving that dire plan rippling behind her like a boat’s wake.

What a waste of a trained operative, Val thought. Hopefully, her vision of the future wouldn’t come to pass quite like that. 

He gave her a few minutes to prepare for her shower before he went into the bedroom. Her messenger bag was on the bed. He opened the flap and looked inside, only to find her camera, a Glock 19, a change of clothes, some toiletries, and a wallet. He looked toward the bathroom. The door was open. He could smell the shower’s steam and the shampoo she was using. Her clothes had been discarded in a haphazard way from the bedroom into the bathroom, like a hurricane had come through.

“Ace,” he called into the bathroom. “I’m going to find some cognac. I’ll be right back.”

She called out an answer, but it was garbled by the shower. 

Val stepped out of his suite and went down the dimly lit hallway into the newest section of the house, where his father’s room was. The door was unlocked. He flipped the lights on, then looked around the room. 

It hadn’t been redecorated since Val had left the house. Made him remember all the times his father had said he’d never amount to anything…and how his mom had wasted her life by giving it to him. Val pushed his way into the room, past those thoughts. His dad’s room was spacious, but was just a bedroom with a sitting area and a large en suite, not a full suite like his was.

He opened his nightstand drawers. He didn’t know what he was looking for. Something that would tell him more about his dad’s allegiances. A letter. A journal. Something. There was nothing in either nightstand. He went through his dad’s dressers, then his closet.

When he came out of the closet, William was crossing the room. “Was there something else you needed, sir?”

Val smiled as he realized William had been spying on him. “I remembered my dad kept a bottle of cognac in his room. Does he still have it?”

William went over to an armoire that Val hadn’t looked in yet. “Here you are, sir. There is only one glass. Your father doesn’t entertain in his room.”

“That’ll work. Thanks, William. That really will be all for the night.”

“Yes. Very good.” The old man walked to the door, then looked back at Val. “Do you think your father would like you in this room?”

Val blinked at that. “No, I don’t think he would like me in this or any room.” He followed the butler from the room, then turned down the corridors leading to his suite. 

The house was preternaturally quiet. As best he knew, there were only the three of them in the house that night, plus a guard or two from his dad’s security staff. He knew he was alone in the hallway, but it felt like something followed him. Greer would have a fucking field day in this place.

Back in his room, he poured the amber liquid into the balloon glass, then stoked the fire. This section of the house was drafty. The fire would be their best source of heat for the chilly night. Val sat on the sofa with his cognac. He watched the liquid swirl in the glass. A movement from the bedroom caught his attention. 

Ace was standing there with her wet hair twisted up in a towel. One of his white tees was the only thing she wore. She’d pulled it on while her body was still wet and it clung to her like an opaque skin. Out of habit, or maybe just pure hunger, his eyes slowly moved over her. She reached up to adjust it around her head, the motion lifting her lush breasts and their small, sharp points.

He stood and gestured toward the sofa. “Come sit with me. It’s warm here.”

She took the middle cushion, folding her legs beneath her. Val sat down and removed his boots, then got up to turn off the lights. He settled on the sofa, covering both of them with the soft mohair throw. He took a sip of the cognac, then offered it to her. She leaned against him as she sipped from his glass. That whole side of his body buzzed from the contact.

“Where’s your mom, Val?”

Val sighed. “I killed her.”

“What?” Ace jerked aside as she pushed up to look at him.

“When I was born. I was so fucking huge that I made her hemorrhage. She died an hour after giving birth to me.” He shot Ace a glance. Her eyes were huge, and a hand covered her mouth in horror. It was a relief, really, having her know. Now she could hate him like his father did.

“Why do you say you killed her? Of course you didn’t. You were a baby.” She settled against him again.

“My life came at the cost of hers.”

She sipped from the glass, then handed it back to him and rested her head on his shoulder. “I’m sorry that she died. No child should have to live without a mother. But you didn’t kill her.”

Val wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. He kissed the top of her head, glad she couldn’t see the moisture in his eyes. “Thank you.” They watched the fire, passing the glass back and forth between them. “Tell me about the tunnels, Ace. What happened to you there?”

“I told you what happened. I was an Omni prostitute.” 

“Yeah. But what happened before then, when you were little?”

She set the glass on the coffee table, then adjusted her position, stretching out across the cushions. He moved with her, then pulled her over top of him and covered her up again. She folded her hands on his chest and set her chin on them. She faced the fire, so he couldn’t see much of her expression, though he could feel the tension in her body.

“I honestly don’t remember much of the early years. There were others my age there. Boys and girls. We played together. We ate and slept together. There were a couple of older ladies who were in charge of us, but they didn’t seem very interested in caring for us. We tended each other. One day, we were sent to a school of sorts. We learned to read and write and do some math. When we were older, we also learned about the history of the Omni World.”

“Did you? What did they teach?”

“They rewrote the Bible as if it were all about the Omnis. The wording, the ancient-sounding stories were all so believable. We were taught the role of women was as servants to men. It was a daily instruction. The boys who’d been our friends changed as we grew older. They looked at us differently. They ordered us around. We were taught from an early age to obey.”

“Huh. No wonder you were grouchy toward me when we first met.”

She nodded. “It’s tainted my perception of human relations.”

“It wasn’t human relations you were taught in the tunnels.”

She nodded. “I learned that when I left.”

“How old were you when you left?”

“Eighteen.”

He reached for the glass and took a sip, then handed it to her. He adjusted the throw over her. “Tell me, where did you learn to fight?”

“The tunnels go on for miles.”

“Yeah. Angel said there were miles of them along the front range.”

“I doubt your friends from the FBI did much exploring, but I think they are all connected. When things became weird between the boys and the girls in our group, one of my friends and I set out to find a teacher who was rumored to teach the art of war to some in the tunnels. He was something of a boogeyman. Some said he was evil. Others said he was a wizard. 

“We packed food for a week. And water, which we carefully rationed.” She looked at him and smiled. “We figured it would take a week to navigate the long miles of tunnels. I don’t know what we would have done if we’d spent that whole week, reached the end of the tunnels, then had to come back without rations.”

“You didn’t make it?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know how far we got. I was twelve that year. My friend was a little older than me. She was desperate to get away. The Omnis were deciding her fate that summer. She told me the rumors she’d heard about what was to become of us.”

Val tamped down the panic he felt at the horrors she’d survived. She’d only been Casey’s age at the time. Christ. Those tunnels were full of caustic chemicals, rusted metals, and deadly holes. It could have been her crypt. “I’m glad you turned back.”

“They took my friend when we got back. And I was no longer allowed to go to school. The next time I went into the forbidden portion of the tunnels, a couple of years later, I was alone. That time, I’d stolen a flashlight and a compass. I’d heard stories of people getting so turned around in there that they came back to our section of the tunnel when they thought they’d reached the far end. I didn’t stop. No one was sent after me. It was too dangerous to send anyone into there.

“There’s no light down there. No way to know the passing of a day. There were long stretches of tunnels between huge, jumbled messes of a buried structure, then more straight tunnels. It’s why I think those missile silos are all connected. 

“In the main section where I lived, lights came on in the day and went off in the night. But out there, I had no way of knowing if it was night or day. I went through all my food, though I’d tried to be sparing with it. And then the flashlight died.”

“God, what happened?”

“I don’t know. I woke up in a different place. There were people—men, women and children. There were dogs.” She pushed up on his chest and smiled at him. “I love dogs.”

Val laughed, remembering her reaction to Yeller and Blue. “Where was this place?”

“I don’t know. I never knew. I was never allowed to go there without a blindfold. I found the man my friend and I had been looking for. He did look like a wizard. I should have been afraid, but I never was. His name was Master Santo Linhart. He was tall, and he had a long white beard. I thought he was old, but he never seemed to age, so I really have no idea how old he was.”

“You asked Lobo about him.”

She nodded. “I begged Santo to take me on as a student. He did. I trained with him for the next four years, but I never went back to his tunnel. He came to me when it was time for a lesson.”

“I’d like to meet him.” 

“I don’t know what happened to him, but he moved like a ghost in those tunnels. There were places where we met that the Omnis didn’t seem to know about. At least, they never went there. Little villages. They were safe havens. I doubt the FBI found all of them.

“Master Santo taught me about the resistance and the above world and a history that was not at all like what we’d been taught. He was the one who gave me my first camera. He said my mission was to document everything that happened to me when I was away from him.” She looked at him. “I didn’t document all of it.”

Val stroked the side of her head. “Does Master Santo fight like you do?”

She nodded. “He said I would know when it was time to leave. One day, I was done being a whore for the Omnis. I killed the man who was using me.” She pushed up from his chest. “You were the first I’ve been with since I left.”

She went silent. Her mind seemed far away. 

“I climbed out of those tunnels. I walked for miles across the prairie. A woman pulled up in a car.” She laughed. “I thought she was going to kill me. Instead, she said Master Santo had sent her, that she was to finish my training. She took me to a doctor, got me an ID, gave me cash. She taught me how to exist in the above world. 

“Then one day, I was given a phone and got a call from my handler. For three years, I worked with him to expose men whose sins were owned by King. Some of them had used me.” She sent a sideways look at Val. “They usually died.”

Val grinned and shook his head. “Obviously, you were never caught.”

“No, but it came close a few times. My handler called me three years ago and gave me a new mission: find Adelaide’s son. It’s what I’ve been doing ever since.”

She was braced on her elbows, watching him. Their sharp points dug into his upper chest, but he didn’t care. He touched her cheeks with his fingertips. “The world is a better place because of your fight against the Omnis, and no one even knows it to thank you.”

“I don’t fight for anyone’s gratitude.”

“I know. But you’re a hero in my eyes.”

“Can we sleep here tonight, by the fire?”

He nodded. “Let me go get another blanket. I’ll be right back.” He moved out from beneath her. When he got up, he poured a little more cognac into their glass. He handed it to her. “Stay warm. I’ll just be a minute.”

In his bedroom, he used the bathroom, brushed his teeth, and changed into a pair of flannel pajama bottoms. He grabbed a couple of pillows, the quilt from the bed, and a strip of condoms…just in case. 




















Chapter Nineteen




Ace lay on top of Val once again, her head sideways on his chest. She listened to his heartbeat and dozed in the warmth of the blankets and his arms, opening her eyes now and then to watch the fire.

The men who’d used her in the tunnels hadn’t hesitated to take what they wanted from her. But not Val. He never pushed himself on her. Even now, with them both lying like this.

She leaned up to look at him. He didn’t wake. It was as if he were made of gold dust, so pure and bright that light shone from him, from the breath that left his mouth and nose, from eyes that saw good where there was only rotten. She reached up and covered his mouth and nose with her hand. When he moved, she sat on top of him and used both hands to cover his face.

He caught her hands and tried to pull them away, but she pressed down harder. When he got them free, she screamed out in frustration. And with one scream having torn the barrier smothering her feelings, more screams followed. 

He held her wrists, keeping her nails from clawing at him. She screamed and screamed until her throat went raw and she couldn’t make any sound at all. He didn’t try to stop her.

At some point during her fit, he’d sat up. She was now straddling his thighs. She drew a shaky breath. He released her hands and caught her head. His nostrils were flared. He was breathing as heavily as she was. She felt his hands smooth the sides of her head.

“There’s more in there. Let it out,” he urged.

Tears filled her eyes, filled his. She stared at him, rage, fear, and arousal—all of it too potent a mix. She jumped off the sofa and scrambled a few feet away. He got up, too. She knew he would. He fetched a glass of water and brought it over to her.

“Drink.” His voice was calm. She took the glass and swallowed half of it, coughing through it at first. She squeezed the glass, trying to decide if she would keep it for a possible weapon or toss it aside and give herself over to what was coming. Never in her life had she wanted sex—no, not sex, intimacy—like she did this very minute. 

Her body felt strangely warm. Her heart was beating double time. Breathing was difficult. Her awareness narrowed to only Val. If she didn’t feel his body against hers, right now, she would start screaming again.

Val took the glass from her and set it aside, then led her back to the sofa. He pulled out a strip of condoms from between the cushions, offering her a wry grin. “I was hoping we’d do this again.” He pushed his flannel bottoms off. His cock was huge and hard. He stood in front of her as he covered himself, then he bent over to kiss her. She loved the way his beard and mustache felt. Soft and prickly. 

She reached up and caught his heavy balls in her hands. So strange that he had no hair down there. She leaned forward so that she could taste him. Each testicle was too large for her mouth, but every time her lips nipped at him, his balls tightened. She caught his cock between her hands. He felt like hot steel. 

Val eased himself from her grip. He sat on the sofa and helped her out of his white tee. She gasped at the whispery feel as it passed over her skin. He leaned forward, forcing her back as he braced himself over her, setting his hands on either side of her head. He was a big man. This close to him, all she could see was his wide chest. She felt his cock against her belly as he kneed her legs apart. She reached for him but he caught her hands in one of his and lifted them above her head. Panic flashed through her, but she pulled a deep breath of him into her lungs. 

He frowned when he saw the small, round scars on the soft inside of her upper arms. She didn’t offer an explanation, and he didn’t ask questions.

This was Val. Only Val. There was no one watching them. There was no one who gained from her being with him. No others were waiting around the room for their turn with her. No one wanting to tie her up so he could put his cigarettes out on her skin.

It was just the two of them. An honest coupling, one they both wanted. 

She let him control her hands, though it stirred memories of the other times. His face moved against the side of hers. His cheek was bristly since his morning shave hours ago. He kissed the corner of her jaw. One hand stroked from her wrist down her arm, pausing over her burn scars. He brought one arm down, close to his face so he could kiss those marks. The brush of his beard against her skin sent a shiver through her. He stretched that arm up as he brought her other one down. He kissed those scars, too, then put both of her hands in one of his so he could continue his exploration. He caught her face and looked at her as he caressed her cheek, her throat, her chest, the side of her breast.

He palmed her whole breast, pointing her nipple at himself. He took that erect peak into his hot mouth. She cried out, her back arching upward involuntarily. He buried his face against the other side of her neck as his hand moved down her body, over her hip, around to her ass. His big hand cupped her flesh, one side, then the other. 

She pressed her hips against his thighs. He caught her hip and held her still. She groaned. “Just do it, Val. Do it now.”

“I’ll do it when you’re ready.”

“Do it or I’ll scream.”

“Scream. Let her fucking rip, SweeTart. You have devils to get out.” He slipped his hand over her sex, his fingers easing across her soft skin. His touch made her realize how wet she was. When his thumb passed over her clit, the heat coiling inside her started to break free. She pulled her hands from his and gripped his shoulders. Kneeling between her legs, he entered her. Her climax was instant and violent. She bucked against his body, locking her legs around his hips so that he wouldn’t pull out, though she shouldn’t have worried. He was slamming into her. 

He moved to his knees, lifting her hips up with him, still thrusting into her. Something about that different position caused him to thrust against a different area inside her that felt amazing. She did scream then, and fisted whatever pillows she could reach. Pleasure took over her mind until she wasn’t aware of anything other than their joined bodies. A depth of ecstasy she’d never known and hadn’t even known was possible ripped through her, shredding all fear from her, tearing her body apart and putting it back together again without the wounds of her life from before. She looked at Val as his body slammed into hers with his deep, penetrating thrusts. His teeth were clenched, his eyes unfocused. His body jerked as his release shot inside her.

When it was over, their eyes locked on each other. There were no words that described that explosive joining. She was glad to see he was as moved as she was, and even gladder that he was still in her as he lowered her to the sofa again and settled over her. He felt delicious. He stroked her face. His Caribbean-blue eyes were intense.

“I’m sorry I screamed and tried to smother you.”

“Don’t be. You always keep yourself in such tight control—you have to let those devils out sometimes.”

“I wouldn’t have killed you.”

Val smiled. “I’m glad.”

“I was trying to block the light coming out of you.”

“What light?”

“I don’t know. It just seemed to be a bright glow shining from you. Like an angel.”

“Babe, I’m no angel.”

She wondered what that meant, and more specifically—what that meant to her. “Have there been a lot of women?”

“Yeah. None of them lasting.”

“Did you love them?”

“No.”

She pushed him off her, then sat up, pulling one of the pillows in front of her. “What about me?”

Val grinned. “I told your brother I was going to marry you.”

Her eyes got wide. She gasped. “No, you didn’t.” He nodded. “What did he say?”

“He said I was going to have to tame you because you’re pretty damned feral.” Val chuckled.

She gasped again. “That ass.”

Val shrugged. “Well, he’s a guy, so—”

“I’m not ready for marriage.”

“Okay.”

“Are you?”

“No.” He got up to dispose of the condom, then brought back two glasses of water. He resettled the cushions and pillows on the sofa, then leaned against one end, pulled her against him, and covered them both up. He looked suddenly serious. She watched the firelight dance over his skin.

“Ace, there have been plenty of women in my past, but I take my health seriously. I never had unprotected sex with them. And I haven’t been with anyone since my last checkup. Since I met you, the only woman I wanted thought I was gay.” He gave her a wry smile.

“I haven’t been with anyone since the tunnels. And I’ve had a few checkups since then. I’m always worried that something they did to me will linger and cause problems. So far, there’s been nothing. Just the fact that I will never have children.”

“Why no children?” He reached for her hand.

She stared at him. She pulled his hand over to her belly button. “The Omnis sterilized me. I wasn’t allowed to breed, so… It doesn’t matter. I don’t want kids.” She stared at their hands. “How can I have kids when the Omni shadow looms over everything like a nightmare?”

“So let’s destroy the Omnis and make our future our own.”

“I don’t think they can be destroyed. There are so many layers, so many backups and redundancies. Even if we took the current King out, another waits in the wings to take his place. They’ve accumulated too much power to be eliminated. They’re too big to fail.” Ace looked at Val. “There’s something that’s been bothering me since I got here, something I hadn’t thought about for a long time. And now that we’ve decided we’re on the same side, I think I have to tell you.”

“We were always on the same side.”

She shrugged. “Now that I agree that we are…”

“What is it?”

“I think we need to be careful of William.”

“He’s worked for my family his entire life—long past when he should have retired.”

She studied him, trying to find the right way to say what she had to. “Had I stayed in the tunnels, when I reached twenty-five or thirty, whenever the collective felt I was losing my looks, I would have been assigned a new role as a servant for someone the Omnis wanted monitored. I would have been paired with some man they felt would be a good partner. We would have been married. And because I can’t bear children, we might have had Omni boys fostered with us with the expectation that they would have been returned to the Omnis on demand.”

“William never married. And he never fostered any kids here.” 

Though she knew more about the Omnis than he ever would, Val could just dismiss her concerns as if they were of no value. But he didn’t. He tried to see the world from her perspective. 

“You’re saying our servants are grown-up watchers.”

Ace nodded. “Watchers or other plebeian roles in the OWO.”

“Shit.”

“All the Omni royalty and nobility, the bankers, CEOs, high-ranking politicians—all of them have Omni staff in their households, whether they know it or not.”

Val sat up and dug around for his flannels, then pulled them on. He got up to stoke the fire, then stood there, staring at the flames. “You think Blade’s staff are Omnis?”

“Was his family in the Omni world?”

“Yes. I’ve recently learned we all were involved in it, one way or the other. Like you said, with the Omnis, against the Omnis, or ignorant of the Omnis. Blade’s stepdad and grandfather were Omnis. And like William, the Jacksons have been working for Blade’s family for decades.”

“Then I would say yes.”

“I need to call Blade.”

Ace pulled her tee on, then hurried after him. “No. Don’t. If you tell him, he’ll confront them, then all kinds of shit will break loose. You guys already keep things segregated in the house.”

Val shook his head. “Sometimes we meet in the den, which isn’t as secure as the bunker.”

“Let’s just hold off saying anything until we get back so we can convince Blade to keep things chill until we know for sure.”

Val sighed. “Then we should head back in the morning. I don’t think my dad’s getting back until Monday. And if I’m still here then, he’ll stay away even longer.”

“Why?”

“We haven’t seen eye to eye for a long while. Avoidance has kept our relationship healthy. We need to warn the team.”




















Chapter Twenty




Val called Kit the next morning.

“S’up, Val?” Kit said.

“I’m heading back. Ace is with me.”

“How’d she know where you were?”

“Her handler, I guess.”

“And how did he know?”

“That’s what we’re coming back to talk about.”

“Did you meet with your dad?”

“No. He bailed. And, I suspect, he’s going to stay gone until I leave. I went through his desk, the library, his bedroom. This house is huge and something useful could be hidden anywhere—or even kept off-site. I’m wasting my time here right now.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah.”

“Angel needs to talk to you before you go. Something about your dad’s house. I’ll tell the pilot to be on standby.”

“Yo, V.” Angel came over the line. “I did some digging into your dad’s place. Figured with the OWO’s predilection for secret places, maybe there was something your dad’s house had to say about his involvement.”

“Find anything?”

“I did. Your dad had some safety and fire-resistant features built around the library. He pulled a permit for installing a special fire containment system, which is fully airtight and wouldn’t require sprinklers. In the event of a fire, all oxygen can be pulled out, basically giving at least a half-hour of fire blocking, which should be enough for the local fire department to get on-site and get a handle on the fire.”

“Interesting. It doesn’t look different than it did when I was a kid.”

