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Shane’s Last Stand




ONE

The man had taken his own family hostage.

Mac Mackenzie could feel the fear and hear the joker’s wife and three children crying as she quickly scaled the side of the house, all the way up to the roof. Her destination was a small third-floor window, around the back, that was open a crack.

Stephen Diaz’s evenly modulated voice came through her radio headset as he and their team leader, Dr. Joseph Bach, waited on the ground below. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Subtext: Tick tock, bitch. We’re waiting on you.…

Although, okay. The bitch was her own embellishment.

In the entire twelve years that Mac had known Diaz, he’d never once addressed her with anything other than respect. Including the night—a long time ago—when she’d embarrassed them both by planting herself, naked, in his bed.

Here and now, Mac didn’t bother to answer him. She just quickly and soundlessly crossed the rain-slicked roof—which was actually slate.

No doubt about it, someone who spent a truckload of cash on the freaking roof of their house in these trying times had money to burn. And/or money to buy expensive illegal drugs—especially the kind that came with the claim that the user would live forever.

Yeah, that whole never die, always look twenty promise that the drug oxyclepta di-estraphen—known by its street name, Destiny—brought to the table was hard for a lot of people to turn down. Especially those who already had all of the cars and fancy houses and pairs of shoes that their billions of dollars could buy.

Although it wasn’t always the case that the addicts she and Bach and Diaz helped contain were über-wealthy. Some of them had been using the needle for so long that they’d sold off everything in their lives that had any kind of value. Homes, cars, exotic pets. Yachts, jewelry, designer clothing—none of it worth more than a miniscule fraction of its original price in this craphell economy.

Except for their weapons.

These days, a Smith & Wesson or a SIG Sauer—even in shitty condition—was worth more to most people than a Beemer. Especially considering the skyrocketing price of gas.

But eventually the frequent fliers even sold off their guns and ammo, and the cash went into a vein. But damn, they sure looked good, because Destiny gave them youth and good health, as long as you could ignore the whole violent addiction thing. Although looking hot didn’t prevent them from accidentally ODing or worse: hitting the joker-point and going noisily insane.

Some users jokered earlier than others—like their current hostage-taker, who apparently still had enough money to keep the heat on and the lights burning in this three-story mansion here in the richie-richest part of one of Boston’s few remaining still-posh ’burbs.

“Okay, I’m finally there,” Mac breathed into her lip microphone, knowing that everything she told Diaz would be heard by Dr. Bach, too, even though their leader didn’t wear a headset. She dipped her head down over the edge of the roof to get a peek into that partially open window. As they’d suspected, it led into a small bathroom. The shade was up and the light that spilled through came from a fancy fixture out in the third-floor hallway. She reached over and unfastened the screen, pulling it from its frame. “Status?”

“All inhabitants are still on the second floor,” Diaz informed her. “In the master bedroom. Dr. Bach thinks our guy’s dosing again. What are you picking up? And please don’t do it if you can’t block the fear.”

Fear and confusion from the family was a given. And since, in this case, there were four of them, that fear was a powerful force that left a strangely metallic taste in Mac’s mouth when she lowered her mental shields enough to let it in. But three were children, and even though she didn’t know for sure, she would bet her life savings on the fact that at least two were under the age of ten. Because, from them, she felt a still-strong blast of hope. This can’t be happening. Daddy loves us—this must be a mistake.…

As for their joker …

“I got some serious no-fear from our guy,” Mac reported to Diaz. “Just a shitload of rage.” She sent the window screen silently flying, like a giant Frisbee, well into the neighbor’s yard. “Beneath that? Jealousy, to the point of hatred. He’s gone.”

“We believe he’s double-dosing in an attempt to read his wife’s mind,” Diaz reported. “Dr. Bach’s picking up signs of the vill’s increasing telepathic power, but it’s bouncing all over the place.”

“Maybe he’ll do us all a favor and OD,” Mac said as she reached down again and pulled up on the bottom half of the double-hung window.

The damn thing jammed.

True, she wasn’t in the best position to muscle it up, hanging over the edge of the roof with virtually no leverage.

And even if she got it open all the way, it was still freaking small—just as narrow as they’d all imagined it would be from down on the ground.

And that was why she’d been sent up here instead of Diaz, who was nearly twice her size. Usually, she backed up Dr. Bach as he made a first-floor entry, while Diaz climbed the outside walls and gained access through an upper-floor window, easily unlocking and opening it with his mind.

But every other window in this Victorian monster of a house was painted tightly shut. And not even their esteemed leader Dr. Bach had the power to break that kind of seal without making a shitload of noise.