“It wouldn’t. They rebuilt the library inside the fire vault. However, there’s an anomaly on the side where the wall meets the middle section of the house. The permit shows an office that isn’t there—at least, not as far as I can tell from the surveillance footage.”

“It isn’t.”

“Right. But there’s a hallway there which is about ten feet longer than it should be, according to these plans.” The line went silent. “There’s a room there. It’s about ten by fifteen feet. Your dad had a panic room installed beside the box. It’s one of the services offered by the company who installed the fire vault in the library.”

“Right. I’ll be back. Can you get Max to loop some video from that area so that no one sees us nosing around?”

“On it.”

He dropped the call. Ace was staring at him intently. “Looks like Dad has a panic room. Let’s go check it out.”

They went into the hallway, down the stairs past the gallery of dead relatives, directly to the parlor that sat on the other side of the library. There, between the two rooms, was the corridor that wasn’t very long, but too long when you considered there shouldn’t be one there at all. The walls were covered with the heavy paneling found everywhere in the library. None of the wood showed any wear. No spots had an unusual amount of fingerprints. 

Val moved to the doorjamb so his gaze could skim the wall. Maybe it was out of alignment somewhere. Sure enough, there was a small crack in the wood molding along the floor. He went over and pushed his foot against the wood. The door hidden in the paneling popped open. 

He and Ace stepped into the room and pushed the door closed. They turned on the flashlights on their phones, then found the light switch. A light on a desk turned on. 

They looked around in awe.

The room was a war room. Three walls were covered with a couple rows of black foam boards, each filled with collages of newspaper articles, photos, names. Some of the data on one board was linked by colored yarns to info on other boards.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Val hissed. It was impossible to move in the room for the strings that crisscrossed it. He took out his phone and shot a video of the room, then sent that over to Max. A minute later he got a return text: Fuck. Me.

“What do you make of it?” Ace said. 

Val went over to the first boards. “It’s a timeline of OWO leaders in different countries. This one starts in the 1700s. The Tremaines are on this.”

“That’s Owen’s last name.”

“And mine, for a time, though we became Parkers in the middle of the nineteenth century.”

Ace ducked beneath the strings to capture images of each board with her phone. “And this last board ends with the present time.” She was silent a moment, then she gasped. “Val. Come here.”

He crawled under the lines, looking at each board. The names in the beginning listed scientific discoveries attributed to different scientists while each governor was in power. Two hundred years of achievements were covered on six boards. The last six boards covered only seventy years, and in place of achievements were a list of sins committed by the governors and those who reported to them. The governors in the last section of the timeline now called themselves King.

 Val had reached the last board. He stood up between the strings. The last name on the last board was Nicholas Tremaine. Owen’s dad. Val stared at that for a long minute.

“There’s no way his dad is King. No fucking way.”

Ace looked around the room. “Your dad spent a lot of time and did a lot of research. Do you know Owen’s dad?”

“He’s dead. That’s why Owen came to live with us.”

“Dead to the world of non-Omnis? Or dead-dead?”

“Dead-dead. There was a wake. His was the first dead body I’d ever seen. Send the pictures you just took to Max.”

She looked at him. “All of them?”

“All of them.” Val turned around in the tight space of the strings. “We need to get this back to the team—and bring it intact, so Greer can build a digital model of it.”

“Let’s number the boards.” Ace ducked under the strings and took out a pen from the desk. She moved around the room, labeling each.

Val got a text from Max. Shit. Shit. Shit.

I know.

Owen’s here. You should see his face. He doesn’t look surprised.

Fuck it all. I don’t believe it. Not Owen’s dad.

Owen wants you back here. With the boards.

Copy. We’ll be outta here in ten.

“Ace,” Val said as he pocketed his phone. “I’m curious about something.” 

He took her hand and led her out of the secret room. There were some family photos on the shelves behind his dad’s desk. He picked up one that showed Nicholas Tremaine and Val’s dad together on a golf course. Odd how happy they both looked. He figured it was shot just before Owen came to live with them, but still, that was almost a quarter century ago.

“This is Owen’s dad. Of course, he’d be older now. Have you ever seen him?”

She took the photo and studied it, then shook her head. “No.”

Val sighed. “All right. Let’s go get those boards and get out of here.”




* * * 




Val stared across the seats at the bundle of boards they’d taken from his dad’s hidden room. They represented years of study and analysis—and it gave a definitive answer about his father’s involvement in the OWO resistance. Ace had mentioned a major shift in the organization that happened sometime after World War II. His dad had actually tracked that trend. 

The boards themselves didn’t seem very old, but the papers pasted onto them looked aged, or were photos of old documents. He wondered if that was why his dad had been so focused on building a library full of arcane texts and journals. 

Now he wished he’d brought his father’s entire library back with him.

Hell, he wondered a lot of things about his dad, a man he obviously knew very little about. All of Val’s life, his dad had been working for the Omni resistance. He had to have been. No one in King’s world would have cared to observe or notate such a major shift in the organization, not when that shift was personally benefiting them. 

So what did that mean for everything he’d been through as a kid? Why did his father hate him?

Ace pushed up the armrests between their seats and wiggled over to sit next to him. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

“What happens if a required tithe isn’t made?”

She folded her legs in front of her and leaned against him. “Someone pays the price for that. The Omnis take their due, no matter what.”

“What if…what if I were to have been my parents’ tithe to the Omnis, and they didn’t pay?”

She moved so that she could look up at him. “Usually, someone dies. Or they take the tithed person anyway and put him or her in the worst spot in their organization.”

“What if I didn’t kill my mom, but they did?”

She shrugged. “I don’t see that it would be any different from what you thought happened. Even if they killed her—instead of you—your father still seems to blame her death on you.” She shook her head. “Either way, that isn’t fair. If I had met your father, I would have had some words for him.”

“I’m sure I’ll hear from him when he gets home and sees we took his life’s work.”

“What is it about him that makes you think he hates you?”

“Everything I did rubbed him the wrong way. When he paid any attention to me at all, it was usually to let me know that I wasn’t smart enough, or fast enough, or man enough to be his son. I used to do stupid things just to get his attention. And when that didn’t work, I’d take the blame for something one of my sisters had done. I didn’t mind doing it. I didn’t want their relationship with Dad to be tarnished. But looking back, he had to have known some of those things I couldn’t have done. Didn’t matter to him, though. He always said what you just said, that everything had its cost; every action had a reaction.”

She smiled at him. “Did you learn that lesson?”

“Yeah. I learned it, all right. I’ve done a lot of crazy shit—I guess sometimes just to test the boundaries. But he left out an important corollary to his cost statement: everything has a cost…or a benefit…or is neutral. And not every reaction is a negative thing.”

“Maybe that’s what he was trying to teach you.”

“He wasn’t a Santo, Ace, a wise elder consciously imparting a lesson. He was a fucked-up human trying to be a dad. There’s a difference.”

“So let it go.”

Val looked at her.

“Let it go. All of it. It’s over.”

Val glanced at the boards. Somehow, none of it seemed over.




















Chapter Twenty-One




The long drive down to Cheyenne gave Wynn’s anxiety plenty of time to torture her. The weather was clear and cool. Such a beautiful autumn day for such a hellish destination. Her body still hurt from last week’s visit. She anxiously looked around for motorcycles, but none were parked by the house this time.

She was too early to go in. The narrow neighborhood road was lined with cars, and while there were some empty spaces, she was a lousy parallel parker. She took the nearest spot she could pull into easily, but that meant she was half a block away from the house. 

God, she was terrified. Jafaar wouldn’t let her call during the week, so she had no day-to-day updates on her grandmother’s status. Every day was touch and go. She had no idea what she was walking into.

She glanced over to the house and noticed that several men were walking out. She opened the video app on her phone and zoomed in, filming them. The resolution wasn’t very good.

She wondered if one of the men might have been a doctor there to see her grandmother. The cars they got in were headed her way. Quickly, she propped the phone up on the dash where it could get a better shot of the men, then ducked down, hoping they wouldn’t see her as they went by.

She stayed down as long as she could. Straightening, she gave a cautious look around. Those cars were gone. She drove around the block once, then turned around and took one of the spaces they’d vacated. When she got out of her car, she paused to gather her courage. What would she find inside? Had her grandmother received any of the therapy they’d promised? Were they continuing her meds? Was she better or worse than last week?

Wynn knocked on the front door. Her grandmother’s nurse opened the door. She glared at Wynn with frosty eyes, then stepped back for her to enter. Wynn looked around, but saw no sign of Jafaar. Maybe she got lucky today. The nurse led the way down the hall. At the threshold to her grandmother’s room, Wynn paused, then asked the nurse to leave for a few minutes.

Wynn stepped into her grandmother’s room, filling its silence with cheerful chatter. She put the flowers she’d brought on the bedside table, then filled the vase with water from Grams’ water pitcher. 

She continued talking to her grandmother as she lifted her arms and then her back and her legs, running her hands down her skin as she checked her for bed sores or bruising. When Wynn pulled the covers all the way back up, Grams cracked an eye open and turned her head toward the door.

She was awake. “Grams!”

Her grandmother held a finger to her mouth, then gestured for Wynn to come closer. She leaned over her as if adjusting Grams’ hair on the pillow.

“I am so glad to see you, to see that you’re well,” Grams said.

“I can’t believe this.”

“Quiet. We don’t have much time. You know that they will kill us both, in time. I am old, child. I’ve made peace with my death. But you have your whole life in front of you. Do not come back. My life is not worth yours.”

“It isn’t going to come down to that. I will find a way to get you out of here.”

“These are bad people, honey. Very bad.” 

Her grandmother had no sooner said that than her eyes shut and face went flaccid again. Wynn smoothed her hair down. “Grams, can you hear me? Grams?”

“Such a lovely picture you make, tending to your grandmother.” 

Jafaar. He looked from her to the flowers she’d brought. He picked up the vase and carried it over to the trash can. “She won’t be needing these. She never wakes up. I fear her time on this earth is nearing its end. Such a pity you’re not able to spend more of it with her here.”

Wynn glared at Jafaar. He was such a cruel man. She’d never met a sociopath before, but now she knew how differently they were wired from normal people. She squeezed Grams’ hand, then got off the bed and faced him.

“I believe we have some things to discuss,” he said. “Why don’t you follow me? If I’m pleased with the news you’ve brought me, I’ll allow you to visit with your sweet grandmother a little longer.”

Wynn picked up her purse and followed him to an office. There was another man there, a blond one. He was just past middle-aged. His eyes were blue. His nose was oddly small for his face. He smiled at her wolfishly. She looked away. 

Jafaar went over and stood next to the man. “Now, tell us what useful information you’ve brought with you.”

Wynn’s hands were clasped so tightly that they hurt. “I told you I don’t circulate with the people you’re interested in, so I don’t hear much. However, there was something that happened this week.”

The blond man smiled. She had a mental image of him licking his lips. “Indeed, what was it?”

“The property where I work was attacked. I think by would-be home invaders. There was a fight. That’s all I know. They didn’t get inside. And no one from the team was injured fighting them.”

“That’s it?” The blond man huffed an irritated breath. “That’s all you know? For that useless bit of information, we’re footing the bill to keep her grandmother alive?”

“She is the carrier of more information than she thinks, Mr. Edwards.” Jafaar came over and snatched her purse from her. He removed a decorative lock, then opened it and removed a SD card. 

Somehow, they’d put a recording device on her purse. She usually left it in the living room. Oh, God. What had it captured? She’d gone upstairs that night to avoid hearing anything that would have been useful to these men, but they’d gotten it anyway. 

He put the SD card into his phone. “What night was that attack?”

“Monday.”

Jafaar smiled as he jumped ahead. They all listened to the recording of the guys talking. Wynn recognized the point where she’d gone upstairs. A few minutes after that, she heard Owen tell everyone to go to bed.

She shut her eyes, relieved that no real info had been leaked.

Mr. Edwards smiled. He got up from his seat and came over to her. “She’s wasting our time.” He tilted his head as if he was considering something about her. “Do you think we might have other uses for her? She has such lovely eyes.” 

He caught her hand. She tried to pull free. He pulled her close and twisted her hand until he had it palm up on the desk. “Of course, not the breeding program. She’s too fat. We don’t want fat warriors.” Wynn heard a click. He held a switchblade in his hand. Now she really struggled, but she couldn’t free her hand. 

He moved the knife over her palm in quick strokes. The pain was intense. She whimpered, but knew if she screamed, her grandmother would hear her. Almost as soon as the man had started cutting into her skin, he finished. He held her hand up to show Jafaar, who looked scared by what the blond man had done. 

“And, of course, she’s damaged. No one with scars can be in the breeding program. But she could whore for us.” 

He grabbed a sheet of paper from a stack on the desk and pressed her hand against it. He pulled the paper away and smiled at the impression her blood had left—a butterfly. It looked like kid art, something Zavi might have painted. 

He released her. Blood was dripping from her hand. She held her wrist with her other hand, holding tight to compress the blood flow to her throbbing palm.

Mr. Edwards pointed his knife at her. “Go back. Do better for next week, or I’ll cut off your fingers.”

She flashed a look at Jafaar, who seemed decidedly nauseated by what had just happened. She hooked her clasped hands through the handles of her purse and hurried out of the house, crying when she got outside.




* * *




Angel pulled into a parking space in a small apartment complex. He could see Wynn. She was parked, watching a house. He saw her take out her phone, but it didn’t look like she was having a convo with anyone. She propped it up on the dash and ducked down. A few cars went by. She took her phone back, then pulled out on the street and drove away. He was just about to follow her, but watching her location move in the app Max gave him showed she was only going around the block. She came back and parked where those other cars had been. 

She got out, waited a minute, then went inside a house. That house wasn’t in any of the ones listed for her in her background check. Angel dialed the ops room. Max answered. “Hey, man. I need you to check something out for me. I want you to keep it quiet for now.”

“Shoot.”

“I need to know who owns this house I’m texting to you.” He keyed in the address.

“You in Cheyenne?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because Wynn’s been acting odd after visiting her grandmother. I was worried about her, so I followed her down here. She just went in to that house.”

“Hold on.” The line went silent then Max came back. “I don’t recognize the owner’s name. He’s not in any of our databases. We’ll looking into it more. That house might be a rental. If it is, I’ll find out who’s renting it.”

“Thanks. Call me when you find out.” Angel kept his binoculars trained on the house. Fifteen minutes later, Wynn came hurrying out of the house. She was gripping something in her hands. Her purse was hanging off her joined hands. And she was crying. 

Sonofabitch. What had happened? He watched as she rustled around in her trunk. When she stepped to her driver’s-side door, he saw she’d bandaged her hand. What had happened in there?

She was still crying as she drove away. He watched his app to see where she was headed next. She went straight for the highway. She was going back home. He pulled out and got on the highway, staying a couple of miles behind her. Fuck speed limits. She was hauling ass.

The long drive home went fast. Most of it was through a dead zone. He hoped Max had some answers for him by the time he got back. He saw Wynn’s car was hurriedly parked out front of the garage. He followed her inside and heard her door slam upstairs in her apartment. He took Rocco’s stairs up to the second floor and went down the hallway to her space over the garage. 

Max caught up to him there. “We got an issue.”

Angel could hear Wynn crying in her apartment. The whole way, from that house to her room, she’d cried. “Yeah, we do.”

“That house is leased by Syadne, the fuckers who’re running that heroin lab up at the WKB compound.”

“Shit.”

“We’ve got to tell the guys.”

“In a minute. Let me talk to Wynn. If we’re all in there, we’ll overwhelm her and we won’t get anything from her.”

He went into her apartment. Max followed him. Water was running in the bathroom. It was a small room, not like the spacious bathrooms in the main bedrooms. Wynn was sitting on the toilet, holding her hand over the sink while water ran over her palm, washing new and old blood away. A pile of bloody clothes was on the floor. She’d hastily donned her robe. Her head was down on her other arm. She was sobbing hysterically. 

Angel knelt in front of her. She startled. 

“Hey. What happened?”

She wiped her face with her uninjured hand as she gasped for air. Angel stroked her hair and murmured calming words. 

“Fuck. Me,” Max snarled beside him. He held up Wynn’s hand. Fresh blood seeped from the lines on her palm. “I think we found our goddamned butterfly.”

“Okay,” Angel said, nodding. “Call the guys. And get the hell out of this bathroom while I patch her up.”

“They have my grandmother,” Wynn said.

Angel dug through a stack of towels in her cabinet, looking for the first-aid kit every bathroom in the house had. He set it on the counter, then wrapped her hand in a towel. “Hold your hand up, above your shoulder.” 

He washed her blood off his hands. “It’s going to be all right, Wynn. We’ll figure this out.”

She shook her head violently. “We can’t. They’ll kill her. You can’t do anything. The cops can’t do anything. She stays alive only as long as I bring them info on you guys.”

Angel dried her hand, then squeezed an antibiotic ointment over her palm. “I wish you had come to us.”

She covered her mouth with her wrist. The words she was trying to say came out in mangled phrases and snatched breaths. Angel knelt in front of her again. He left her hand unbandaged so that the others could see it when they got there. He took her other hand in both of his and gently rubbed the back of it. “You’ve got to calm down. Please. I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

She shook her head, then drew a labored breath. “They’re going to kill her.”

He nodded. “Okay. For us to help, we need to know everything. Take a breath.” He rubbed her hand. “C’mon, breathe with me. Slow. Like this.” He took a long breath and held it, then slowly released it. “Just slow breathing for now. You’re safe here.”

He questioned those words as soon as he said them when he heard the guys hurrying down the hallway. Kit was the first to come into the bathroom. Angel watched his reaction in the mirror and saw the look of unadulterated hatred that moved across his face. 

Kit looked at him, then shook his head and left.

Angel stood up. “Let’s go talk to the guys. We’ll figure out a plan.” He helped Wynn to her feet. Her robe fell open. His gaze hit on bruises that covered her torso, some already fading, some big green and purple blotches. 

He kicked the bathroom door shut. “Take your robe off,” he ordered. Her hazel eyes swam in big tears that just wouldn’t spill from her eyelashes. “Please.” 

She lowered her robe, then turned her back to him. Her body, so lush and feminine, was covered with bruises and abrasions. “Oh, God. Honey, why didn’t you say something? You should have seen a doctor.”

“They don’t bind broken ribs anymore.”

He grabbed the collar of her robe to help her get it back on. “Look, you don’t have to do this. I’ll talk the guys through everything.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t leave Grams to Jafaar. I’m not leaving her to you all either.”

He took her uninjured hand and led her out of the bathroom, down the hall and into her living room. The guys were standing there, looking pissed. All except Selena, who was the only one ready to give Wynn the benefit of the doubt.

Angel held up a hand. “None of you is going to raise your voice. We’re going to discuss this in a calm and useful manner. It isn’t what it seems. We left her unprotected. We’re to blame for what happened.”

Kit put his hands on his hips. “What happened?”

Before Angel could open the convo, a collective gasp went around the room. He looked back to see that Wynn had dropped her robe. She turned so that they could see all of her bruises.

“Sweet Jesus,” Kit murmured. Selena went over and held Wynn’s robe for her, temporarily blocking her from the eyes of the team.

Owen looked furious. “What happened? Everything, Wynn.”

“My grandmother had a stroke a little while before I came to work here. I had her in a nursing home in Cheyenne. The pay I’m receiving from Rocco was generous enough that I could afford to move her to a better care facility. I put the orders in, but the day she was to be moved, someone changed my orders. They moved her to a private residence. That’s when I met Jafaar. He said that they would kill her if I didn’t bring them info on you and what you were doing.”

“Why didn’t you come to us?” Owen asked.

“They had her on an IV. They showed me how easily and how quickly they could kill her, just by introducing an air bubble. He said if I called the cops, she was dead. If I told any of you, she was dead. If I didn’t do what they asked, she was dead.” She shook her head. “The next time I visited her, I explained the situation, that I only work with your son.” She looked at Rocco, then lowered her gaze again. “I told them you don’t talk openly about things and I don’t have access to your workspace. That’s when they did this.” She waved her good hand over her bruises. “Then today, I told them about the attack. I thought it wouldn’t be much to reveal, that it might buy me a few more days to try to make a plan. But then Jafaar took an SD card out of something he’d attached to my purse. He’d recorded your conversation in the living room after the fight. There wasn’t enough info, I guess.” She pulled a fortifying breath. 

“Where was your purse?” Angel asked.

“In the living room.”

“All week?”

She nodded.

“Then the bastards know about Ace—both that she’s with us and that she’s my sister,” Greer said.

Angel knew he was pissed. They all were.

“Mr. Edwards grabbed my hand and did this. He said next week, he would cut off my fingers.”

“Shit,” Angel snarled.

“Edwards and Jafaar were there today?” Kelan asked.

Wynn nodded.

“We have to go back tonight,” he said.

“Maybe it’s too late.” Blade looked around at the group. “They had to know by sending her home so damaged that we would hit them fast. It’s a trap.”

Wynn shook her head. “You can’t do anything. There’s no way you can get inside the house in time to keep an air bubble from killing Grams,” Wynn whispered.

“I can get Pete to call Jafaar out on some emergency,” Max said. The White Kingdom Brotherhood president had enough sway with Jafaar to get him to respond.

Angel looked at Rocco. “Or your alter ego Khalid can call for a meeting.”

“There’s always a nurse there. She would kill my grandmother before letting you guys in.”

“She doesn’t have to let us in,” Rocco said. “Max can disable the security system. We can let ourselves into the house. Take care of the nurse, then get your grandmother out.”

“Then we can bring your grandmother to the clinic here in town,” Owen said. “Doc Beck can clear her for moving in here.”

Wynn looked around the room. “You would do that for my grandmother?”

Rocco smiled. “Zavi loves you. We need you. And after you took a beating for us, it’s the least we can do. But I do want the doc to check you out, too.”

“Wynn, I was in Cheyenne while you were at the house,” Angel said.

Her eyes widened. “You were?”

“I didn’t know what was happening, or I would have kicked down some doors.”

“It’s just as well you didn’t.”

“Anyway, I saw you taking some pictures.”

“Yes! I did. There were some men leaving the house. I don’t know how good the video is, but it’s on my phone.”

“Where’s your phone?” Angel asked.

“In the car. I didn’t bring my purse in or anything. It’s still in the trunk. I don’t know what they might have done to my things.”

“Greer, go get her phone. Leave her purse for now,” Kit ordered. “Rocco, make sure we’re clear in here.”

Rocco did a pass around the room checking for bugs. He gave Kit a thumbs-up, then went to check out the rest of Wynn’s apartment. 

 “We’re going in tonight,” Kit said. “We don’t need to call in favors or run the risk of alerting anyone. Max, get down to ops and get into that security system. We’re going to need you in place by the time we get to Wynn’s grandmother.”

Wynn looked at Angel. “There’s something else. Jafaar said he had other eyes inside the house. I don’t know what he meant by that. Other bugs? Someone working for him?”

Angel looked over at Kit. “Nothing has shown up in any of our daily sweeps. Jafaar could have been screwing with her to intimidate her.”

Wynn frowned. “You do daily sweeps? Why didn’t they pick up what Jafaar put in my purse?”

“It must have only been recording, not transmitting, data,” Blade said.

Kit nodded. “We have to move on this. Wynn—what’s your grandmother’s name?”

“Florence Vaughn.”

“I’m going to have a private ambulance on standby,” Owen said. “I’ll also put a call into Lobo.” He left the room.

“I’m coming with you all,” Wynn said.

 Angel looked at Wynn. “No way. You are far too beat-up, and you’ll only gum up the works. We can’t do what we have to do and worry about you, too. I need you to stay here, Wynn.”

“Only four of us are going: Angel, Greer, Blade, and me,” Kit said. “A whole convoy of us will only stir suspicion among anyone watching us. And we can’t leave the house unguarded. Blade, I want you to bring Tank. We may need him to check out the property.” 

“Her apartment is clear,” Rocco said as he came back into the living room. 

Selena went over to Wynn. “Why don’t you go get dressed? We’ll go down and sit with the others in the living room. I’ll stay with you until they get back.”

Wynn nodded, and left to change.

“Let’s gear up,” Kit said.

Angel watched Wynn leave the room. She paused just inside the hall to her bedroom and looked back at him. God, he wished he’d known what Jafaar was doing to her. 

That man had just earned his own kill order.




* * *




Wynn was sitting with the other women in the living room when Kit, Rocco, and Angel came in to the foyer. They were dressed in full battle gear, head-to-toe black. Ivy and Mandy got up to give their men hugs. Eden brought Tank into the foyer with Blade. Even her working dog wore a bulletproof vest. Angel stood aside and watched them, a slight smile on his face. His gaze swept the living room, and came to rest on Wynn. 

Wynn tore her gaze from him before the other women got the wrong impression. But Angel didn’t take the cue. “Wynn. Come here,” he ordered, his voice deep and steady.

She walked over to him, but just looked at his chest. No way was she going to hug him. He stepped closer, turning her so that no one could see their exchange.

“Do you remember I said we’d have one kiss?” he whispered.

She nodded, venturing a look up to his face. His eyes were intense, but there was a bit of humor at the corners of his mouth. 

“Well, I’m not about to waste it while in this armored bodysuit.” He studied her eyes. “I’ll call you when we have your grandmother safe. I’m going to stay with her at the hospital when we get back to town.”

“Bring me to see her.”

“I will.” His gaze lowered to her mouth. 

She wondered if he would keep his word. He was going in to terrible danger to help her and Grams. She reached up to catch his face in her hands. “Be safe.”

“I will. And I’ll be fucking deadly. For you.”

She blinked at tears that suddenly filled her eyes. He kissed her forehead, then turned away, following the others out the door.

She stood there a little bit after they’d gone, until Mandy turned her toward the living room. She looked at her boss. “That wasn’t… We aren’t.”

“Well, if you aren’t, you should be,” Mandy said, chuckling. “Angel is aptly named. I think he may be the calmest of all the guys.” She looked at Wynn. “He’d be a great catch.”

Remi, Greer’s girlfriend, laughed. “The way he was looking at you, it won’t be long.”

Wynn blushed. “Are they going to be all right? I can’t stand knowing that I’ve put them in this danger.”

“They’ll be fine,” Fiona said. “They always are. No matter the odds.”

Ivy smiled. “It’s been almost a week since they had a good fight. They get edgy, you know.”

“I wish Val were here. He always makes us feel better,” Eden said.

Kathy came into the living room from the dining room. She wiped her hands on her apron. “Goodness, what long faces you have. What happened?” 

Wynn shot a glance toward Ivy and Mandy. She didn’t know whom to trust. Jafaar said he had other eyes inside the house. She had no idea if that meant mechanical eyes, or if he’d planted another spy.

Mandy smiled at Kathy. “Oh, you know how we are when our men ignore us. They’re downstairs playing war games and not up here with us.”

“Well, how about a tray of hot chocolate and cookies? Will that make you feel better?” the housekeeper asked.

“That would be lovely,” Ivy said. “I’ll help you.”

“Oh, I don’t need help, dear.”

“I insist.” When Kathy returned to the kitchen, Ivy sent a warning glance around at the group before following her. Her meaning was loud and clear—and it confirmed Wynn’s fears. 




















Chapter Twenty-Two




Angel watched the screen of a laptop, looking through a drone’s camera for infrared images of anything alive inside Jafaar’s home. Somehow he doubted that Jafaar and Mr. Edwards would still be inside—not after sending Wynn home with a message carved into her hand.

His biggest worry, however, was whether Wynn’s grandmother was still alive and still inside. Max had just killed the security system. The house was wired to a smart home system, which Max also had control of. The lights went out. 

Angel moved Owen’s drone over and around the house. They saw one person inside, lying in a bed. That was the room on the ground floor where Wynn had told them her grandmother was. 

“Lobo’s got an ambulance on standby. Wi-Fi jammer’s on. It’s showtime,” Kit said.

Angel pointed to the monitor. “It appears there’s only one person inside—Wynn’s grandmother.”

“Yeah,” Kit agreed. “I don’t trust the situation. Maybe they just hightailed out of there because they assumed we wouldn’t waste time getting here after the message they sent us. Obviously, they don’t give a fuck about Mrs. Vaughn, else they wouldn’t have left her unattended. It smells like a setup to me. Blade, let Tank make a pass around the house before we get closer. Angel, give him cover.”

“Roger that.” Blade took Tank on a long lead and walked the perimeter of the property, then moved inward, toward the house. They made one pass around the house, then Tank’s behavior changed at the back door. He was excited to get inside. Blade released him from the leash and sent him in. 

“Max, get the lights back on,” Blade said into his comm unit.

Not even a minute later, Tank made one bark. Blade and Angel exchanged glances, then went inside. 

“Yeah. So. Kit,” Blade said, “we could use some bomb techs. Tank is signaling something under Mrs. Vaughn’s bed.”

“Copy. Get back here.”

Mrs. Vaughn turned her head and looked at Angel, her eyes filled with fear. If she moved—if she was even capable of much movement, even involuntary movement—she’d be dead instantly…and all the evidence in the house destroyed. 

“Go,” Angel ordered Blade.

“You too.”

“No. She’s awake. If she moves… I’m staying with her. Have Tank check the rest of the house.” Angel didn’t wait for more of an argument. He shouldered his rifle, then went into the room. He took his left glove off, then smiled as he reached for her hand. It was cold. He could feel the tremor in it. “Wynn sent me, Mrs. Vaughn. Do you understand me?” 

Wynn’s grandmother nodded. 

“The bomb squad is on its way. We’re going to get you out of here. Wynn is safe at home. Everything’s going to be all right now. I’m going to stay here with you until we can get you out of here. I need you to keep very, very still. Can you do that for me?” 

Mrs. Vaughn nodded. Angel smiled at her. 

Blade came back into her room. “Tank didn’t find anything else in the rest of the house. The bomb team’s here.”

“Cool. Get back to Kit and keep his ass calm. I’m not leaving.” 

Men in bomb suits came into the room. They ordered him out. Kit did the same over their comm unit. Angel refused to go, and he told them why. The bomb team reluctantly agreed. They talked about the bomb, its type and composition, whether they could swap out the woman for an equal weight. Everything they said made Mrs. Vaughn grip his hand even harder. He was glad he stayed.

“Look at me, Mrs. Vaughn.” Angel gave her another smile. “You’re doing great. We’ll have you out of here in no time. We’re going to take you someplace safe after this. Wynn will be there.” He hesitated, then jumped in with both feet. “I see where she gets her bravery from. Maybe after this, you’ll put in a good word for me with her?”

Mrs. Vaughn’s lips moved, but only a faint whisper came out. The smile in her eyes gave him his answer. 

Two more hours passed before the bomb under the bed was safely removed. An ambulance crew came in and transferred her to a gurney. Angel followed her. He was still holding her hand, and she was squeezing it harder than when the bomb had been under her bed. 

He offered her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. I’m coming with you to the hospital.”

“Angel!” Kit hollered as he caught up with him. “I gave you a direct order to get out of that house.”

Angel straightened and looked at his team lead. “Yes, you did.”

“You disobeyed.”

Angel nodded. “True. I couldn’t leave a terrified woman alone with a bomb strapped to her bed when any movement she made might have set it off.”

“You could have been blown to hell and back. Then where would we be when we needed a fucking engineer?”

Angel laughed. For all his bluster, Kit was a helluva team lead. “We’ve been through enough to know that some things matter more than our lives. I didn’t want her to be afraid…or if it came to it, then I didn’t want her to die alone. That’s how it was. And I would do it again, too.”

Kit set his hands on his hips. He shook his head. Angel grinned at him. “I’m going with her to the hospital. When you guys get back, will you bring Wynn up?”

“Yeah.” Kit frowned. “So, um, you and Wynn?”

Angel’s grin widened. “If my luck holds out.”




* * *




Selena drove Wynn to the hospital. It was a few hours past midnight. Wynn hadn’t expected the team to take so long getting her grandmother, but then, she had no experience in these types of things. Thank God Grams was out of Jafaar’s hands, and Angel and his team had all returned safely. 

They parked outside the clinic. Selena walked in with her. Wynn sent a sideways glance at her. The team’s female guard was formidable, and Wynn drew strength from her. Selena seemed to know where her grandmother’s room was, which let Wynn just follow her. 

“Angel said we don’t know yet whether your grandmother will be kept here for a little bit, released to you, or taken back to Cheyenne for further evaluation.” Selena stopped her as they paused in the hallway. “Doc Beck is top notch. He’ll do the right thing for your grandmother. Angel and I are going to be taking shifts standing guard until she comes home to Blade’s. She’ll never be alone.”

Wynn teared up. Selena was an intense person, but also calm and capable. Wynn nodded and tried to smile, but she was pretty sure it came out more like a grimace. 

Selena rubbed her shoulder gently; it was just about the only place Wynn wasn’t hurting. “Go on in.”

Wynn nodded. She’d showered and changed after the guys left. Selena had stayed in her apartment; Wynn had been grateful for the company. She’d brought a change of clothes and a few toiletries to the hospital, just in case she needed to stay a while. Mandy had released her from work for a few days, giving her time to be with Grams. 

Wynn pushed the door open. Angel was sitting next to Grams, holding her hand. Her grandmother was asleep. He looked up. His eyes did a quick pass over her before he seemed to relax a little. He eased his hand from Grams then came over to her. A tear spilled down her face. Angel gently wrapped his arms around her. Almost seemed he remembered where her bruises were.

“She’s safe. You’re safe. And neither of you is alone. Okay, Wynnie?”

Wynn forced her tears back. Wynnie. He’d been talking to Grams. That was the nickname she used. Now wasn’t the time to break down. “Are you hurt?” 

“No. No one was at the house.”

“They left Grams alone?”

Angel nodded.

God, how many times had they done that while they’d had her?

“Before you settle in, I asked Doctor Beck to have a look at you, too.” He shook his head, fending off her protests. “Selena will go with you, ’kay?”

“All right.” 

“I’ll stay with your grandmother.”

“Thank you.”




The door opened. A nurse with a tablet asked for Wynn. The nurse took her to a different room.

Angel went back and sat next to her grandmother. Barely a minute passed before she reached her hand out for his. He smiled at her. “I thought you were asleep.”

She nodded. “I seem to have learned an important skill in the past weeks.”

Angel laughed. 

“I like the way you talk to my granddaughter. She can be most stubborn. But why did she need to see a doctor?”

Angel gave her a grim look. “Jafaar roughed her up pretty bad.”

“Oh, God. I wish I had died when the stroke came, then they could never have used me.”

“Maybe so, but then I wouldn’t have gotten to meet you.”

“You’re a shameless flirt.”

“A flirt, yes. But shameless, no. I only flirt with smart, brave, and beautiful women.”

Mrs. Vaughn laughed. “We’re not telling Wynnie about the bomb.”

Angel read her face, then nodded. “Agreed.”




* * * 




Wynn was getting dressed after her examination. It was almost dawn already. She was relieved to find that she did like Angel’s doctor. Doc Beck, as they called him, seemed to know his stuff. Her X-rays showed she had a broken rib, as she’d suspected. Thankfully, no lasting damage had been done. He recommended ice packs and Ibuprofen. 

She remembered the fury in his eyes as he examined her. He asked if one of the guys on the team had done this to her. She made it clear that she’d been mugged. Angel had never asked her to lie, but a lie seemed easier than telling the doctor she’d been worked over by a terrorist the team was after. 

And more good news—Doc Beck had also told her that her grandmother was in good condition and appeared no worse for the wear, but that he wanted to keep her for observation over the next day or so.

Selena led the way back to Grams’ room. The early morning news was playing softly on the TV. There was a breaking news segment that she paused to watch. The footage was shot in the dark. Her stomach dropped—she knew that street, that house. It was Jafaar’s. The news crew had been there? The news ticker streaming across the bottom said the bomb squad had been called to the site to disarm some type of explosive device. 

Wynn gasped. The room seemed to spin. Selena quickly got her to a chair then called Angel out of Grams’ room. 

“What happened?” he asked. “Her exam?”

“No.” Selena pointed up to the TV.

“Shit.” Angel knelt in front of her. “Wynnie—scoot forward and lean over. Get your head as low as you can.”

She put her head between her knees.

“Breathe slowly.” He stroked her back. “Just slowly.”

After a minute, her head had quit humming and her hearing had returned…along with her anger. She looked up at him from her crouch. “You didn’t tell me there was a bomb.”

“No. And I wasn’t going to, either. It was strapped under your grandmother’s bed. She’s fine. We’re fine. It’s all good, yeah?”

Tears filled Wynn’s eyes. She started to hyperventilate again. She covered her mouth and leaned over again. Against her best intentions, she started to sob. Angel came close. Still on his knees, he pulled her against his body.

“Let it out, Wynnie. I can take it.”

The dam broke. Wynn wrapped her arms around his shoulders and cried like a baby. Someone offered her a couple of tissues. She took them and looked up to see Selena holding her own tissues. Selena blinked, then stepped back to stand guard at Grams’ door.

Angel held her until the storm had spent itself. He helped her to her feet. She wiped her tears away, then looked at him. How strange that so gentle a man could come in such a lethal package.

She kissed his cheek, hugged Selena, then went into Gram’s room.




* * *




It was dark when Val and Ace landed. He put the boards and his bag into his SUV. Ace was walking to her car. “Want to ride up with me?” he asked. “We can get your car later.”

She stared at him without answering. Goddammit. She was leaving him. Again. He tried to stow away his hurt at her rejection, but it wasn’t like a gun he could take out of his holster and put in a case.

He bowed his head, fighting with himself. In the end, he got in his SUV and drove away. Didn’t feel any better being the one doing the leaving than it did being the one left behind. 

At the team’s house a little while later, Val walked into the den on his way down to the bunkroom with the boards. Owen was sitting at the desk. The look he gave Val felt like a knife in the heart. “My dad is by no means an expert, O. His analysis isn’t definitive.”

“He’s my father’s contemporary. He would know things that we don’t.”

“If your dad is King, there would have been no way in hell my dad would have taken you into his home. If it had been only me living there, maybe. But not with my sisters there.”

“I don’t think we’ve yet found a situation involving King that makes sense.” Owen stood up. “While you were gone, we had a situation with Wynn. I believe she’s who Jafaar said he was sending to spy on us.”

“The butterfly…”

Owen nodded and gave him a full update. 

“Is Wynn all right?”

“She’s shaken, but she’ll recover. She’s with her grandmother now. We’re going to bring her grandmother here as soon as Doc Beck releases her.” Owen nodded at the boards Val held. “Get that downstairs so Greer can make a model of it. We’ll talk about it in the morning.” 




















Chapter Twenty-Three




The team convened in the basement after a late breakfast the next morning.

“Let’s begin,” Kit said.

Val held a palm up. “Wait. Where’s Angel?”

“He’s still at the hospital with Wynn and her grandmother,” Rocco said. “Doc Beck is releasing her sometime today. We’re going to put her in the open room next to Owen.”

“She doing okay?” Val asked.

“She’s doing great,” Kit said. “She was kept sedated most of her time at Jafaar’s house so Wynn wouldn’t know how much she’d recovered. But if we hadn’t gotten her out of there when we did, she wouldn’t have made it. She would have been blown up when her meds wore off and she moved around. They just abandoned her to that terrible death.”

“How about Wynn?”

“Wynn was pretty badly beaten up,” Rocco said. “Doc Beck checked her out too. A broken rib and some bad bruising, but she’ll be okay. Seems Angel’s hankering to do some nursing.” He grinned. 

Blade laughed and added, “Which is going to be hard to do with a chaperone in the house.”

Val was encouraged to see the banter around the table. He knew the team had seen the panels and knew that Val’s dad had pointed to Owen’s dad as King. Some of the panic eased from Val’s heart. “What else was Wynn privy to?”

“Nothing personally,” Rocco answered. “She kept to herself to avoid learning anything of value, but Jafaar still managed to bug her purse. We have to assume King knows that not only Ace is here, but that she’s Greer’s sister. At least now, we know who the butterfly was.”

“Give us an update, Val,” Kit ordered. “How were things at your dad’s?”

Val shook his head. “You guys know my dad took off when he heard I was coming. Fucking coward. I went to find out how much he knew about the Omnis and King. Angel found out he did a safety reno in the library. That should have been a clue for me to take a deeper look at his sources in the library, but it wasn’t until I was on the plane that I realized those tomes were likely the foundation of his research.” He looked around the table. “For the record, I don’t buy my dad’s conclusions.”

“I do,” Owen said. Val watched him send a slow look around the room. “It’s why I put this team together. And it’s why I never tried to direct or influence your findings. I wanted to know the truth.”

“The truth is your dad is dead,” Val said. “We saw him. It was an open-casket ceremony. He was the first dead man I’d ever seen.”

Owen tossed that aside. “Yeah, well. He may not have been dead.”

This version of his cousin raised the hairs on Val’s neck. He was cool and still, like ice on a frozen lake. 

“Everything can be faked, changed, hidden, lost, or destroyed,” Owen said. “We’ve certainly learned that lesson. I don’t trust papers or databases, or even my fucking memories. I trust you, my team. I told you that my father said one day I would have to fight him. Now I know what he meant.”

“Look,” Kit interjected, “let’s not jump to conclusions. Greer is putting the info from the boards into a model. Let’s give him time to do that. We’ll have a good look at Val’s dad’s analysis.”

“The boards make a good summary of what I’m finding in the papers that Blade’s mom hid away,” Rocco said. “The early Omnis were interested in science. Ace said the later Omnis’ focus shifted to the use of science as a source of power and influence. Almost like they’re two distinct organizations.”

“We’re going to stay focused on our objectives,” Kit said. “We need to find Lion, find Adelaide, and eliminate King.” He looked at Owen. “Whoever the hell King turns out to be.”

“About that,” Val said. “Greer, can you call up the research Angel did when we were looking for Kelan and Fiona? The stuff about the tunnels.”

Greer flipped through some screens. He brought up a screen showing a map of the obsolete missile silo tunnels along the front range in Colorado, way out on the plains. He also had a list of different owners, some of which listed the U.S. government as the current owner. Some were abandoned. Some were condemned.

“Ace came out to my dad’s. She told me she grew up in those tunnels. She said they’re all connected, and that a core group of the resistance lived in a village in one of them. There was a man who was like a sensei there. He trained many of the people in the tunnels who were in the resistance. He’s who taught her to fight. She told Lobo the tunnels were connected, but I don’t know whether he’s had a chance to do a full sweep. There’s enough space to hide a group like Lion and his watchers. I think we need to go back and go through the whole thing.”