Of course, there were times when a shitload of noise came in handy. Sometimes this kind of takedown went more quickly and easily when she and Diaz followed Bach’s command to use good old shock and awe. Forget gaining entry by breaking the hundred-and-fifty years of paint that glued the windows shut. Just combine their mental powers to blow all of the glass out of the entire structure while flames erupted from the air-conditioning vents, balls of lightning exploded from every power outlet, and every piece of furniture in the place got up and danced.

Out-freak the frequent flier.

But this time, Bach didn’t want to go that way, and Bach knew best.

And that wasn’t Mac being snarky, that was Mac being real. Dr. Joseph Bach did know best. She wouldn’t be a member of his weird little freak-show commando team if she didn’t believe that with all of her heart and soul.

She strained to move the window, trying to gain traction on the slippery roof.

“Need help?” Diaz’s voice murmured in her ear, just as she finally pushed the window back down and got it realigned.

It went up much easier now.

“Thanks,” she said as she rearranged herself, preparing to slip inside.

“That wasn’t me,” he said.

“I was talking to Dr. Bach,” Mac came back. “I’m good to go. Anything else I should know?”

“Joker’s name was Nathan Hempford,” Diaz replied. “That’s all we’ve got.”

And that meant that this particular freak didn’t have a file—at least not one that Dr. Bach had been given access to as they’d rushed over here to step in and save the day, after the local Boston SWAT team had already failed to the tune of two body bags.

The villain-formerly-known-as-Nathan was a bullet-bender—they all knew that much about him. Thanks to the absurd quantity of Destiny pumping through his veins, he had developed the undeniably impressive mental power to stop a bullet in its path, and return it to the shooter with deadly results.

It was a very rare skill-set. Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite so rare among the handful of addicts who’d jokered in the past few months. Must be something in the current local batch of Destiny—something that targeted a particular neural pathway.

And that was unusual. No two individuals had exactly the same powers—even those Greater-Thans like Bach, and Diaz, and Mac herself, who’d all spent countless hours studying and training and practicing, practicing, practicing to control their individual mental talents—talents they’d come by naturally, without sticking a needle in their arms.

Mac’s own skills were decidedly different from Stephen Diaz’s even though they both had achieved mental integration of a very high and very rare fifty percent. On paper, their skill levels were dead even. But their skills were individual and unique—which was why they shared the job of Dr. Bach’s second-in-command. Together, their combined talents made them nearly unstoppable.

And while Mac had talents Diaz couldn’t touch, that didn’t stop her from being envious of his.

The grass was always greener.

One of Diaz’s talents was his ability to maintain telepathic contact with Bach from a relatively longer distance than Mac’s erratic two-to-ten-feet, without a SAT signal or a headset. And these days? The SAT towers went down or the signal got jammed more often than not. That was why, also more often than not, Mac was usually the one entering the building alongside Bach, where she was able to communicate silently via hand signals while Diaz did the upper-window shuffle with Bach securely nestled, all snug in his head.

In fact, their current SAT signal now crackled with static as Mac announced, “I’m going in.”

Diaz came back, “We’ll give you ten. Nine …”

It was a tight squeeze through that little window, even for someone as small as she was. Mac went in feet first, which left her feeling vulnerable, particularly when the button at the waist of her cargo pants caught. But she wrestled herself free and in doing so scraped her face on the window’s rough bottom edge.

But then she was inside and moving silently toward the hallway, taking a quick scan of the landing and swiftly finding the stairs leading down.

She could hear Nathan, their joker, his voice tight with anger—a common side effect of the drug. “You think I didn’t see the way you looked at him? You think I didn’t notice? You think I didn’t know?”

His words were punctuated by what sounded like blows, and what were definitely screams and more crying.

“Don’t, Daddy, don’t!” one of the younger kids sobbed, as Mac moved faster, as Diaz went straight from four to one.

“Go. We’re go,” Diaz told Mac, adding, “Incoming,” as Dr. Bach chimed in.

Stop.

He wasn’t talking to Mac and his voice wasn’t coming through her earpiece. It was inside of her head, and definitely in the joker’s head, too. Reverberating, it echoed and permeated, and even though she’d shielded against it, she felt it all the way through her skull and down her spine. It was scary as shit—or it would’ve been, had she not been on Bach’s team.

“I’m gonna fucking kill you, you lying bitch!” Their joker was back on his feet and threatening his wife sooner than Mac had expected, which was way not good.

STOP.

Bach got louder and stronger, and this time there was no warning from Diaz—only a sharp crackle of static. And Mac thought she was fully prepped and shielded, but she must not have been, because the force of the word hit her, too. It lifted her up off her feet and she hung there for a moment with her brain on fire.

Scrambled and on fire, so that when Bach finally let go, she couldn’t snap back quickly enough to keep herself from tumbling down the stairs. She should have tucked and rolled. Instead she flailed her legs like a cartoon character building up speed to run away from an anvil dropping on her head. She felt something in her ankle give as she landed wrong on the edge of one of the stairs.