Max leaned forward. “If we find them, we’re not giving them to Ace’s handler, whoever the fuck he is.”

“Agreed. We need to get down there,” Kit said.

“There’s more,” Val said. “Ace told me the Omnis have a strict caste system. I guess it’s like any organization, whether it be a motorcycle club, the Elks, whatever. King is at the top, then his royals, then his nobility, his warriors, his craftsmen, farmers, and tradesmen, his breeders, then his commoners.” 

“Where was Ace in that caste system?” Greer asked.

Val gritted his teeth. “She said she was below the commoners…with a group forced into prostitution.”

Greer made a face and turned away. The table went quiet. 

“Those who were no longer of use to the Omnis, kids who aged out of the watchers or women too old to stay in the prostitute corps, were given secondary careers. Lifetime assignments”—Val looked at Blade—“as servants in the homes of Omnis and those in the Omni resistance. I think my family’s butler is one of them. You caught him watching me on the monitor. That whole house was filled with eyes.” 

“You think the Jacksons are part of that spy corps?” Blade asked, looking at Val, who nodded. “No. They aren’t. They’re more like family friends than staff. They were with me as a kid. My whole life.”

“So was William,” Val said.

“Blade—it’s not like they did much to help you when you most needed help, feel me?” Kit snapped.

“And they were here when Amir and his crew took over the bunker,” Kelan reminded him.

“We vetted them. Max cleared them,” Blade said.

“Ace said the women in the prostitution corps were sterilized—the OWO had decided they weren’t fit to breed. She said these women were often paired with young men and went to work for someone the OWO wanted to monitor. These sterile couples often were assigned foster kids—boys, usually. Didn’t you say the Jacksons had a couple of boys?”

Blade nodded. “Two boys. They were older than me. We didn’t interact much.”

“And yet they lived on your property,” Kelan said. “It’s not like this is a big town with plenty of choices for playmates.”

“Jesus, you guys…” Blade jumped to his feet.

“What happened to the boys?” Val asked.

“I don’t know. It’s not something the Jacksons talk much about.” He paced the length of the room in an agitated way. “No.” Blade shook his head vigorously. “I don’t agree with this.”

“Okay, if this is happening,” Kit said, holding up a hand, “and I’m not saying it is, why would these servant spies not take off once they’re released into the world?”

“Ace and I talked about that on the flight home. She said they stay for lots of reasons. Fear. Indoctrination. Sense of duty. Their tribe, their people, their cause. Who knows? Once they’ve started handing over information, they’re as guilty as the people they spy on. And it’s common for someone who tries to leave the system to end up dead in a horrible way, like the man Ace told me about who was burned alive when the gas pump he was using blew up. Or the couple who were visiting Georgia when their car went off a bridge over a swamp. They were found half chewed in a nest of alligators. There are thousands of examples. No one leaves the system alive.”

“Or a car without brakes that veered off a steep mountain road,” Greer said.

“Shit.” Blade turned and looked at them. “We checked them out.”

“Maybe we weren’t looking for the right things,” Max said.

“I can’t fire them without some proof. Besides, if I fire them, we could lose sight of them. The OWO could just make them disappear.”

“Meanwhile, we have our women and children here,” Rocco said. “Kathy’s in charge of our food. She could poison all of us, and there’d be nothing we could do about it.”

“Don’t forget that Wynn said Jafaar told her he had other eyes inside the house,” Selena reminded them.

“We can’t afford any doubt, Blade,” Kit said. “We have to box them up.”

“I’ll put a call into Lobo,” Owen said. “We’ll hand them over to him.”

Blade didn’t look happy, but he nodded. “I’ll take care of it.” He took another pass around the room. “Greer, can you find out what happened to their sons? Do you think they even know the Jacksons weren’t their parents?”

“I’ll find out,” Greer said.

Kit nodded. “Let’s do this today.” 

“I want to take a look inside their house, see if there’s a smoking gun,” Blade said.

“We can do that after this meeting,” Kit said. “It’ll take Lobo a little while to get here. But whether you find something or not, they go.”




* * *




Max confirmed that both Jacksons were busy for the rest of the morning—he in the fields with the cattle, she in the kitchen making lunch. Val got in the Jeep with Kelan and Rocco. They were heading over to do a sweep of the Jacksons’ home. 

When the team had moved in last May, they’d overhauled the security around the Jacksons’ home. The team hadn’t set any cameras in the house, but they’d set some up around the perimeter, and Max was watching those. When they got to the house, he unlocked the doors for them. Everything inside was tidy. The guys went through the pile of mail and opened the locked file cabinet in the office. Beneath the standard folders of taxes, receipts, bills, and other papers were two envelopes with birth certificates for their sons. 

“Blade,” Val said over his comm unit, “do you know if the Jacksons’ sons were born while they were in this house?”

“They weren’t. They already had them when they moved in to work here.”

“Take a look at this.” Val sent a pic of the two birth certificates. “That your smoking gun?”

“It’s certainly suspicious. They started working here a year or two before I was born. Their boys were five and seven years older than me. There’s no way they were born during their tenure here. They might have been fostered with them after they started, however.”

Kelan joined them in the small den. “How about a burner phone?” He held it up for the guys to see. “Why would they need one of those?”

“Yeah.” Blade sighed. “C’mon back. I’m going to make this happen.”

“Bring that phone with you,” Kit ordered.

“Kit—they have a couple of weapons,” Rocco said. “A Beretta and a Glock.”

“Take them,” Kit said. “I’m not leaving any chance for them to take action, feel me?”

“Hey, guys.” Greer came over their comm units. “Lobo said the sons and their families are in the custody of the U.S. Marshals. They’re in WITSEC.”

“Copy. We’re heading back,” Val said.

 




* * *




Ty felt a deep sorrow for what he was about to do. The Jacksons had been like surrogate parents to him. They truly seemed to enjoy their jobs. He paid them a lucrative wage, far more than they would get at a comparable position somewhere else. Plus room and board. They never took vacations. He even bought them a new vehicle every four years. Virtually all of their income could be put to their retirement. He wondered what they did with their money. 

Whatever it was, they’d never get to take that retirement now. They’d be spending their golden years in jail.

He had to remind himself that what they’d done had nothing to do with logic and everything to do with fear. The Omnis owned them. God, how he’d fought believing that, but hindsight had such clear vision. A normal couple would not have put up with what Bladen did to him. They would have been extremely vocal—with social services, with the police, with local advocacy groups…even if it meant the loss of their jobs. They would have done it, if not for him, then to ensure their own boys’ safety from the predator who employed them. A normal couple would have invoked Homeland Security’s “See something, say something” policy after Amir’s takeover of Ty’s house. And if they were truly innocent, they would never have come back to work for Ty after having their car go off the side of the mountain. 

Maybe they could even have stopped what happened to his mom if they’d interceded on her behalf.

God, it all just cut to the quick.

Ty heard the Jacksons walking up to their front door. He leaned back in his seat on the sofa. They came in and flipped the lights on. Dennis saw him first. Kathy came to a stop beside him. 

“Ty. What are you doing here? And sitting in the dark, no less?” she asked.

“Thinking. About my life. About yours.”

“Why ours?” Dennis asked. 

Ty got up and walked over to a small grouping of framed photos on a side table. One was a picture of their wedding. None were of their sons. It had been a shock to hear their boys were in WITSEC. But he was happy for them—they were smart enough to figure shit out and get out while they could.

“How are the boys?” He looked over at the couple that had always represented safety to him. “I don’t ask after them enough.”

Kathy’s face went pale. She looked at Dennis, who still hadn’t moved from his spot near the front door. “They’re fine,” Dennis said.

“Do you hear from them often?”

“They have busy lives. What’s this about, Ty?” 

He shook his head and gave them a sad smile. “I need help. I’m trying to put the pieces together so that I have a whole picture, but so much of what I’m missing happened behind the scenes. I need answers.”

“It’s late. We’ve put in a long day. Maybe we could talk about this tomorrow?”

“Maybe we could. But we’ve both got busy days again tomorrow. And I know I won’t sleep until I figure some things out.”

Dennis hung his jacket up on a hook by the front door. He put Kathy’s by his. “All right. Let’s talk.”

“I’ll put a pot of coffee on,” Kathy said as she went to the kitchen.

“When did you and Kathy meet?”

Dennis frowned, giving a slight shake of his head.

“In fact, what was your first date?” No answer from either of them. “What was it about each other that made you think each of you was the one?”

“What does this have to do with you and the questions you have about yourself?”

Ty looked at Dennis. “You know as well as I do what that answer is. You were married June twelfth. Thirty-three years ago. One week before Bladen married my mom. A week before you began your lifelong careers here.” He picked up their wedding picture. “Was it a happy day for you?” He shook his head. “You must have been scared. Marrying a stranger.”

Dishes clattered as they banged together in the kitchen.

“I love my wife,” Dennis said.

Ty nodded. “A blessing and a curse. The Omnis allow no loyalty except to them. Seems I’m not the only one looking for answers. Your boys have been talking to the Feds. They want to know who their real parents are.” He handed Dennis copies of their sons’ birth certificates. “You and I both know there’s no way they were born after you began work here.”  

Ty heard Kathy crying in the kitchen. She came back into the living room. “It’s over, Dennis. All of it. It’s over.”

Dennis’s shoulders slumped. He looked at the ground as the papers dropped from his hands.

“I can help you,” Ty said. “But I’m the only one who can. Or you can take off. Tonight. Take everything you want and get the hell out of here. Of course, you’ll have to stay hidden from the Omnis. They have a way of cleaning up loose ends. No one retires from a lifetime of service to them. They’ll find you. You’ll be a shocking headline on the morning news one day, an older couple’s tragic death at the very start of their retirement. I understand the Omnis find untraceable ways of making big statements which reverberate through the community of Omni slaves.” He looked at the couple. “That’s what you are, you know. Slaves. There’s no getting out alive.”

Dennis put his arm around Kathy. “What can you do for us?”

“I can help you disappear.”

They exchanged looks with each other.

“But first, you surrender to the FBI. Tell them everything you know. And I mean everything. And believe me, I will know if you left something out. If you do keep info hidden, the deal’s off. But if you cooperate, there’s a chance you might get to have an anonymous retirement where you can live out your years peacefully.”

Dennis looked at Kathy, who nodded and said, “We have to take his offer.”

Dennis nodded. “We’ll cooperate.”

The front door opened. Lobo and a couple of his guys came in. Ty nodded at them, then watched as the Jacksons were taken into custody. When they were led outside, Kathy stopped and looked back at him. “Thank you, Ty.”

He didn’t answer her. 

Kit came in, stopping in front of Ty, letting his body block Ty’s sight of the Jacksons being led out. “Good. It’s done. Let’s leave this to Lobo and his crew.”

They walked outside. Kit put his arm around Ty’s shoulders. “It’s over. The past. The last shackle has been cut off.”

Ty shook his head. “It’s not over until King and his Omnis are done. How many families have they done this to? How many still live under their shadow? None of us is safe. Not our women. Not our children. We’re just as much Omni slaves as the Jacksons were.”

“True that.” Kit gave him a fierce smile. “But there’s about to be a holy fucking uprising.”




















Chapter Twenty-Four




Angel lifted Grams from the backseat of his SUV to her waiting wheelchair. The time at the clinic seemed to have revived her. Wynn looked at Angel. He really was her angel. He smiled at her. 

She followed them up the front steps. He had turned Grams’ chair around and was going up them with it tilted back, chattering about how happy she’d be with them. Grams winked at Wynn. 

They’d decided to move Grams into one of the bedrooms in the lower southern wing. It was an entire house length away from Wynn, but it made the most sense. Grams had gotten much of her mobility back. She wasn’t strong enough to walk yet, so she wouldn’t be able to do the stairs up to the second floor. And it would have been too hard to get a wheelchair down. Mandy had promised to work with Grams on rebuilding her balance and strength. Angel said he’d already talked to Blade about putting in some ramps.

Everything really was going to be all right.

Wynn opened the door. The living room and foyer were all lit up. In fact, it seemed all the lights were on everywhere, as if the house itself were welcoming Grams inside.

“Guys—this is Wynn’s grandmother, who goes by Grams,” Angel said as he brought her chair to a stop at the step down that led into the living room. Everyone came over to meet her. When she met Mandy, she kept a hold of her hand. 

“My goodness, Wynnie. With such a fine group of men, how could you pick just one?”

“Grams!”

Angel laughed. “It was my good fortune to be the only unattached male in the bunch. Except for Val, but I think that door’s closing kind of quickly. And Owen, but he scares the hell out of Wynnie.”

Owen smiled at her. She smiled back, trying to ignore how threatening his smile was.

Wynn put her hand on her grandmother’s shoulder. “Grams and I would like to thank you, all of you, for your help in rescuing her and for your generosity in making room for her here.”

Grams nodded. “It was very kind indeed. I will try not to be a burden on you.”

Eddie smiled at her. “You’re no burden at all, Mrs. Vaughn.”

“Please, call me Grams. It’s so much easier.”

“We have your room ready,” Mandy said. “We’ll take you down to it.”

“Angel, dear,” Grams said, “will you come along and help me into bed?”

He flashed a smile at her. “Thought you’d never ask.”

Wynn followed them down the hall to the room that was next to Owen’s. No one, it seemed, used the room that had the elevator in it. Grams’ room had two double beds in it and still was spacious enough for her to move around in her wheelchair and, hopefully soon, her walker.

Wynn hurried over to draw down the blankets. She’d bathed and changed Grams at the clinic, so she was ready for bed. Angel lifted her as if she weighed nothing and settled her on the mattress. 

Grams reached for his hand. “Thank you, Angel. For everything. Your mother was very wise when she named you, son.”

He bent down and kissed her cheek. “Thank you, Grams. I’ll see you in the morning.” He nodded at Eddie and Mandy, then paused in front of Wynn. “I think I’m going to crash for the night. If you need me, come get me.”

“Thanks, Angel. Good night.”

When he left, Grams reached down and pulled the covers up over herself. “I think I’m going to stay in the wheelchair a little while, Wynn. I’m very fond of the feel of a man’s arms around me.”

Wynn was shocked. “Grams!”

“Oh, don’t be so bashful, dear. I do miss your grandfather so very much.”

Mandy and Eddie laughed. “You’re going to make my evaluation of your mobility quite difficult if you won’t be forthcoming about your abilities, Grams,” Mandy said.

“Nonsense. With you, I’ll be truthful. With Angel, I’ll be weak.”

The girls laughed. They hugged Wynn, kissed Grams, then left.

Wynn adjusted her pillow. “Do you need to use the restroom before I leave?”

“No, dear. I’ll be just fine.” Grams leaned back on the pillows and smiled at her. “I saw your parents at that man’s house.”

Wynn frowned. “What do you mean?”

“While I was sedated. They came to me in a dream. My beautiful daughter and your handsome dad. They were fussing over me, trying to help me. Of course, I couldn’t talk to them. But still, just to see them again, it was a good dream.”

Wynn smiled, trying not to read more into that than was needed. “I could stay in the spare bed, if you wanted me to tonight.”

“There’s no need. Come get me for breakfast—but give me plenty of time to put something nice on. We need to look our best for your Angel.”

“There’ll be no matchmaking shenanigans from you. This is where I work. I can’t cross that line.”

Grams gave her an angelic smile. “I understand. Give me a kiss, then do let me get some sleep.”

Wynn kissed her and gave her a light hug. “Thank God it’s all over.”

“That’s the truth. You get some sleep too, dear. I don’t think you have in days.”

Wynn smiled at her. “Longer than that, I’m afraid. Sleep well.”




* * *




Val had been watching the locator app the whole day. Ace had become an addiction. There was no point fighting it. She was near one of the silos on Angel’s map, way east of Denver. She’d been there before. Val didn’t know if she’d gone inside or stayed on the surface. Either way, he thought she shouldn’t be alone. He had no doubt that she could handle her physical security; he was more worried about her soft spirit. She shouldn’t be alone. If she had some shit to work through, then fine, he’d stand guard while she did it. And if she needed a patient friend to listen, she should know he was her man. 

And if she just needed someone to be alone with, he could do that, too.

He took a shower, packed, then let Kit and Owen know he was heading down to Colorado to see Ace. As he was heading to the garage, Remi came in. She dropped her keys in the basket.

“Hey, Remi.”

“Hey, Val.” She smiled at him. “Heard there was some excitement around here today.”

“Yeah. Blade’s shredded over it.”

She nodded. “I would be, too.”

Val went past her, then stopped. “Remi—you’ve been working with some of the new additions to the Friendship Community that came over from the tunnels, right?”

“Yeah. That’s going really well. Their two groups have a lot of healing to do. Helping each other through their trauma is letting them mesh even better than I’d hoped.”

“Have you ever seen an old wizard-looking guy named Santo?”

Remi smiled. “I have. He’s such a character. Sometimes, he seems like a wise elder, and other times he seems like a young athlete in old skin. I can’t quite figure him out. Why do you ask?”

“He mentored Ace. I thought I’d bring her over there as a surprise, but Lobo didn’t know where he’d ended up.”

“That would be great. Let me know how that goes.” She continued down the hall a few steps, but stopped. “Hey, Val. Be sure to pick up some gifts for them.”

“Sure. Like what?”

“Oranges, lemons, some ginger root, coffee beans, lots and lots of tea, sugar, maple syrup, chocolate, sewing needles, white thread. Anything like that. Stuff they can’t grow or make—things they can only trade for.”

Val grinned. “I’ll make it happen. Thanks, Remi.”

She waved at him and went on her way.




















Chapter Twenty-Five




Ace sat between the desiccated spikes of cornstalks and dirt at the edge of the cornfield. The crop had already been cut. Cows had been sent out to eat the remaining debris. The sun would be setting within a half-hour. She rubbed at soft skin on the inside of her upper arm just above her elbow. She remembered Val kissing it, as he’d kissed all of her dots.

She hated that goddamned mark, hated her handler for bringing her here tonight.

The fire trucks were moving into position around the little house. They were waiting to start the fire until after sunset so that it could be an effective after-dark training exercise.

She tried to keep her mind empty, to fill herself with the oneness around her, but the memories kept slipping through her control. 




Ace climbed up the access tunnel. She had to close her eyes as she reached the last few rungs; the wind above ground was whipping sand and debris into the tunnel. She wasn’t even halfway out when she heard something slice through the wind. A bo staff. She ducked, then caught it on its second revolution, using its force as leverage to help her up out of the tunnel.

Santo. Of course.

She shoved the staff back into him, then somersaulted and caught her own staff up. They battled until her reflexes were warmed up. The first opportunity she found to disarm him, she used, then pointed her bo staff at his throat…which was hard to see because of his long and thick white beard. He probably wore full body armor under his robes. It had felt like it anyway the few times she’d gotten a punch in. 

“I’m done with defensive maneuvers, Santo. Teach me how to kill a man.”

He pushed her staff away and bowed to her. “I thought you had sworn to use self-defense only.”

“I lied.”

Silence. She withstood his prolonged stare.

“You didn’t lie. You have evolved. Change must always be accepted, in yourself, in others, and in your world.”

Ace felt a wave of hatred come toward her like a wall of fire, threatening to destroy everything in its forward path. She had to get her emotions under control, or Santo would not teach her. Not today. Maybe not for some time.

Her skin hurt. The bastards last night had decided it would be fun to further mark her worthless hide. They covered her with polka dots, singed into her flesh from their cigarettes. And they’d laughed while they did it.

But she couldn’t let Santo know. She didn’t shut her eyes from his perceptive gaze. She regulated her breathing, slowing it while her brain found a millisecond to feel its place in the tapestry of life around her—the sound, feel, smell of life in that instant. She forced her energy into a single resonance she knew Santo could feel.  

Everything he did was based on energy, which for him was like a bat’s radar. It let him experience the world in a different way than normal humans. A holistic way, always in balance. It was almost as if he had a sixth sense that allowed him to know things that defied rational explanation.

He bowed to her again. “We begin. Life is a fragile thing that can be easily extinguished. The thing that is not so easy to put out is one’s own fear. Fear is a weapon your enemy will use against you. Fear is a gun you point at yourself. Only you can control that trigger.”




Ace had had four years with Santo. Two learning self-defense, two learning offensive tactics. She’d spent the last six years using both. But despite her work, the Omnis were getting ever stronger. Maybe that was why her handler had wanted her to meet up with Val and his team. She had knowledge they needed. And they had the power of force, which she needed. 

And then there was Val. 

Had he weakened or strengthened her? Thoughts of him filled her mind. She craved him like she craved water and sun. When this fight was done, and she no longer had a direct line to him, how would she exist?

Her phone buzzed. It was Val. She resisted answering. They were connected now, at a spirit level. They almost didn’t need a phone to communicate. She opened the line but didn’t say anything. Nor did he, for the space of a breath.

“Stay put. I’m heading toward you,” he said.

“There’s no point. It’ll all be over by the time you get here.” 

“I’m twenty minutes from your location.”

“I’ll be here.” She disconnected the call then picked up her camera. She’d bought herself a special night photography lens for tonight so that she could capture the pictures of the house being prepped for a controlled burn. The chain-link fence had been removed. The cattle had been fenced off, well away from the inferno that was to come. 

The big red trucks were the house’s firing squad. She couldn’t think of a more deserving end to the site of so much hell.




* * *




Val turned off the narrow dirt road and drove across the field to where Ace was. It was dark. He could see her Saturn, but not her until he pulled around the side of her vehicle. She was sitting on the ground, watching the farmhouse burn, taking pictures. 

Val had been halfway through Denver when he noticed Ace had moved—and where she now was. He’d called it in to Max, who’d told him the sex-trafficking hotspot was being burned down.

“You need company?” Max had asked.

“I got this.”

“Roger that. Have fun with your hellcat.” Then, because the line wasn’t yet disconnected, Val heard Max shout, “Ouch! What the hell, Greer?”

“That’s my sister you’re talking about.”

“So? She’s a hellcat.”

“Well, she’s ours, so knock it off.”

Val laughed. He liked the guys defending Ace. She could use as much of that that she could get. He parked and shut off his lights. The fire was about a half-mile away, but its orange glow lit the sky. He sat next to Ace. She didn’t greet him, but on the flip side, she didn’t order him away, either. 

They sat in silence and watched that wretched house burn. He instinctively knew that peppering her with questions was going to get him shut down fast. He had an endless amount of patience when it came to Ace…a thing that paid off fairly quickly.

“You know what happened at that house?” she asked.

“I know. Was it an Omni house?”

She shrugged. “Whether it was an Omni house or not, they used it.”

“Were you ever there, when you lived in the tunnels?”

Ace looked at him—no stared at him like she wanted his head to explode. She got up and walked over to her car. 

“Ace, wait. I have a surprise for us.” She turned and looked at him. If it weren’t for the sliver of moon, he wouldn’t have had enough light to see her suspicious expression. He smiled. “I thought we could have a night away from the guys. A decadent dinner, maybe a show, a luxurious place to crash for the night. A little civilization as a break from the wilds of Wyoming.”

“It’s too late to hit a show.” 

“Then just dinner. I already booked us a place.”

“Where?”

“The Ritz-Carlton.”

She spread her arms. “Look what I’m wearing, Val. If I go in there with you, they’ll ask me to leave.”

“Since when do you care what other people think about you?”

“Since I started caring about you.”

That gave him a full stop. He thought about it, then nodded. “Well, we have three options.” He took her hand so that she wouldn’t walk away from him. “We can go shopping then go to dinner, or we can go hide in our room and call in room service, or I can beat up any idiot who looks sideways at you while we do whatever the fuck it is we want to. Your call. Skipping tonight is not an option.”

 She ducked her head and laughed. “I don’t have anywhere to put new clothes. Let’s just go to your room and hide.”

That choice made him sad. She was the most amazing woman alive. It was an honor to have her walk by his side. But she chose to hide instead. She wanted to keep her light dimmed, when shining it would uplift everyone they passed. 

“Then let’s go. I’m looking forward to a thirty-two-ounce rib-eye. I’m starving. We threw out all the food in the house today.”

“Why?”

“Kit got a wild hair. I told the guys your concern about the Jacksons. Their sons had fake birth certificates. They had a burner phone. Blade was pretty upset about the possibility that they’re in with the Omnis. We couldn’t risk keeping them around. Kit was afraid they might try to poison us. Anyway, Blade handed them over to Lobo.”

“They would have poisoned you, if they thought you were getting too close to the Omnis.”

“Oh, and we discovered Wynn’s grandmother, who recently suffered a stroke, had been taken by Jafaar and was being held in exchange for any info Wynn could bring them about us.”

“She never hung around with the group. I doubt she knew anything.”

“She tried not to cooperate, but they worked her over pretty hard. She finally told Angel what was happening. We retrieved her grandmother, and she’s now living at the house.”

She shook her head. “I’ve only been gone a day.”

“We could have used your help. Any time you want to come back with me, your room’s ready and waiting.” They reached their cars. “Want to follow me? Then you’ll have your wheels with you and you can cut out anytime you like.” He knew she valued her freedom, perhaps above all else. He wanted her to know that he valued it, too.

“I’ll follow.”

It took a little over an hour for them to reach the hotel. They pulled into the rotunda and gave their keys to the valet. Taking their bags, they went inside. He’d taken a suite on the club floor. The living room was richly appointed with a sofa, two armchairs, and two side chairs, all framed by a big picture window facing the mountains. The bedroom had two armchairs, a king-size bed, a big TV screen, and featured an amazing view of the city at night. The bathroom was almost as large as the bedroom, with a marble tub—marble everywhere, on the floor, walls, ceiling. There were two sinks, and a shower that could fit three of him. The floors were heated, as were two towel racks.

Pleased with the accommodations, Val went back out into the living room. Ace hadn’t moved. She looked at him with hollow eyes. He took her bag into the bedroom. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to go shopping?” He smiled at her as he came back into the living room. “It’s one of my favorite things. I have a friend who could be here in only a couple of hours with an entire wardrobe for you to select from. Not as fun as actually shopping, but fun to watch you be spoiled.”

“Why would you do that? Why would you buy me things?”

Val suddenly felt like a sleepwalker who woke up in a minefield. He went still. “What’s this about, Ace?”

“Why would you bring me here, offer to buy me things? What are you getting in return? Is that the price set for my participation? Dinner for oral, wardrobe for anal?”

“Jesus.” He blinked. How was that for ripping the bandages off? 

She turned and went for the door, but he got there first. He pushed it closed then glared at her. “No. You don’t get to drop a bomb on me like that then run. I have a little time off. I wanted to spend it with you. I thought I was doing something thoughtful for us, but I see that I didn’t think it all the way through. I meant no insult. I have no expectations. There is nothing that you need do, now or ever. You cannot earn a gift. It just is.”

“How is it that you’re so wealthy?”

“My money came through my mother. Ironic, isn’t it? I killed her and she still enriched my life. I grew my inheritance through judicious investments. I can set up an appointment for you to audit my books, if you like. I have nothing to hide…and way more than I need.” He glared at her. “If my wealth is a barrier between us, then I’ll give it all away. I choose you over it.”

Her face was tense. He could tell she fought tears. She went over to the counter in the kitchen and picked up a menu. “I’ll have the steak medallion when you order room service. I’m going to take a shower.” She walked into the bedroom and slammed the door.

Val stood in stunned silence in the wake of her departure, and slowly grinned. God, he fucking loved that woman. Her morals were straight and true. He just hoped they could be bent a little to include him.

He called in their supper, asking for a bottle of Shiraz and a tray of hors d’oeuvres to be sent up. He felt a little guilty about not telling Ace his plans for their day tomorrow, but if he did, she’d make them go there now. Santo could wait twelve fucking hours; Val had no intention of losing tonight to her childhood mentor. 

Fifteen minutes later, Ace came out of the bedroom. She was wearing one of the hotel’s fluffy white robes. Val poured her a glass of wine and gestured toward the appetizers. “Help yourself.” 

She stared at the red liquid in the glass as she said, “I don’t do anal.”

Val tried to not smile. Courting her was like trying to coax a bobcat into a cage. Clearly, he was going about it all wrong. Hell, he didn’t want her in a cage anyway.

“I had a few big things planned for us. This, then a surprise for tomorrow.”

“What’s tomorrow?” 

He looked at her wary expression. She was savvy enough to know the cage had a lock. God, he hated this. Any other woman, he’d know exactly what to do to make her happy. Not his Ace. “I’m taking you to see Santo.” There. He gave it to her. If it meant that they had to cut things short here, then so be it.

Her eyes went wide. Her hand holding the wine shook. He took it from her, then set both their glasses down.

“Where is he? Is he all right?”

“He’s fine. He’s living with the Friends. I’m sure you discovered them while you were searching for the watchers. That’s where he went after the tunnels.”

“Val!” She hugged him. “That’s the best gift ever!” She walked away, moving in a small circle. “How long do you think it will take to get up there?”

“A few hours.” So much for their night at the Ritz. Maybe she’d let them eat before they left. “Do you want to go up now?”

“Now? No. We can’t wake him in the middle of the night. He’s old. It would be too much of a shock.”

“So what’s the plan, Ace?”

She met his gaze. “We stick to your plan.”

“All of it?”

She gave him a long look. “All of it.”

He waved toward the sofa. “Do you want me to sleep out here?”

“Was that part of your plan?”

“No. It’s an offer I’m making.”

Her shoulders dipped. She sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For thinking you had ulterior motives.” 

He gave her a wry grin. “I kind of do.”

“I want what you want, then.”

“I want you.” His eyes lowered to her mouth. “I want tonight to be about you.”

“Then I give you tonight.”

Val closed his eyes, in relief and in pain; he wasn’t sure his stiff cock was going to let him enjoy a leisurely dinner eating the big rib-eye steak he’d ordered. Didn’t matter—he suddenly wasn’t hungry for food. He shot a look over at the sofa, thinking of a dozen different ways they could use it.

There was a knock on the door. He didn’t move to open it.

Ace smiled at him. “Want me to answer it?”

He narrowed his eyes. She knew he was in distress. “I’m sending it away.”

She laughed. “Why? You were starving before.”

“I was. But now there’s only one thing I want.”

Her brows lifted. “Oh?”

“Shit.” He went to the door and jerked it open. There were two guys and two carts. 

The one with the spa cart came in first. “Where shall I set this up?”

“In the bedroom will be fine,” Val told him.

The one with the food cart brought their dinner in, then transferred it to the table, taking painstaking care that each item was placed correctly. Val wondered what the kid would think if he just scooped the whole meal up in the tablecloth and put it back on the fucking cart. He happened to catch a scolding look from Ace, so he refrained. Val handed them each a twenty on their way out. 

He looked at Ace, then clenched his jaw, reminding himself he’d had a specific intent in bringing her here, and it wasn’t for some hard, fast sex. Just the opposite. He wanted to spoil her with slow, sensual, mind-blowing sex.

He went over to the table and pulled out her chair. She bit her lip, which almost did him in all over again, because all he could think of was her teeth on his cock.

Collecting their glasses and the bottle of wine, he refilled them on his way to the table, then took his seat. They both lifted the covers from their plates. Their meals were piping hot and smelled divine. His thirty-two-ounce steak looked huge. He looked at her little medallion and realized she had to feel as if she were eating with Fred Flintstone. He shot her a glance. She smiled at him, then cut into her meat. 

After a couple bites, she gestured toward the tray of six different dessert plates. “Do you think we have enough?” A shadow passed across her eyes. “Or were you inviting friends over?”

“No friends,” he grunted. Christ. He sounded like a cave man, too. He stuffed a bite of meat into his mouth, hoping to keep it busy so he wouldn’t say anything else stupid.

They finished their meals at roughly the same time. “What’s with the stuff the server put in our room?” she asked.

He didn’t look where she was pointing. “Something for later.”

“Later when?”

There was so little trust in her eyes. It was humbling she’d stayed this long. “Later soon. Would you like some coffee?”

“Sure.”

“How do you take it?”

“Black. No sugar. How do you take yours?”

Funny what a simple question that was for such important information. If he was going to make her coffee for the rest of their life, he needed to know the particulars. It made him happy to have her reciprocate the interest. “White. And sweet.”

“Hmm.” She chuckled. “We’re kind of opposites.”

He lifted a brow. “A difference we’ll be enjoying very soon.”

She smiled into her coffee cup. He wondered if she were as nervous as he was. “If you’ll excuse me for a minute, I need to check on something.”

“Of course.”

She watched him go into the bedroom. He closed the door, so that she couldn’t see what he was doing. He took a pink vibrator from its sealed package, then washed it in the bathroom. He’d bought it for a night like this with Ace. He loaded the batteries in it, glad he had several extra sets. Just in case.

He spread the spare sheet that the server had brought out over the bed. Then he lowered the lights and found a relaxing soundtrack of the ocean on his phone. Not the best sound, but the best he could do now. He removed his shoes and socks, unbuttoned his shirt, then removed it and his undershirt. He brushed his teeth.

It was time. He returned to Ace in the living room. 

“Are you ready for your massage?”

She set her cup down. “Massage?”

He came over and took her hand, then led her into the bedroom. 




















Chapter Twenty-Six




Ace’s heart was beating hard, but instead of sending cold fear through her veins, she felt molten heat pour through her as Val led her into the bedroom. He’d gone to a lot of trouble for this evening—all of it, she sensed, he’d done for her. She looked at his back, his wide, bare shoulders, then followed the line of his spine down to his hips, where his jeans sat low. 

She watched while he removed several stones from a Crock-Pot. He set four aside on a towel, then put the others on a separate towel. He put oil in his hands, then rubbed it over each stone. It was hypnotic watching him. Even the big stones looked small in his hands. She could feel a strange tension coiling inside her. She liked the feeling, though it was foreign to her. 

Looking around, she noticed the dim lights, the drawn shades, the music coming from his phone. Ocean waves and chimes. The sound was soothing. 

“I’ve never been to the ocean. Have you?” she asked, nervously making conversation.

He looked at her and smiled. “Many times. Want me to take you there?”

She nodded. “Is it wonderful?”

“Beyond wonderful. Finding a quiet spot on a sandy beach at sunset is like having a private convo with God.”

She smiled, realizing suddenly how few wonderful things she’d ever experienced. “I want to see all of them.”

“All of what?”

“All of the amazing things in this world. All of them.”

He smiled. “Let’s do it. All of them.” His gaze lowered to her hands, then at her eyes again. “I’m ready, if you’d like to take your robe off.”

She pushed it from her shoulders. She’d been naked in front of men so much that she should have been inured to it, but it felt so different with Val. Exciting. Curious. Wonderful. The air touched her nipples, tightening them. He took her hand and led her onto the mattress. 

“Lie down on your stomach. I want to place these stones on your back first.”

She did, feeling the soft linen beneath her body. He set a warm towel across her back, then lined up some smallish stones along both sides of her spine. He covered that with another towel. “I’ll hold these in place as you sit up. I want you to lie on your back now.”

It wasn’t the easiest of maneuvers, but they managed. She laughed and so did he.

“Are you comfortable?” he asked when she was settled.

She nodded. He took two medium-sized stones and set them in her hands, turning them so they were palms up. She closed her fingers over them. 

“No, relax your hands. Just let the stones rest there.”

The four stones he’d set aside were placed on her face—one between her brows, one below her bottom lip, one on each cheekbone. The next hot stones were placed beneath her collarbone, then down her sternum. She pulled in a deep breath and flashed a look at him.

“Close your eyes. Listen to the music. Let yourself float.” 

She saw him pump some oil into his hands before she closed her eyes. His big hands began to massage the oil into one of her feet. She knew from the pedicures she got how delicious foot massages were, but Val’s hands were masterful. He repeated the massage with her other foot. 

Her body felt incredibly relaxed. He should have told her he was going to do this and spared them both her freak-out. His hands worked her calf, her knee, her thigh. She kept her eyes closed as she wondered what he was going to do next. He switched to her other leg. His hands were slick, hot, and strong. His touch was exciting and relaxing at the same time. She smiled, still with her eyes closed. 

There was no other man, in the whole world, whom she would let do this to her—mostly because she didn’t dare to have her defenses down. With Val, she could. 

The bed dipped as he knelt on it, straddling her body. She took a quick look at the way his jeans molded his thighs, then closed her eyes again. He smoothed his hands over the tops of her thighs up to her hips, his thumbs brushing past her mound. He massaged her hips, stroking the soft skin of her belly. He moved his hands up her waist as he worked her abs. His hands massaged her ribs, her sides. 

Ace felt her breathing speed up as he neared her breasts. She wanted to feel his hot hands on her, but he didn’t touch her there. Instead, he moved the stone from one hand, setting it on her belly as he rubbed her hand, then wrist, then forearm, all the way up to her shoulder, smoothing over all the dots on the inside of her arm. He put the stone back in her hand and did the same with her other arm. He added oil to his hands, then rubbed it into skin of her chest, working it under her arm and into the side of her breast. He massaged his way across her chest to her other arm, under it to her side.

She thought he was going to do her breasts at last, but instead he started to massage her shoulders, then her neck, up to her chin. She opened her eyes and looked at him. He held her gaze for a minute, then added more oil to his hands and started on one breast, giving it a deep massage. 

Ace watched him. He was a beautiful man. His muscles moved with supple grace. His shoulders were broad, his stomach lean and ripped. The tops of his obliques showed over the waist of his jeans. Right now, his face was tight with concentration. His lashes were long and dusky for a blond. He must have felt her eyes on him, for he looked up. He switched his ministrations to her other breast, watching her watch him. He didn’t touch her nipples. She wondered about that omission. At last, he took the stones away from her face and massaged where they’d been. He used his fingers and thumbs as he worked the muscles in her chin, cheeks, temples, and forehead. 

He got off the bed and held a hand out to her. “Ready to turn over?”

She nodded and took his hand. Her legs were wobbly when she got up. He removed the towels she’d been lying on, then she settled on her stomach. 

Val’s voice was rough as he said, “Spread your legs and arms wide.”

The anticipation was brutal. He wrapped his oiled hands around one upper thigh, working her flesh upward until he almost touched her sex. He did that with her other leg too. Her body was awash with tension that had nothing to do with her newly relaxed muscles and everything to do with his magic hands.

He massaged her ass, vigorously manipulating each cheek. He ran the heels of his hands slowly up her back on either side of her spine.

“SweeTart, I need you to sit up now.”

She looked up at him, regretting that it was over. “You’re finished?”

He gave her a lusty grin. “No. We’re just beginning.”

Ace shivered at that thought. She sat up, her legs crossed. He went over to the cart and took a big pink vibrator and some lube from it. She frowned at him. “Wait, where’s that been?”

Val laughed. “It’s brand new. I got it just for you. Freshly sanitized and everything.”

“Oh.”

He climbed on the bed and settled behind her, his legs spread out on either side.

“Don’t you think you have too much clothes on?”

“Not for right now.”

“Oh.”

He reached in front of her and repositioned her legs so that her knees were folded and her feet flat against each other, leaving her sex open to him. He held the vibrator in front of her and put some lube on it. “So, this is how it’s going to go. You can come, but you can’t move from this position. If you do, I’ll take this toy away.”

He was warm behind her, his arms strong around her. She felt the brush of his whiskers as he kissed her shoulder. He slipped the vibrator inside her, just a little bit at a time. 

“How is that?”

“Nice.”

“Yeah?” 

His toy was shaped strangely. She didn’t quite get how it was supposed to stimulate. “Um, how does it—”

He withdrew it from her. She had to grab his thighs at the motion. “This is a butterfly vib. It uses this part to stimulate your clit, and this to give your G-spot some joy. Let’s go again.” 

He moved the vibrator back to her sex, penetrating her so slowly, back and forth. When it was fully seated, he turned it on. She orgasmed instantly. Keeping her feet pressed together, she fisted his jeans and arched her back against him. 

He laughed. “See why I left my jeans on?” He turned the vibrator off, but left it in place. He put some oil on his hands, and turned his attention to her shoulders and upper spine. His hands were strong, digging into her muscles for a deep-tissue massage. Every time he moved her body, even slightly, the vibrator moved inside her.

Her breathing became shallow. Her lips parted. He moved his hands beneath her arms, massaging the sides and front of her chest. She could feel her inner muscles tightening on the vibrator the closer he moved to her breasts. He stopped to get a little more oil in his hands. She moaned in complaint. 

And then his hands were on her breasts, lifting, pressing, squeezing, almost reaching her nipples, then retreating, again and again. When he did capture her tight nipples, she cried out and pushed herself against his arms. He reached down and turned the vibrator on again. Instantly, she was gone. She made a strange sound, like a crying moan, as the orgasm went deeper and deeper. Still she wanted more. She couldn’t stop. God, she had never experienced anything like this. 

He owned her body, and she was utterly incapable of taking herself back. 

When her orgasm eased somewhat, she was limp in his arms. He wrapped both arms around her ribs, under her breasts, then kissed her neck. “I’m going to get up. I want you to scoot to the edge of the bed and lie down.”

Her whole body was still tingling, ready—and hungry—to fly again. He pushed his pants and underwear down. His cock was huge and hard, pointing right at her as he came back to the bed.

“Put your legs on my chest, your feet on my shoulders.” She did. He caught her hips and pulled her a little closer, then straightened her legs and crossed them like a pair of scissors. His neck was in the vee her calves made. And then he entered her. She clutched the sheet she’d been lying on. She was still aroused as he filled her—completely, deeply. As he began to thrust, he gripped her ankles, pulling them sideways, tightening her grip on him.

And like that, she was gone again. He left her nothing to hold on to except the bed. She had no leverage in that position; she was totally under his control. One orgasm spilled into another. It was fiercely satisfying when he wrapped an arm around her thighs, holding her tightly to him as he pistoned inside her. She felt his hot ejaculation shoot deep inside of her.

When it was over, she was spent. She couldn’t move a muscle. He withdrew from her, easing her legs down to drape over the side of the bed. He pulled the white linen covered duvet down then picked her up. She was limp as he settled her under the covers and slipped in next to her.




Val loved the feel of Ace’s sated body lying against his side. He kissed the top of her head. He rubbed her forearm, stroking his thumb over one of her little round scars that she hated. He lifted her arm and kissed it. “I love your dots.”