The pain was hot and fierce and after that first jolt she guarded, so that she wouldn’t project it—not just for Diaz’s protection, but because it never paid to let a jokering villain know that you had been weakened in any way.

She tumbled and bounced all the way to the bottom, landing with a thud, flat on her back with enough force to knock the air out of her lungs. Still, she managed to keep her guard up and solid.

Never let ’em see you cry. It was her mantra, her mission statement, even back before she’d known she was special.

Besides, this was completely her fault. She should have stayed ready. She should have expected Bach to hit even harder.

On the other hand, the noise she’d made as she’d fallen had drawn tonight’s vill away from his defenseless family, and he limped into the hall where he spotted her as she scrambled to her feet.

“What did you do to me? Who the hell are you?” he shouted, and even though he was more than ten feet away, it was as if he’d hit her full in the face, with a right hook hard enough to knock her down and make her see stars, and then another and another and another.

And oh, this was a new one in the craziest-fucking-shit-she’d-ever-seen category. His words packed a punch—literally.

“Answer me!” Boom. He’d made her nose bleed with that one.

But here came Bach and Diaz, thundering up the stairs.

And this time Diaz’s voice came through Mac’s headset over the static, even as she saw his mouth move. “Again.”

She braced for Bach to blast the son of a bitch, to knock him senseless and pin him into place with an ENOUGH.

Even with her mental shield firmly in place, Mac knew that her brain was going to sizzle at this proximity, but it did way more than that. It was another full-on deep-fry, and in that fraction of a second before she lost her ability to reason, she realized that their bad guy wasn’t just a bullet-bender, he was a force-bender. He had the power to reflect the mental attacks that were thrown at him, and to blast whatever he received back at the sender—which resulted in anyone around said sender receiving a double dose of that very same force.

Even Diaz lost his footing at that one. Bach, however, didn’t falter.

As Mac’s vision returned, she saw him realize that they were going to have to take Nathan down the old-fashioned way. With good old physical might.

Bach threw himself forward into a roundhouse kick that would have knocked out a normal man, but their joker barely even staggered.

It was clear he felt no pain—another common side effect of the drug. But that didn’t mean that the man wouldn’t eventually shut down and out—if Bach just kept on delivering blow after blow after punishing blow. He would. It was just going to take a while to drop him.

But he started in on his questioning barrage, even as Bach hit him again.

“Get out of my house! You think you can stop me?”

With the addict’s words directed at Bach, Mac felt only a series of glancing blows. She also felt genuine surprise and even a burst of pain from Bach, which, in turn, surprised the shit out of her.

In all of the years she’d known Dr. Joseph Bach—over a dozen of ’em now—Mac had never, ever felt him let down his guard. Not like this.

And for the first time in a long time, Mac felt a sliver of fear. The idea that this untrained drug user, this joker, this lowlife unskilled addict, had achieved power that even Bach—a true master and the most powerful Greater-Than in the country—couldn’t shield himself against …?

It was pretty damn terrifying.

And even though Diaz didn’t have Mac’s advanced empathy, she could see that he’d picked up on Bach’s surprise, too, because he tried to throw himself on the figurative grenade—springing up and grabbing hold of the bad guy. No doubt he was testing a theory that this type of power-bender might be more vulnerable to something like his own carefully controlled direct-contact electrical shock.

It had taken Mac years to learn to shield herself against this particular power that Diaz brought to the hand-to-hand-combat table. She knew from countless sparring sessions that the greater the amount of body contact and the tighter the bear hug, the higher the voltage of juice Diaz could deliver.

It felt like being tasered.

Here and now, Diaz had scored a direct hit on Nathan and even managed to tackle him to the ground, but his theory was proven dead wrong as he himself jumped and jolted when his own electric current was thrown back at him. To his credit, D hung on, even though the addict was trying to push him away, and even though without that physical contact, the electrical circuit would have been broken.

The bad guy was shouting, too. It was just mindless screaming, but he was making it rhythmic—“Arhh! Arhh! Arhh …!”—and Mac knew that not only was Diaz taking all that electrical energy, he was also absorbing the joker’s vocal punches.

She wanted to help but she didn’t know how, until Bach spoke. But her ears were ringing from that latest mental blast. The air around Diaz was crackling, too, and she couldn’t make out his words.

So Dr. Bach gained entry into her mind the way he always did, provided he was at a close enough range. He gave a little push asking permission, which Mac granted immediately by lowering her defenses.

And then she felt the warmth and calm that meant Bach was inside of her head. He didn’t so much speak as guide her thoughts.

What did you do to me? The addict had asked that when he’d first come out into the hall.

But Mac didn’t know what the man had meant—except then, suddenly, she did know. The joker had been favoring the very same foot that she’d injured, the same ankle she’d trashed when she’d fallen down the stairs. He’d been limping.