She yanked her arm free and pushed herself up to glare at him. “How can you say that? You know what they are.”

He nodded. “I hate that you have them.” His arm was firm around her back, keeping her in place. “But I love that you do, too.”

“Why?”

“Because it means you survived that hellish encounter so I could have you in my arms now.” He caught the side of her jaw and leaned forward to kiss her forehead. He knew she wasn’t yet ready to hear the L-word, so he said silently it to himself. I love you, Ace Myers, scars, broken pieces, and all.




















Chapter Twenty-Seven




Val was having a wet dream. 

Hard to imagine after a long night of several encounters with Ace. In this dream, she climbed on top of his morning wood and slipped down over him. It seemed so real. He could feel her cool hands on his hips, but her body was hot and slick. He kept his eyes closed to try to hold on to the dream, but already he was more awake than asleep.

He cracked his eyes and smiled. It wasn’t a dream. She was riding him. He touched her clit, massaging it. That small action sent her over the edge. He could feel her body clamping down on him as her orgasm seared through her.

He sat up, holding her in place. She’d had her release, but he hadn’t. One hand around her ribs, the other around her hips, he thrust up into her. He kissed her neck, her shoulder, then leaned her back so that he could mouth a nipple. That sent her writhing again, and this time, he came with her.

He fell back down to the bed and smiled up at her. She leaned over, bracing herself with her hands on his chest. He touched her breast. “I love making love to you,” he said, finding a creative use of the L-word that wouldn’t send her packing.

She smiled. “Are you ready to go?”

He caught her around the waist and rolled over, still buried deep inside her. “No. I want to stay here and do this a few hundred more times.”

She rubbed his arms in a way that felt dismissive. “I want to see Santo.”

He kissed her nose, then withdrew. “Okay. It’s your day.” He went to use the bathroom. He thought about a quick shower, but wanted Ace in there with him. He brushed his teeth, then went looking for her. She was in her robe. A new selection of breakfast dishes was set out on the table.

“I called for room service. It’s not the spread Kathy makes, but still, it looks delicious.”

Val took a breakfast link and popped it in his mouth. “Come take a shower with me.”

“The food will get cold—”

“But we’ll be hot.” He grinned and led her back into their room.







* * *




Ace was finding it hard to sit still during the long drive up into the Medicine Bow Mountains. The aspens’ fall color had peaked weeks earlier—their bare groves were brown slashes in the evergreen forest. She was glad they’d dropped her car off at the house before coming up here. She wanted all the time alone with Val that she could get.

She looked at him. He was unusually quiet. He met her eyes. What sat between them like an elephant on the console was their worry that Santo might not be with the Friends still. He was a ghost. He knew things that no ordinary human should. Did he know she was coming to see him?

Ace didn’t ask Val for empty assurances. Nor did he offer them, which was oddly comforting. When he pulled off the highway onto a dirt road, she sat up a little straighter. The road seemed to go on forever. At last, they pulled into a little clearing where several other vehicles were parked. 

There’d been no cars there when she had first discovered the Friends, crawling through the woods, looking for Lion and his watchers. “Are they still quarantined here?” 

“Yeah. For a few more months.”

“How did the FBI let the people from King’s Warren come here then?”

“Those who are still contagious are kept in isolation. The King’s Warren people were given the vaccination. This was really the best place for them to begin to heal from their former situation. Thankfully, with the care the Friends are receiving, no one else has died. And it’s been weeks since new cases have started up. Ready to go down?”

“What about all the stuff we brought?”

“I’ll come back with some of the kids to get everything.”

Ace smiled at him and nodded. He was an extraordinarily generous man. She caught his face. “Thank you. For this. For everything.”




Val had to force himself to stay silent. It was hard to hold a butterfly when you couldn’t close your hands. He accepted her kiss, grateful for any touch she offered. He followed her down the path. When they reached the point on the ridge where the path turned down into the village, she stopped. Her eyes closed, she went completely still. When her eyes opened and she went down the hill, she moved differently, more fluidly.

There was a gathering down below. A couple dozen people were lined up, doing the graceful moves of tai chi. Leading them was a white-bearded wizard. None of his students looked their way or broke ranks. None of the dogs alerted their presence. They weren’t loud coming down the hill…but something made the wizard turn around. 

He went still. Ace saw him. She stopped midway. Val stopped too. Some children and dogs noticed them then and started running toward them. They were wearing their winter clothes, cotton garments overlaid with shearling vests and boots.

The kids swarmed them. Ace was oblivious to them, but Val opened his arms. Ace had started to move forward again, so Val let the kids sweep him along with them. They took him over to some adults who were standing in the center of the town, watching their arrival.

Val stopped to watch Ace approach Santo. Clearly she had great respect for the old man. He liked the wizard instantly for that alone. The man had been an oasis for her in the middle of her hellish childhood. That was a debt that could never be repaid.

When they finally reached each other, Val saw a big smile break through the man’s beard as he caught Ace up in a hug. Jesus. He was probably the only person in the world who could hug Ace and have it instantly returned. She said something to Santo, who looked over at him.

Val left the kids and went over to Ace. Santo stared him in the eyes, then offered his hand. Val shook it. Geez. The guy had intense mojo. Energy felt different around him. Slower. Calmer.

“I knew she would find you,” Santo said. His voice was deep. Ageless.

Val looked at Ace. Tears were slipping down her cheeks. He reached for her hand. All he could do was offer her his strength. “Thank you for teaching her.” He turned to Ace. Stepping close to her, he swiped her tears away with his thumbs. “I’m going to go see the elders, then I’ll bring down our gifts.”

She nodded. 

“I’ll see you in a bit,” he said to Santo. 

“I look forward to our visit.”




Ace tensed as a familiar queasy feeling washed over her. She crossed her arms over her stomach as she let herself sink into the emotions she was feeling. She was at a change point in her life. She’d experienced enough of them to know when one of those moments was at hand. They were rarely punctuated by violence or obvious triggers—it was more like one moment she was one thing, and the next she was something else. 

She watched Val lead a swarm of kids up the hill to their SUV, and knew he was the change she felt. She was in love with him. When had he become her everything? It was a terrifying realization. She sent Santo a panicked glance, then quickly tamped it down and locked it away. 

Loving Val was like signing his death warrant. She would be the reason his golden glow ended.

Santo put his hands behind his back and started a slow walk across the village square, giving her the grace of pretending he hadn’t noticed her wild-eyed look.

She fell into step with him. Her heart was hammering as if she’d had a long sparring match. They went across the open space to the edge of the little town. There was a ledge that looked over the wide valley below. For a moment, both of them were silent. Ace used that space to re-center herself, but everything in her heart had been realigned and she didn’t know where center was. 

Santo spoke first. “I never wanted your happiness. Only your success.”

Ace blinked. “What are you saying?” She wasn’t in the right frame of mind for one of his cryptic lessons.

“I don’t think you can complete your mission when there’s no emptiness in your heart.” He looked down at her. “At least, I couldn’t.”

Ace tried to untangle his meaning. She looked back at Val, in the middle of the village green. He smiled at her. She didn’t smile back. 

“Are you saying that I can’t fight when I’m in love?”

“When your heart is full, you seek balance, and balance distorts your perception. You feel as if you’re standing between two equal forces and you perceive life unfolding as it was designed.” He shook his head. “Such beliefs are misleading. You must keep your heart empty in order to see your foe as he truly is.” He shifted his gaze to the horizon. “Or yield the battle to another warrior.”

Ace forced her lungs to fill. She blinked away tears, then scrubbed the back of her wrist over her eyes. “Your way isn’t the only way to fight this war.”

“My way is your way.”

Ace shook her head. She turned from Santo and went over to Val. She couldn’t hear anything around them. Not the voices of the villagers. Not the birds or the breeze. Val caught her elbow. She saw his frown. His mouth moved. The whine in her ears got louder. He said something to the villagers. She saw him look over to where she’d been talking to Santo. Her mentor was gone.

Val turned her toward the path that led up to the cars. She wanted to talk to him, but couldn’t even hear the words in her own head. They got to the SUV. He bent down and said something to her. She just stared at his chest. He kissed her forehead, then pulled her into a hug, which she didn’t return. She couldn’t move now either. 

He helped her into the SUV, then buckled her seatbelt. 

He drove down the narrow dirt road. Ace looked out her window, but her mind didn’t register anything she was seeing. The emptiness had eaten the fullness of her heart. It was like her soul had stepped away, leaving only the shell of her body, an empty automaton with no will of its own.

When they got to Blade’s, she transferred her bag from the SUV to her car, then went inside and took her keys from the basket of keys inside the garage door. She didn’t look at Val. She didn’t say goodbye. 

She refused to see him without his golden light. And if she stayed, that was all she would see.




* * *




Rage filled Val, incinerating his heart and soul and all rational thought. He took his bag from the SUV and went up to his room, glad he didn’t run into anyone along the way. He changed into a tee and workout pants, then went down to the gym, where a couple heavy bags needed to be flattened. 

Goddamned Santo. What the fuck had he said to Ace? She was just coming around, just beginning to open up, and that bastard shut her down. Completely. They hadn’t even had five minutes together, but Ace was catatonic when she’d come back to him. 

Selena came into the exercise room where he was. “Hey, Val,” she said as she went over to grab a pair of boxing gloves. She walked over to the speedbag, but dropped her hands when she got a look at him. 

“Whoa. Val. What’s up?”

He didn’t answer, just hit the bag harder.

She caught the bag and put a gloved fist to his chest. “Talk to me, Val.”

He tore his eyes from the bag to look at her. Her nostrils flared. Her gloved hand gestured toward his body. “You’re fucking wrecked.” And then she smiled. Like a really happy smile. “You’re in love with her, with Ace.” She punched his shoulder. “See? That’s why it could never have worked out with us. We didn’t feel like this”—she waved at him again—“for each other. You found her. You found your one and only.”

He just stared at her. He had no words.

Greer came in, dressed for a workout. He looked from Selena to Val. “What’s goin’ on?”

Selena shook her head. “Something happened with Ace.”

“What happened?”

Val shook his head. “I took her to the Friends so she could see Santo, her mentor. He did some mind fuck on her.” He looked at Greer. “She left. Again.”

Greer stared at him a minute. “Go after her.”

Val shook his head. “No.”

“She shouldn’t be alone,” Greer said.

“She had me the whole drive back here. She could have opened up, but she didn’t. She needed space. I don’t know what Santo said to her, but she’s got to process it on her own. My smothering her is only going to delay the decisions she has to make.”

Selena said, “She needs time—you can’t do her thinking for her. Just let her have some room. You can track her still, right? Keep an eye on her.” She went over and started a rhythmic fight with the speedbag. “Believe me, she knows you’re tracking her. She’ll signal if she needs you. Or she’ll come back when she’s ready to talk.”

Val exchanged a look with Greer. Neither was happy with either alternative. “Will you look into Santo for me? Ace said he’s a shadow, but maybe he’s in some system somewhere.”

“You have a picture of him?”

Val nodded. “In my laptop. I’ll forward some videos to you.”




















Chapter Twenty-Eight




Took Ace two hours of driving with the windows down for the fog to leave her mind. And when it did, she realized Santo was right. She had a mission to complete. She could have her freedom when Lion and his boys had been given over to her handler. 

An hour later, she turned onto the dirt road that led to her hidey-hole—a tiny old farmhouse on the eastern plains, in the middle of the great, wide nothing. The house was surrounded by giant cottonwoods. Yellow leaves and thin, brittle branches were scattered across the dirt surrounding the house. 

From the outside, the property looked well past its prime. It was badly in need of a fresh coat of paint. Its outside state was just camouflage. Inside, the place had been completely redone. There was a modern kitchen, a living room, a bedroom, a bathroom, and a laundry room—all of that was just a facade for the weapons depot that it was. 

Her phone rang.

“I have an assignment for you,” her handler said. He must have gotten a new voice scrambler, for he sounded different than he usually did.

“What is it?”

“The FBI is still working King’s Warren—they haven’t moved beyond there yet. You need to clear the rest of the missile silo complexes. I have intel that Lion and his boys are down there.”

Her heart jumped at that news, but common sense quickly tamped down her excitement. Clearing the tunnels by herself was a logistical nightmare. “That sounds like a job for a team.”

“You have a team in mind?”

“Yes.”

“Then get them. All of them. Of course, if they can’t come, you can do it by yourself. One person can get in and get out quickly. Just look for signs of recent human occupation. You don’t need to go through each and every nook. Start at the complex after King’s Warren.”

“Copy that.” She dropped the call and tossed her phone onto the kitchen counter. The supplies in the house had been restocked. There was a tower of water bottles, a stack of MREs, and several cases of protein bars. Looked like her handler had had this mission in mind for a while.

She glanced back at the phone. Something tickled at the edge of her mind. Her handler sometimes changed his voice scrambler, but he never called her on her burner phone past the seventh day. She was three days overdue for switching out phones, which he should have left here for her.

She went over to the security keypad by the front door and keyed in the code that opened the weapons cache behind the wall-to-wall bookshelf in the living room. The new phone was sitting on the shelf. She picked it up and dialed him.

“You’re late getting your phone.”

She was late. She hadn’t come here after she got back from her trip to Val’s dad’s; she’d stayed at a hotel instead. She’d had some thinking to do and didn’t want to do it in a place owned by her handler—or Val. Santo had set her straight. “Been busy. Did you just call me?”

“Negative.”

“Well, someone did. They used a voice scrambler. Told me to go clear the tunnels beyond King’s Warren.”

“Don’t do it. It’s a setup.”

“Yeah. But knowing that lets me get the drop on them.” She ended the call. You must keep your heart empty in order to see your foe as he truly is. Or yield the battle to another warrior. Santo’s warning filtered through her mind. He was right; she couldn’t be effective with Val in her heart, because losing him made her fearful of what her life would be without him, and that fear ate at her brain. 

Her new phone rang again. She put it on silent mode. It was time to empty her heart. 

Standing in front of the big gun case, she forced her mind to go quiet as she centered herself. When she was ready, she set the phone the team gave her on a shelf, then removed their security necklace and put it next to her old phone. She opened a flat gun case and put a Colt M4 Carbine and Glock 19 into it, along with extra magazines for each. From the knife section, she picked a skeleton-handled KA-BAR neck knife and a full-sized KA-BAR for her thigh sheath. She filled two metal ammo boxes with the rounds she needed. Finally, she changed into black tactical wear and geared up. 

Whoever it was who’d called her wanted her to start with the silo after King’s Warren. She took out a large, rolled piece of paper and studied the schematics of the second and third missile silo complexes. King owned the whole string of them, under one alias or another. She studied the main points of entry and the various escape hatches. She was familiar with the layout—had, in fact, explored the two complexes after King’s Warren a few times. But that was several years ago. And each complex, though only miles apart, was breaking down in its own unique way, collapsing in on itself in different places. Given the distance between silos, maybe it would be smarter to come in from one of the escape hatches at the rear of the complex than by one of the actual silos. There was more cover to be had by the hatches than the long, straight connecting tunnels.




* * *




Val was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling. It wasn’t late—only an hour after dinner—but he hadn’t felt like he’d be good company to anyone. And he was obsessively watching Ace’s car travel south. He looked at that damned app again, then sat up quickly, frowning at the data points it showed. Her security necklace and phone were stationary, but her car was moving south and east. Why would she have left her security necklace? Either it’d been forcibly removed, or she didn’t want the team knowing where she was and didn’t know they could still track her vehicle. 

He stepped into his closet and changed into his black tactical gear.  

He knew where she was going. What he didn’t understand was why she would head to the tunnels? Had Santo given her intel? 

He went down to the bunker. Some of the guys were in the conference room. Greer was in ops…dressed just like he was.

“Kit’s called a meeting,” Greer said.

“Don’t have time. Ace is heading toward the tunnels.”

“It’s a crash course on that very thing. And Angel’s coming with us.”

The guys were filtering in from both sides of the room. Angel was getting a map of King’s tunnels up on the big screen.

“Got an update on Ace,” Kit said. “Owen received a cryptic text.”

Owen read from his phone: Ace is heading into an ambush at the tunnels. You have to stop her.

“It came from a number that’s not in service,” Greer said. “But just prior to that text, we recorded this from the phone we gave Ace.” He replayed the phone call.

Panic tightened Val’s stomach. “We’re more than three hours from her.” 

“Not by copter,” Owen said. “I can get you there in an hour. It will be here in five minutes. Lobo’s in northern Colorado. I’ll have him meet you down there.”

“I don’t like any of this. The whole thing sounds hinky,” Kit growled.

“Whatever it is, there’s no way I’m gonna let her face this alone.” Val glared at Kit. 

“Same here,” Greer said.

Kit shook his head, then looked at Angel. “Go over what we need to know about the tunnels.”

Angel threw a map up of the silo tunnels that stretched from east of Denver down to Colorado Springs, and also a schema of each Titan I silo complex, then highlighted the key points of interest.

Five minutes later, they were getting in to the Black Hawk helicopter that landed on the lower lawn out back. 




* * *




Ace pulled the heavy lid over the escape hatch open. Spider webs dangled from the rim and around the steel ladder steps. Their presence was comforting. Meant none of King’s men had come through this chute. She shut her flashlight off and climbed down. At the bottom, she dropped to the ground and waited for her senses to acclimate. 

With all the steel in the big complex, sounds carried. All she heard at the moment was a persistent drip-drip-drip of water dribbling in from somewhere below. She left the access chute and went into the stairwell next to it. Apart from the distant water, the silence was as oppressive as the darkness. She pulled her night-vision goggles over her eyes. The way down the stairs was clear. 

She lifted her rifle and started down. She’d chosen the middle of the three missile silos in the complex to start her search. So far, there was no evidence that any number of humans had come through here. She didn’t think it was necessary to clear the other two silos. The central tunnel running between the big domes and the silos would tell her if many little feet had been running around the area. If that was clear, then she just had the big domes and the main staff entrance to clear. 

Unfortunately, the whole way between where she was and where she needed to go could be booby-trapped or a hiding spot for a bad guy. She sent her energy out ahead of her, letting it test the space, as Santo had taught her. Everything touched by man had a feel, an energetic residue they left behind, like a fingerprint. She let herself become the steel that was both the backbone and nervous system of the complex as she went down another flight of stairs. 

Moving forward in that heightened state of awareness, she cleared the equipment terminal, then the launch silo, then the propellant terminal. None of them showed signs of recent occupation. She continued on to the main personnel tunnel. Debris littered the concrete subfloor. Flakes of rusted metal were everywhere. If Lion and his boys were here, there would have been a trail cleared through all that stuff. 

When she neared the huge doors that served as blast locks, an uneasy feeling began to surround her. She paused, seeking cover beside a discarded steel beam. There was a sound a little ways down the tunnel. She crouched down. It was possible that they were heading toward one of the other silos, but they passed both of those access tunnels and were still heading her way. 

They had flashlights, so they weren’t wearing IR goggles. She pushed hers up on her forehead, then peeked around the steel beam. They weren’t guys from Val’s team. These were King’s men. They were deep in conversation as they neared. She kept herself completely still, as if she was just another pile of junk, when they swept their flashlights around the tunnel. 

As soon as they passed her position, she jumped up and leapt onto the back of one of the guys. He turned to fight her off, but her knife had already sliced his throat. He discharged his gun as his dying fingers clenched the trigger, killing his buddy.

Ace had no idea where their peers were holed up, but knew she had to find cover. She ran for the cubby where the blast lock door was stowed. Another set of King’s men rushed down the tunnel toward the men she just killed. They used a radio to report back in. She could hear more guys coming down the tunnel from the direction of the big domes. 

Two men entered the tunnel. Their flashlights were sweeping the corridor. They stepped in front of the narrow space where she hid. Their momentary shock at finding her there gave her a flash advantage. She shot one then the other in the throat, dropping them instantly. 

She had to make a move, else the others coming after her would spot her where their dead peers were. She flipped her night-vision goggles down and rushed out into the main tunnel, making a sprint for the access tunnel to the third silo. 

Something heavy fell on top of her, dropping her to the hard floor. She struggled with it for a minute before realizing it was a rope net. She tried to stand, but it was too heavy. She eased her rifle off her shoulder and pointed it in the direction of the flashlights she saw approaching, sending a barrage of rounds toward them. She paused to switch magazines. There’d been no counter fire. Had she dropped them all? She was just about to roll over and check behind her when a terrible pain clipped her head, dropping her into complete darkness.




* * *




Val, Greer, and Angel hopped out of the Black Hawk near Ace’s car. Angel led them to the closest hatch. A quick look down the chute showed it was clear. They went down the steel ladder, then moved into the stairwell outside the chute. There was a distant sound, but Val couldn’t make it out. Was it voices? Wind coming in from somewhere?

Angel had oriented them before they entered. Val knew they’d come to the middle silo. The stairs they were on led to the tunnel connecting the silo and its supporting terminals. They split up to clear each of those areas. Val took the equipment terminal. Standing next to the entrance, he heard someone moving around inside. He picked up a chunk of rusted steel and tossed it down the tunnel. When the guard inside the terminal ran to the entrance, Val slammed the butt of his rifle into the guy’s forehead, laying him out cold. 

“One down in the equipment terminal,” he said to the others via his comm unit as he secured King’s soldier. He disarmed him and left him just inside the door, then went to the launch silo where Greer was. He came out, wiping his knife on his thigh. Angel met them in the tunnel outside of the propellant terminal. 

“I hear something down toward the domes,” Greer said.

Angel nodded. “I can’t make it out. Almost sounds like a party.”

“Let’s go. I’ll take lead,” Val said.

They were in the main corridor. A couple of dead bodies were piled by the openings to tunnels that branched off to the other two silos. “Looks like my sweet sister has been through here,” Greer muttered.

Men popped out of those tunnels as the three of them approached, but Val and Angel dropped them. They paused long enough to secure them before continuing on. No one else tried to stop them. The sound from one of the domes was louder. When they got close enough, they could tell the noise was coming from the old powerhouse. There was a short hallway that led to the entrance. Two guards stood outside the door, but they had their backs to the hallway as they watched whatever was happening inside. Val and Angel put them in chokeholds, then dropped their limp bodies to the ground and secured them.

The people inside the dome were on its second floor. A big floodlight shone on someone tied up on a steel beam. There was a snap of a Taser then the suspended body twitched. A man laughed. The shadow created by the floodlight was clear against the wall of the dome. It was a woman. A nude woman.

Fuck. That was Ace. He looked at the other guys, then gestured toward the staircase. They needed to get upstairs if they had a hope of saving her when the firefight started.

Greer paused to attach a silencer to his Beretta. “I’ll go first. I should be able to drop two or three before the rest know we’re in there.”

The steel stairs were open on all sides. Val could see one guard on the landing. He, too, was watching Ace get tortured. He turned toward them as Greer reached the landing. A shot to the head decommissioned him. Greer caught him, keeping his fall quiet. They made it to the second floor without being seen. 

There were six men standing in a semicircle around Ace. One more was in the center, between them and Ace—a middle-aged blond. Val frowned, trying to get a better look at him. Something about him seemed familiar. Val continued up to a third, smaller floor and got into position. He wanted a clear shot at the bastard when shit broke loose. 

As he watched, the blond put a cigarette in his mouth, then flicked a lighter. That faint mechanical click echoed in the suddenly quiet room. Val heard the heavy exhalation the blond made, pushing the smell of burning tobacco into the air near Ace. She fought at her ropes. Metal banged against metal. The men laughed. Both of her arms were tied together over her head, but her legs were tied apart. She was suspended over the edge of the floor where a banister used to be. The blond stroked his hand down her back, letting the butt of the cigarette touch her skin.

Jesus Christ. Val looked to see if the guys were in position. If he had to take the first shot, he would. No way in hell was he going to let that bastard hurt Ace.

As he watched, one, then two, of the six men dropped to the ground. The others looked around in confusion. The blond dropped his cigarette and took out his knife as he went for Ace. Val shot it out of his hand. The floodlight fell to the ground as men stumbled around. Val focused on the ropes suspending Ace. Two shots let her drop to the ground. She reached for the blond’s knife, then sawed at the ropes binding her ankles.

The blond went for her again. She sliced upwards at his face. He screamed and fell back, then Val lost sight of him in the fight below. When Ace had freed herself, she crawled over to the light and turned it on the room. There wasn’t a clear shot that Val could take. He shouldered his rifle and hurried down the stairs. 

The blond guy was gone. Three of his men were down. Angel and Greer were fighting with two more. The last went for Ace with part of a steel rod. She cried out and dropped the light right as Val’s bullet hit the guy’s neck.

Val rushed to her, kneeling over her, giving her cover until he was satisfied the room was under control. She was curled up in a ball, holding her wrist. He ripped his vest off, then unzipped his tactical combat pullover and yanked it over his head. 

“Ace, SweeTart, talk to me. Where are you hurt?” He didn’t want to move her for fear he might cause her further injury.

“My arm.” She pushed herself up, cradling her arm in her lap. 

“Let’s get this on you and get outta here.” He pulled his shirt over her head, then helped her with the arms. She whimpered when he touched her injured arm. He was vaguely aware of Greer and Angel clearing the room. There was another commotion as another group entered the dome. Val grabbed his M4 and aimed at the newcomers. 

Lobo called out, identifying himself. Val felt a huge wash of relief. He helped Ace up and looked down at her bare feet. He had to get her out of there, but there was no way he was going to let her walk out barefooted with all the sharp debris in the tunnels. Her shivering had worsened. He was afraid shock was setting in. 

Greer came back over to them. He palmed his sister’s face, making her meet his eyes. “You okay?”

She nodded. 

Her lack of sass scared Val. She was shaking. God knew how long those bastards had been working her over and what else they might have done to her before he and the guys got there.

Angel was telling Lobo about the guys they’d left back in the tunnels. Val was more than happy to hand the site over to the Feds. 

“Greer, something happened to her arm. We gotta get her to a doc. Get that guy’s pants off him. I want to cover her up. She’s freezing.”

Greer brought them over. Between the two of them, they pulled the loose pants up her legs. Val slipped his vest back on over his black T-shirt. He looked around for her clothes—they needed her keys to get home. They weren’t anywhere on that floor.

Angel showed him a set of keys. “Lobo gave us one of his vehicles. Let’s go. We can get her car later.”

Val lifted her and started toward the stairs leading up to the main entrance. Angel went in front and Greer behind, giving them cover. They located Lobo’s SUV. Val sat in the back with Ace. Angel cranked the heat. Greer took shotgun. 

Once they were on the road, Greer called in an update to Kit. Val told Angel to find the nearest hospital, but Ace rejected that. “I just want to go home. Can’t the clinic take care of me?”

Val felt like a bolt of lightning zinged around in his chest. “Yeah. They can do it. If you can wait that long.”

“We’ll stop for ice and wrap it up,” Greer said, smiling back at them.  




















Chapter Twenty-Nine




When Angel pulled up at the clinic, Val hurried around to Ace’s side. She’d already gotten out, but was shivering and struggling to hold up the large pair of pants she was wearing. He scooped her up and rushed into the clinic.

“Val, I have a broken arm, not broken legs.”

“Don’t sass me, Ace Myers. I got this covered.”

She put her face against his chest and giggled. The sound was so feminine and distinctly un-Ace that he frowned down at her. 

“It sounds funny when you say that. I like sassing you.” 

He bit his lower lip. Jesus. She was all kittenlike right now. “I know you do.”

The doors opened. A couple of nurses and Doc Beck were there with a gurney; Kit must have called the doc directly to get him back to the clinic. They rushed Ace to an emergency room as Val gave the doc the pertinent info.

“We were exploring a missile silo when she fell and hit her arm.”

Doc Beck glared at him, then shot a glance from him to Greer and Angel. They’d left their rifles in the SUV, but still wore the rest of their weapons and armor. “You know I don’t for a minute believe a word you just said. Why the hell would you need so many weapons for a benign exploration?”

Val gave him a cool smile. “Not a good time to get curious, doc.”

He nodded and gave Val a disgusted look. “We’ll take an X-ray and see what’s going on. You guys can wait here.”




* * *




The wait seemed to take forever. Val paced the length of the small waiting room. Doc Beck finally came out to speak to them. 

“She has a compound fracture of her forearm. It’s a clean break, didn’t pierce the skin. I’m not recommending surgery at the moment, but I do want her to see an orthopedic surgeon tomorrow. Here’s one I recommend.” He handed Val a card. “In the meantime, have her keep her arm elevated and iced as much as she can tolerate. I offered her a prescription for pain meds, but she refused. I want you to keep it anyway in case she changes her mind.”

Val tucked the card and prescription into the pocket of his cargo pants. Ace was wheeled out wearing a hospital johnny, a pair of skid-resistant socks, and his black half-zip pullover. Her arm was wrapped and in a sling. Dark circles looked like bruises under her eyes. 

Val took hold of her good hand as she was wheeled out to the SUV. He helped her out of the chair and into the seat, then buckled her up. The pants she’d worn into the hospital were in a bag that the nurse handed to him. When he got into his seat next to her, she leaned her head on him. He kissed the top of her head and ordered Greer to turn the heat up. 

The house was quiet. It was late—only Kit and Owen were up to greet them. Their faces were solemn as Val carried Ace inside. No warrior took the injury of another fighter lightly. Val could tell they were deeply affected by her state. 

She leaned her face against his chest. Her eyes were open, but she had no fight left in her. She didn’t even acknowledge the other men. 

“I’m going to get her settled. Greer and Angel can give you an update. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Kit nodded. “Let me know if there’s something you need.”

Val nodded and started down the hall. 

“And Val, no rush in the morning,” Kit called after him.

He took her up to her room, then set her on her feet while he pulled the covers down. She was going to have to sleep on the side of the bed nearest the door, which he didn’t like, but it minimized the risk of him bumping her arm during the night. Tomorrow, he’d rearrange the furniture.

“You’re staying with me, right?” she asked.

“I never want to be away from you, Ace.” He met her eyes. “Do you want a shower or anything?”

She shook her head.

“Want to change?”

“No. I’m wearing this tonight.”

Val kept himself from smiling, though it made him happy to have her want to wear his shirt. She needed a shower and a change of clothes, but that could all be done tomorrow. He took the pillows from his side of the bed and stacked them under her arm.

“I’m going to bring up an ice pack for you. I’ll be right back. Give me a minute to get settled, then I’ll join you here. Is there anything else you need? Water?”

She nodded without looking at him. He frowned down at her. She was withdrawing from him, maybe from everything. It couldn’t be easy being forced to accept help. He hoped she knew he didn’t see her as weak.

In record time, he came back with an ice wrap and some water for her. Then he went to his room to stow his weapons. He took a fast shower and got ready for bed. Her eyes were shut when he came back into her room with some pillows he’d taken from his room. 

He eased himself onto the bed, then gently moved closer to her, knowing every movement he made had to hurt the hell out of her arm. She sighed when he was against her body. She was cold, even though she was under the covers. 

After a minute, he heard more snuffling sounds from her. He realized she was crying. His warrior wept. It shredded him. “I wish I could take the pain from you.”

“I let them get me.”

“Fuck that. They outnumbered you ten to one.”

“How did you guys know where I was?”

“Owen got a cryptic text saying you were in danger. And we heard the phone call you got from your handler to get down to the tunnels.”

“That wasn’t from my handler. God, Val. They just strung me up like a piece of meat. Mr. Edwards was going to let them all have a turn at me before he killed me.”

“That blond bastard was Mr. Edwards?”

She nodded.

“You know, when I saw you tied up, I didn’t see a broken warrior struggling to be free. I saw a miracle. I watched a butterfly breaking free of her chrysalis.” He kissed her forehead. “You are now what you wanted to be, and I’m in awe of you.”

She shook her head. “I’m not free.”

“You are.”

“Santo said…he reminded me…that I can either fight or yield the battle to another warrior.”

Val huffed a breath. So that was the bastard’s head fuck. “That’s bullshit.”

“I’m not willing to yield.”

“There are a lot of different ways to fight the OWO.”

“That’s what I said, but he said his way was my way.”

Val was silent a minute. “SweeTart, Santo came into your life when you were at your weakest point. You were going through hell. You were broken. You let him in, all the way in, grabbing on to him like a lifeline. And then you felt owned.” Val took her good hand, bracing himself on his elbow as he met her eyes. “I don’t want to own you. I don’t want to take your independence. My way or your way”—he shrugged—“there isn’t only one way of doing things.”

“For Santo, there is.”

“Maybe so. But his truth doesn’t have to be yours.”

“I’m not going to yield this fight.”

“Nor will I. Nor will the team. You can join us, you know. Fight with a team behind you.”

Moisture sparkled in her eyes. She nodded.

He touched her cheek. “Stay here and help me figure out this relationship thing.”

She blinked her tears away. “Okay.”

“Yeah?” He smiled down at her.

She smiled back. “Yeah. I guess I’ll probably screw up some. Just warning you.”

“So will I, like at the hotel room. Fortunately, you’re pretty good at steering us the way you want us to go, so I’ll probably just follow your lead.”

“I’m glad I found you, Val. You were what was missing in my life.”

He nodded. “I feel the same way.” He held her eyes. “I love you, Ace. I have ever since I tripped you.”

She laughed in feigned shock. “I knew you’d done it on purpose. That’s why I was so mad at you.”

“Yeah, but I caught you. So you didn’t fall.”

She wrapped her good hand around his arm. “I did fall, Val. Head over heels in love with you.”




















Chapter Thirty




Val froze the video at a frame where Ace’s rapist’s face was visible. He snapped a screenshot of him and added it to his gallery of soon-to-be-dead motherfuckers. It had become quite the portfolio. But this guy. Fuck. He had cigarettes, an ugly laugh…and a puny dick. He wasn’t the same guy as last night, but it didn’t matter. He, too, had only a short while to live.

Val shut his laptop then stared at it. It occurred to him that the only benefit of having the OWO as an enemy was that they weren’t going to enlist the help of the police. No, they’d deal with it in house for fear of exposing their entire hidden nation. Val could fight as dirty as they did without worrying about running afoul of the law.

“What are you doing?” Ace asked as she looked at him from the bed.

He set his laptop aside and went over to her. He didn’t want to answer her. It was rotten making her think about all that had happened to her in the tunnels as a kid when she was still recovering from what happened last night. But they couldn’t build a relationship by lying to each other.

“I was making a folder of guys I’m going to kill from your days in King’s Warren.” He sat on the edge of the bed. “How are you feeling?”

She tried to push herself up to a sitting position. Val helped her get settled. She looked at him with pain-filled eyes. “I feel great. And you don’t need to bother with most of those guys. I already got them.”

Val laughed. “You could have saved a few for me. And your brother.”

She took hold of his hand. “I didn’t know you were in the works at the time.”

A knock sounded on her door. “Ace?” Ivy called through the cracked door. 

“Come in,” Ace said.

Ivy and Fiona walked in, carrying stacks of clothes. “Greer said you needed something to wear since you left your stuff in your car.”

Ace winced and shut her eyes, then opened them as she smiled at Val. “Guess I’m going to have to go shopping after all. I can’t keep borrowing clothes.”

“Yes!” Val said joyfully. “Finally!”

The girls laughed. “We brought you breakfast. Greer said you’d be starving,” Fiona said.

“And we thought we’d stick around and help you with a morning shower.”

Val looked at her, worried she’d send the girls packing. But she didn’t.

“Thanks. I could use the help.”

Val got up. “Great. I’m going to go make an appointment for you at the orthopedic’s. I’ll see you in a little bit.” He kissed her forehead, picked up his laptop, then looked at Ivy. “If she gives you any grief, come get me.”

Ivy smiled. “She won’t. We’ll be gentle with her.”

Val headed down to the bunker in search of the guys. He took the back stairs down. On his way to the elevator, he noticed Wynn’s grandmother’s door open. He went over to say hello. She was sitting in an armchair, reading. A cheery lamp was lit next to her. The day outside was autumn dreary, but seeing her made him happy. 

“Hi, Grams,” he said as he stood at her doorway.

She glanced up from her book, looking at him over glasses. “Hello, dear boy. Have you come for a visit? Do come in.”

Val went in and sat on the spare bed. “Are you settling in all right? Need anything?”

She smiled at him. “Not a thing. It’s a magical place here. Every want I have is met almost before I think it.”

They talked about the book she was reading, which from her description was about as salacious a piece of romantic fiction as there ever was. “Perhaps you should read it, Val. You might take away some tips…”

Val laughed. “You know, I may just do that. A man can never be too educated.”

“I like your thinking.”

Val chuckled as he left, but halfway down the elevator, his mood sobered. He went through the weapons room into ops. Only Greer was there. Val took Max’s seat and stared at Ace’s brother.

“S’up?” Greer asked.

“How’d it go last night? You guys get Owen and Kit up to speed?”

“Yeah.”

“Ace said that blond guy with the Taser was Mr. Edwards.”

“Shit. That guy’s top of my list.”

Val’s phone rang. It was his father. Val stared at the bright number on the little screen, then accepted the call. “Dad. I’ve been expecting your call.” He went out to the hall.

“I’m sorry I missed your visit.”

“No, you aren’t. Where are you?” The convo Val wanted to have wasn’t one that needed public ears or servant watchers.

“I’m at home, in my hidden office. I see you found the boards.”

“Owen’s dad is not King.”

His dad sighed. There was a long pause. “I knew, when you joined the Red Team, despite all of my efforts to get you away from the Omnis, you’d be sucked in to that cesspool of a world.”

Val didn’t know what to say. Had he really expected his dad to deny knowledge of the boards or any involvement with the OWO?

“Val! Yo, bro, where are you?” Max shouted as he crossed the bunker’s conference room.

“Hold on, Dad.” Val lowered the phone. “In here, Max.”

“Sorry. Didn’t know you were on the phone. This just came for you.” Max grinned. “Tank says it’s not a bomb.”

“Thanks.” Val took the package and raised the phone to his ear, holding it with his shoulder while he opened the package. “Why didn’t you just tell me about the Omnis? Why keep it a secret and hope ignorance would protect me?”

“It protected your sisters.”

“Goddammit, Dad.”

“I failed you, son. I know that. The package you’re holding is an effort to right that wrong.” His dad huffed a harsh breath. “No, it’s not. Really, it just passes the burden to you. I can’t fucking win. And honestly, I’m tired of trying.”

Val frowned. He looked over at Max and Greer, who were following his convo in the ops room. “Dad, I’m going to FaceTime you. Take my fucking call, ’kay?”

The line went dead. Val ripped into the package. Two sealed envelopes were inside. He looked at Max. “Get my dad on the line and put him on the big screen.”

He went back to the conference room. Any papers, books, documents that were open, the guys automatically covered. Val opened the two envelopes. Two wills. His dad came up on the screen. Val ignored him as he scanned the two documents. 

“What is this?”

“I’d rather we were alone, son.”

“Deal with it. These guys are my team.”

Owen came down the stairs and strolled into the room. Max or Greer probably summoned him.

“Owen.” His dad smiled. As usual, Owen got the warm greeting and he got the glare. “It’s good to see you.”

“Jason. Likewise.”

“Val, I know you haven’t had time to thoroughly read the wills, so I’ll summarize them for you. One of them lists you as my main heir. You’ll inherit this estate, its land holdings, the house, and a trust fund to keep it running. Your sisters will each inherit an equal value from the rest of my investments and holdings. The other will has all but a modest amount going to an Omni corporation. The modest amount withheld from that will be split among your sisters.”

“Why the change in heart?”

“I’ve never had a change in heart, son. That’s why I had the two wills drafted at roughly the same time.”

“Then why two wills?”

Val’s dad looked from Val to Owen. “I did it to keep you and your sisters safe.” 

Val kept quiet. 

“By now, you know as much or more than I do about the Omnis, but maybe you don’t know that our family, the Parkers and Tremaines, have had a long, and until recently—and by that, I mean the last few generations—proud association with Omnis. They were scientists. They made huge discoveries in the new world that changed the old world. Your ancestors found new medicines, new foods, new types of resources. As they explored, the world’s knowledge grew in the fields of botany, biology, geology, and other natural sciences. Yes, we benefited from those discoveries, but so did the world.

“I don’t know what precipitated the change that occurred with the Omnis in the twentieth century, perhaps the whole world had been explored and all of its resources claimed. I don’t know. But something changed. The scientific field contracted in a long, dry spell. Maybe it followed the economics of the world governments. I just know that things changed before the First World War and again, markedly, after the Second World War. 

“The men who led the Omnis in the forties and fifties adopted protectionist values. The Omnis had become a more open society of scientists at the start of the twentieth century. But the mid-century leaders took them back underground. They hid knowledge and scientific advances from their members. The Second World War had just ended. The Cold War was well under way. It was a time of great fear. There was a feeling that only the strong would survive, and so the Omni leaders built an infrastructure to support that. Unfortunately, they took a page from Hitler and his fascist leaders…they believed there was a perfect race. And they thought they had the scientists to make it a reality. 

“During this time, with the world in tatters, Omnis moved into positions of power in governments across the globe. They were thriving in the postwar environment, and those who lost the last world war were suffering monstrously, which taught the Omnis that authoritarianism was the only path for the organization. 

“They developed a caste system and started a breeding program to ensure their genetic stock was supreme and guaranteed their ruling-class survival. To support their far-flung initiatives, they needed large numbers of people. They developed a conscription system they called tithing. Every family involved in the OWO was to provide a son or daughter, as ordered by Omni leadership.

“By the time you were born, we’d all but disassociated from the OWO. In fact, my grandfather worked with others to formalize a resistance. He wanted the Omnis to return to their original and beneficial charter, supporting pure science for the benefit of the world. But, as he learned, you can’t be against something without also existing inside the framework of the thing you fight.

“The OWO wanted each of your sisters as our tribute. Each time, we refused them. Finally, we thought we were in the clear, then unexpectedly, your mother became pregnant with you.”

Val’s dad squeezed his eyes closed. The old bastard started crying. Val clamped his jaw shut, refusing to be influenced by that uncharacteristic flash of emotion.

“You didn’t kill your mother, son.”

“Of course I didn’t, Dad. I was a baby.”

“The OWO insisted you were our tithe to them. We fought back. We went to the FBI, the police. We hired private security. None of it helped.” A big tear fell down his dad’s cheek. “Your mother was staying with friends when they came for you. They cut you from her womb and left her to die. The FBI caught them within hours, saving you.”

Val felt like a fist hit his chest. All the air left his lungs. He stumbled up away from the table and took a few steps. The air that refilled his lungs was hot, and he couldn’t seem to get enough of it. He clenched his hands into fists. Kit and Owen came to stand beside him. Luckily, neither tried to comfort him—they would have gotten a punch in the face for it.

“I didn’t kill my mother,” Val said as he looked at the screen.

“No. I perpetuated that lie in a foolish attempt to save you. I thought if the OWO thought you were abhorrent to me—and aberrant in nature—they might take you off their list of potential tithes. It didn’t work. I destroyed you. For nothing.” He looked down at his desk. “That’s why I kept you cloistered at the house, you and the girls, as much as I could. I wasn’t going to make it easy on the OWO to take you from me. After what happened with your mother, I was terrified for you kids.”

Val said nothing. His confession made so many of the odd pieces of his childhood fit together finally.

“Do you remember that first Halloween that Owen was living with us?” his dad asked.

“When we snuck out?” Owen asked.

Val’s dad nodded. “Remember the men I was meeting with in the pool house?”

“I remember that you had a meeting,” Val said.

“I took my anxiety out on you that night. As I did so often when you were growing up. The OWO found out that Owen had come to live with us. They decided to collect you both that night. It would have happened, too, if I hadn’t agreed to make the Omnis the heir of my estate. I never meant to let it stand, but I didn’t know how to change course without endangering you, Owen, and your sisters.”

“Why tell me now?” Val asked.

“Because you managed to find my secret room. You took the boards. You and your team are the best hope the OWO resistance has. If anyone can protect your home and your sisters, it’s you. And if anyone is to end the OWO once and for all, it’s your team.”

Val blinked at the moisture filling his eyes. “I will protect them.”

“We all will,” Owen said. “And we’ll end the OWO. But Jason, you have to know that my father is not King. He died.”

“I’ve been studying this a long time, Owen.” 

“Years or minutes, my dad’s not King.”

“The OWO often fake a death when they want someone to enter their world.”

Owen looked at Val. He wondered if his cousin was thinking of what happened to Adelaide. 

“Dad, I want your library brought out here,” Val said. “We found a large collection of documents that Phillip Bladen was charged with keeping. It had been lost for close to three decades. Your collection will strengthen our knowledge base.”

“Done. I’ll box it up and bring it out to you.”

“I’ll send a team in to help you,” Owen said. “I’ll send you their credentials so you’ll know who to let in. If anyone doesn’t match up, call me immediately.”

“I will. And good. I’m feeling…I’m feeling as if we’re coming to a turning point. A major one, in my life, anyway. The War Bringer has shown up. It may not seem like it from your perspective, but the Omnis are in a tailspin.”

“What do you know of the War Bringer?”

“The early Omnis were big into prophecies. One of them saw the arrival of the War Bringer as the beginning of the end of the Omnis. When the Omni charter changed last century, some of the old myths were repurposed by the new faction. They decided the War Bringer was a sign that their international authority was all-powerful…except that’s not how it came down. The War Bringer was one of your men, wasn’t he?”

Val didn’t answer that. He didn’t trust his dad with that info.

His dad sighed. “Anyway, the Omnis are cleaning up loose ends and retreating to safe places. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be allowed to live.” He stared into his monitor at Val. “Your sisters know nothing of any of this. My greatest gift to them was letting them live normal lives. Giving the Omnis our estate frees all of you. Forever. Think about that, son. Put your sisters and their families before yourself, as I tried to put all of you before me. I failed.” He nodded. “But I tried.” The screen went black. 

Val was speechless. But then, so was the whole room.

Owen broke the silence. “You okay?”

Val shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be? Nothing’s changed. A few sweet words can’t undo a lifetime of ugly ones. We need that library, O. With it, we can corroborate or reject his findings.”

Owen nodded. “I’ll get a team out there today.”




















Chapter Thirty-One




Wynn pushed her grandmother’s wheelchair through the boutique’s front door and out into the sunshine. Mandy had suggested a little outing for the three of them. It was a nice way to reset after all the stress of the last few days, even with Selena along to guard them. It was midweek, so the town wasn’t very busy. 

She tensed as she heard a lone motorcycle came down the road. She closed her eyes and shook her head, wondering when that sound wouldn’t stab her with fear anymore. When she opened her eyes. The biker wore the WKB cuts. He didn’t seem to notice her. Maybe he was just passing through. 

Selena and Mandy came out of the shop. Mandy was showing Grams something she’d bought. Selena gave Wynn an odd look as they went down the street to the next little shop. Wynn smiled, trying to allay the bodyguard’s fears—she didn’t want her tension to spoil the day.

When they came out of the next shop a few minutes later, a bike was parked out front. Wynn looked around for the rider, but couldn’t see him. They went into Ivy’s diner for lunch. Selena had them sit in a back corner. While they ordered, two bikers came in and slipped into a booth nearby.

Wynn eyed them fearfully, then dropped her gaze to her menu.

“You worried about them?” Selena asked her.

Wynn looked over at the bikers. They were staring at her. “Yes.”

“All right. We should go,” Selena said.

“Oh, must we?” Grams said. She reached over to squeeze Wynn’s hand. “I don’t think they’re here for trouble. It’s just the two of them. They aren’t doing anything furtive. Maybe they just want to have a meal, just like us. I’d hate to cut our day short. It’s been so wonderful. My first day out in months.”

Wynn looked at Selena. “Do you think we’re safe?”

She glanced at the bikers, who were reading the menu. “I’ll keep an eye on them. After this, we go home.”

“We can’t,” Mandy said. “There are a few things we need from the grocery store. Not a long list, but without Kathy, we need to do the shopping ourselves.”

“All right,” Selena said. “But if I say we leave, then we do. No questions asked.”

Wynn nodded, still uneasy. They ate without any issues. Grams was happy, laughing almost to tears as she told Selena and Mandy about some of Wynn’s teenage shenanigans. Grams smiled at her and squeezed her hand. Wynn looked around the table, realizing how special it was to have time together.

When they got up to leave, the bikers had already left. Wynn felt a little silly at her earlier panic as they crossed over to the grocery store. The trauma she’d suffered at hands of the bikers was something that would haunt her for a long time. All of that was over now, she reminded herself. She was safe. Grams was safe. 

Everything was going to be just fine.

She pushed Grams through the store as Mandy gathered the things the household needed. They started up the canned goods aisle at the same time a man—a biker—entered from the other end. Wynn’s breath hitched. She thought about turning Grams around and hurrying away, but that would probably make him notice them even more. She looked at him, wondering if he was one of the ones who’d beat her up at Jafaar’s. 

He stared at her as the space narrowed between them. She lowered her gaze and hurried past him. When they cleared the aisle, she saw Mandy was checking out. She told Selena she was going to wait outside. She needed air. Lots of it.

The afternoon was crisp, but not cold. The sky was the bluest she’d seen in a long while. She drew some long, calming breaths. Her grandmother reached a hand up to take hers. Wynn bent over and gave her a hug.

“Thank you for today, Wynnie.”

Wynn forced herself to be calm. “It was fun, wasn’t it? It was wonderful to just be out and about.”

Selena and Mandy came out pushing a fully loaded cart. Wynn smiled. So much for just needing a few things. She set the brakes on her grandmother’s wheelchair, then helped the other two load things into the SUV. 




* * *




Max’s phone rang. “S’up, Pete?” The conference room went silent.

“I dunno. Some of the guys are on a run into town.”

“Why do I care?”

“They’re following an order. Not one I gave them. King might have gone direct through Jafaar.”

“Got it.” Max hung up.

Rocco was already heading for the stairs. “Mandy and Wynn took Grams into town with Selena.”

The guys bolted upstairs.




* * *




The grocery store wasn’t too far from the main road that led up into the mountains, and back to the team’s house. Wynn told herself they’d soon be home and safe again. She tried to hurry the women along, even before she heard the distant rumble of motorcycles. Fear sliced into her stomach. As the sound grew louder, she realized it came from multiple directions.

Selena stepped back from the SUV and looked around, a hand on her weapon, which made Wynn tense. Then all of a sudden, the bodyguard pushed the cart aside and ordered Mandy and Wynn into the back of the SUV, forcefully pushing them onto the groceries as she shouted a warning to them to keep down.

Wynn wanted to go get Grams, but by then, motorcycles were slipping between the parked cars, going up onto the sidewalk, forcing the few people who were there to press back against the side of the grocery store. They looked like gangsters. Their leather vests had the WKB patches on them. Their bandanas were pulled up over their noses—to protect them from a cold ride or hide their faces from something more sinister, Wynn didn’t know. 

People were screaming now. Selena shoved the back doors of the SUV shut, closing Wynn and Mandy away from the melee.

And then it was over as soon as it began. Bikers rode off, streaming out of town by every road and alleyway they could. The police followed them. The silence that fell as they left was deafening. Selena opened the back doors and helped them out. Wynn hurried over to Grams, who was bent over in her chair, still ducking from the bikers. 

God, she must have been terrified. Wynn knelt in front of her. “Grams, it’s okay. It’s over.” She brushed her grandmother’s hair. Her eyes were closed. She didn’t stir at the contact. “Grams?”

There was a paper tucked beside her leg. Where had that come from? Wynn picked it up. Its two lines of text sent her into shock. She should have died at the house, it read. Lab rats can never return to the general population.

Wynn looked at her grandmother, realizing why she wasn’t sitting up. A red stain was slowly spreading from her chest. 

“Selena! Selena! She’s been shot!”

Suddenly, there was another swarm of men, but these were ones she knew. Angel knelt beside her. Pressing his finger to Grams’ throat, he searched for a pulse. He must not have felt one. He lifted Grams out of her chair and laid her down on the sidewalk, then started CPR.

The rest of it was a daze. An ambulance came and took Grams to the clinic. Angel got Wynn into his SUV and drove her over there. They worked on Grams for a little while. Some of the guys came to wait with her. Angel was next to her when the doctor came out to tell her that Grams was gone. 

It felt as if all the blood left her body at once. Angel caught her, helped her to a bench. A humming started in her head, growing in volume until it smothered all other sounds.




















Chapter Thirty-Two




Owen was in the den when his phone buzzed with a text message. It was late. Everyone had already crashed. What a hellish time the last twenty-four hours had been. Tomorrow was the funeral for Wynn’s grandmother.

He looked at his phone. The hairs lifted on his neck. The screen read: Winchesters. 10 min. Alone.

Owen went to his room. He opened his safe, took his gun out and holstered it. He also grabbed a couple boxes from the safe, then locked it back up. He turned the cameras off in the sitting room outside his room, in the bedroom with the elevator, and in the weapons room downstairs. 

When he came out of the elevator, he unlocked one of the cabinets. Pulling a shelf forward, he opened the hidden back panel and set the two boxes in the compartment where the other boxes were. He locked it all back up, returned to his room, and turned the cameras on again. Once again, he made the trek down the hall, this time on camera.

No one stopped him as he took a set of keys from the basket by the garage door. The drive into town only took a few minutes. He made it to Winchesters with minutes to spare. It was a midweek night. Not many customers were in the place. One whole section was already shut down. 

A man sat in a corner booth, watching him. Wendell. Twenty yards separated them. Twenty yards was a lot of room for the memories that moved with lightning speed to slice and dice him. 

Owen was nine when he first met Wendell and Adelaide at an anti-OWO meeting their parents attended. Even then, Wendell Jacobs—Jax, they called him—had been an angry, restless kid, far more grown up than the average nine-year-old. But so were many of the children of the resistance.

Wendell had been mad when Owen refused to go snooping with him, spying on their parents. Adelaide was crying. And no one seemed to care. Owen remembered going back into the playroom to pick her up. She stopped crying at once. He remembered smiling into her pretty baby-blue eyes.

Owen looked at his friend across the dimly lit bar. They’d been through so much together; they were each other’s shadow, the dark and light alternating between them. Owen thought of the training their fathers had provided them, and then the years of no Wendell when Owen lived with the Parkers. He remembered their time at West Point. And their graduation, when Owen got to see a teenage Adelaide. He was ashamed of his infatuation with her. Seven years younger than him, she was not ready for the things he wanted from her. 

Wendell had always been jealous of Owen’s affection for Adelaide. That summer, Wendell had beaten him up for that longing in his soul that he could not purge. Owen could have fought back, but in his heart, he believed Wendell had been right. 

They joined the newly formed Red Team together. They were always assigned the same mission because they knew each other like best friends did. Finally, they were fighting the Omnis. It felt fucking righteous.

What a useless effort that had been. The only reprieve in that time had been Adelaide’s graduation from Georgetown, which they’d both attended. He remembered when she’d come to his room, remembered their one night together, remembered all of the promises he’d extracted from her. 

Tears filled his eyes. 

His future after that night had had a big, bright bow on it. He knew what he was living for. He knew what his purpose was. The soul he’d loved since she was two was now a woman. His woman.

He went out to get her flowers, pondering whether their decision not to tell her parents about their engagement was the right one. And then there was the police blockade at the train crossing. The flashing lights. Ambulances. The twisted wreckage of Adelaide’s car.

Owen reached Wendell’s table. He stared at him, wondering if he’d known all this time that she was still alive. He slipped into the booth, shutting his mind to the past. It was over and done. He’d lost his soul when he lost Adelaide. He’d been a walking dead man ever since.

Wendell had the grace to keep his fucking mouth shut. There were no words that made any of what they’d lived right. The waitress came around. Owen ordered a beer. When it came, he sipped it, then leaned back in his seat and stared at Wendell. 

“Took you long enough to catch up to me,” Wendell said.

“I didn’t know it was you we were after.”

“It wasn’t. You know that. I wasn’t sure how many more freebies I could send your way before you picked up the scent.”

“What freebies did you hand out?”

“The kill orders for Holbrook and Bladen? Hope and the WKB? Getting Kelan out of King’s Warren? Sending Ace to you?”

Owen said nothing. It was true there’d been many times when it felt as if they were being helped.

“It’s worse than we ever knew, Owen. It has to end, before what’s coming happens.”

“What’s coming?”

“End days.”

“That Lion’s Armageddon?”

“And that.”

“Where are the watchers?”

“I don’t know. They move them around.”

“Val’s dad said my dad is King.”

“He is.”

“Bullshit.”

“How much do you know about the OWO?”

“A lot more than when we started. Too much to summarize here.”

“Then you know about the rift in the Order. There are two factions at war—the original Omnis and the splinter group that started last century. I call them the Neo Omnis.”

“Yeah.”

“Each has a king,” Wendell said. “The original group still has its focus on pure science for the sake of humanity and the world, but the splinter group now has all the power. They are bastardizing the scientific research of the original group. When the Neo Omnis turned their governor into a king, they usurped the power of the original group, which has been fighting to extinguish all traces of the Neo Omnis. Your father is the first king of the original group.”

“No.”

Wendell nodded. “He’s lost his fucking mind. He’s willing to destroy everything to end the Neo Omnis.” Wendell stared at him. “He’s got the means to do it.”

“No.”

“You’re the only one who can stop him.”

There will come a time when you’ll have to fight me. Owen again heard his father’s warning.

“The Neo Omnis are going after Adelaide…and her son.”

Owen sipped his beer. “She made her bed with them. And I don’t know for a fact that he’s my son.”

Wendell stared at him. The lines about his mouth and eyes deepened. “Augie is your son. And she did no such fucking thing. She was a penalty tithe, like Ace. Her life was the cost of starting the Red Team. She stayed with them to protect you.”

Owen slammed his fist on the table, then got out of the booth to glare at Wendell. “How long have you known?”

“Months. It’s why I left the Red Team.” He got out of the booth and faced him. “You have to come with me. Right now.”

“I have a team to think of. You remember what that is, don’t you?”

Wendell shook his head. “This is your fight, not theirs. Bring them and you’ll be signing their death warrants.” He threw some money on the table and left. 

Owen stared at the seat he’d vacated. Shit. This was personal. And if Augie really was his son… He finished off his beer, then followed Wendell.




















Chapter Thirty-Three




Wynn looked at the bare dirt mounded over her grandmother’s grave. She tried to make sense of what she was feeling, but all she could summon was a pervasive numbness. Most of the household had come out for Grams’ funeral, making an overwhelming cloud of black beside and behind her.

Grams’ body had been handed over to the coroner two days ago. Shock and sorrow had filled the house. The sheriff had asked if Wynn wanted to give a statement, but she knew that if she did, she risked extending the feud between her and Jafaar…and the White Kingdom Brotherhood.

No, there was no one to blame but herself; it was she who brought Grams into this terrible danger.

They were both free now. Wynn could make her own decisions for her own future. It was time to leave. She wanted to go back to the real world, where evil didn’t lurk in every corner, where there were people you could trust to just be regular people with no hidden agendas.

Angel’s friends moved slowly past her, sharing their condolences. They were heartfelt—she could see it in their eyes. Odd that she couldn’t summon any emotion of her own. At last, there were only the Silases.

She knelt down and gave Zavi a big hug. He was such a special boy. He deserved the very best that his parents could give him, and that just wasn’t her. 

“I wish you were staying, Miss Wynn,” Zavi whispered in her ear. “Even Casey wants you to.”

She stroked his dark hair back from his forehead. “I loved my time with you, Zavi. I wish it could have been longer.”

Zavi nodded. Tears were spilling down his cheeks. Mandy gave her a hug. Rocco shook hands with her. “I’ve sent a payment for the rest of your contract year to your bank,” he said.

Wynn was shocked. “That wasn’t necessary.”

“It’s the least I could do. It’ll give you time to figure out what’s next for you. If you need a reference, just let us know.”

Mandy took her hands. “I wish you would change your mind, but I also understand why you’ve made the decision to go. Just know that you are always welcome back.”

“Thank you.”

Then everyone was gone. There was just the cold October wind that blew the dirt off the grave. Wynn stayed another minute, alone, telling her grandmother goodbye. 

When she was ready, she turned to leave. Angel was standing there, near her car. Had he been waiting there the whole time? She went across the graveyard and stepped down over the curb to cross the street. A muscle ticked at the side of his jaw. His dark eyes were full of sorrow. He had his fingers in the pockets of his jeans. 

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“To Cheyenne first, I guess. Close out my apartment. Then, I don’t know. Somewhere far, far away from here.”

“I wish you were staying. You could grieve with your friends.”

She shook her head. “It was just supposed to be a job. I thought I was doing a good thing for my grandmother and me.”

Angel blinked and lifted his gaze from her to the graves behind her, then looked at her again. “We never had that kiss, you know, the one we were saving.”

She nodded, wishing they could have it now. She closed her eyes. God, how she wished things were ending differently. A warm hand touched her cheeks. She looked up to see Angel’s face only inches from hers. He met her eyes as he leaned closer, his head slowly bending toward her. Neither of them closed their eyes until their lips met. This close to him, she could feel his coiled power, his heat. His hunger. 

He didn’t take the kiss any farther.

Sometimes it was just best to leave what could never be alone.

She stepped around him and got into her car, refusing to look at him as she pulled away.




Val looked at Ace as she took his hand on their way back to their SUV. He walked her around to the passenger side, but she didn’t get in immediately. She was oddly pensive, so he waited out her mood. 

“Mrs. Vaughn wasn’t doing anything wrong. She wasn’t hurting anyone.”

“No, she wasn’t.”

Ace looked at the field of graves that stretched out on either side of the SUV. Her eyes were liquid pools of green when they met his. “Do you know what you want out of this life, Val?”

He nodded. “I do. It’s pretty simple. I want you by my side. I want us to finish each other’s sentences. I want to know all the little things that make you happy. Jesus, Ace, I want to swap souls with you so I can feel life from your skin.”

She sniffled. “Not much. Just everything.”

He nodded. “I want you, Ace. All the beautiful, broken pieces of you.”

She stepped into his arms. He hugged her gently, being careful not to jostle her broken arm. “I want to learn what it means to not walk alone,” she said. “I want to hear your voice and see your eyes every day of my life. I want you to show me how to not hate my body.”

Val’s nostrils flared as he fought tears. He ground his teeth, then nodded. “You know what?” He lifted her chin. “We’ve got everything we want right here in our arms.”

Tears filled her eyes as she nodded. She reached up to hold his neck as she brought him close for a kiss. “I love you, Val.”

“I love you, SweeTart.” Their kiss was gentle and leisurely, full of the promise of a shared future. He smiled at her when they separated, then held her door while she settled herself in the SUV. 

They followed the others back to the house. The team gathered as the women and kids went inside. Val kept Ace’s hand in his. She was part of the team now. He looked around at the solemn faces of the group. 

“No word from Owen?” he asked Greer.

“No. The number that text came from was spoofed. We may not be able to track it.”

Max crossed his arms. “The manager at Winchester’s said their video cameras were on the fritz yesterday. Conveniently.” 

“Why would he leave?” Rocco asked, voicing the question on everyone’s mind.

“I thought he would have at least shown up for the funeral,” Selena said. “Or did someone take him?”

“No one took him,” Blade said. “His security necklace and phone were in the SUV he left at Winchester’s. He wouldn’t have done that unless he was leaving voluntarily.”

“So what happens now?” Greer asked Kit.

“Our mission hasn’t changed,” Kit said. “Find Lion. Find King. And hope like hell we find Owen in the process.”
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