Maybe there were some powers that Nathan couldn’t deflect. Maybe …

She scrambled to her feet and instead of compartmentalizing and hiding the pain she felt when she put any weight on her left foot, she disintegrated her carefully constructed guard. And she didn’t just step onto her injured foot, she jumped onto it. Pain rocketed through her and she heard herself scream.

Nathan screamed, too.

Bingo.

Mac felt Bach pull out of her head, and she knew he must’ve then paid a visit to Diaz’s mind, letting him know about the joker’s weakness, because Diaz, too, dropped his guard and let out a blast of everything that he was feeling. And to Mac’s surprise, that included not just the pain from the mentally looped electrical current, but anger and frustration, and—holy shit—an aircraft-carrier-load of pent-up sexual energy.

Considering he was the Prince of Celibacy, that was a stunner.

But that wasn’t the biggest shocker of the evening. The fact that Diaz walked around suppressing a forty-thousand-ton urge to screw everyone in sight was nothing compared to the wall of pain that Bach set free.

Unlike Mac’s and Diaz’s mostly physical suffering, what Bach let loose was a blast of emotional hurt that knocked Mac to her knees.

It was indescribable—the grief, the loss, the regret, the sheer sorrow.…

It was too much to bear—not just for Mac, but for Nathan, too.

“He’s out, I think that did it, I think he stroked out,” she heard Diaz gasp.

Bach agreed with an urgency in his voice that she rarely ever heard. “Nathan’s out—and we need the medical team in here, now! Let’s not lose this one!”

And there was the great irony of what they did. Risk their lives to subdue the joker, but then, when he was subdued? Rush his bad-guy ass to the special hospital unit over at the Obermeyer Institute and work their medical team around the clock to attempt to detox him—to try to keep him from dying.

As the OI med team poured into the house, Mac pulled out of the fetal position she’d curled herself into.

Dr. Bach came over and gave her a hand up. “You should get that ankle checked at the clinic,” he told her.

“I’m fine,” she said, her subtext clear. Yes, she’d been injured, but he was the one who needed about a decade of grief counseling. Not that she’d ever dare to say something like that to his face. Still, he was Bach, so he surely knew what she was thinking. “My ankle’s not that bad—I can heal it overnight. I’ll be back to speed in the morning.”

Bach nodded, his brown eyes somber. “Do whatever you have to do. I’ll see you back there.”

He vanished down the hall, no doubt going to find the former Nathan Hempford’s wife and children, to let them know the ordeal was over and that they were safe, to explain what had happened, and what was likely to happen next.

He wouldn’t go so far as to tell them that Hempford was guaranteed to die, or that the authorities were already in the process of covering up what had happened here tonight. The official report would no doubt include a home invasion by a fictional meth- or heroin-addled intruder, with the entire family—including Hempford—taken hostage. His obit would read that he’d died trying to save his family from an unidentified man who’d also killed two police officers. And the public would continue to remain blissfully unaware of this new, dangerous drug called Destiny, and the existence of Dr. Bach’s psychically powerful team from OI.

Not that any of them wanted or needed a ticker-tape parade.

In fact, their very anonymity and lack of recognition helped keep them safe.

But still …

Mac blocked her pain and hobbled her way down the stairs and out of the house, catching up to Diaz out on the driveway, where he’d helped the med team load an unconscious Nathan into the ambulance.

“You okay?” she asked, and Diaz nodded.

“Someone’s got a secret,” she said, unable to keep her smartass in check, even though he was looking considerably worse for the wear.

She wasn’t all that clean and shiny herself—her nose was still bleeding a bit and her lip was definitely split, although it was already starting to heal. Another fifteen minutes, and her face would be as good as new. Her ankle, however, was going to require some significant attention and focus.

Diaz gave her his handkerchief. Who the hell still carried handkerchiefs?

“It’s not a secret,” he said evenly. “It’s just … irrelevant.” And then he said what he said after every takedown, even though by all rights they should have been rivals, vying to be Bach’s official second-in-command. “Good job tonight, Michelle.”

So Mac gave him her standard reply. “You, too, D.”

“See you back there,” he said, and vanished into the night.


TWO

The police station had seen better days. It was grimy and stale-smelling, poorly lit and barely heated, and definitely understaffed.

Anna Taylor had had to wait for two long anxiety-filled hours before the desk sergeant called her number, before she could so much as report the reason why she was there.

“My sister is missing. She didn’t come home from school today,” she said, working hard to keep her frustration from her voice. This had rapidly turned into a nightmare. But she’d sat, waiting, when what she’d wanted to do was keep searching for Nika, returning to all of her little sister’s favorite haunts. Not that there were many of them—they’d only lived in the Boston area for a few months, and were both still feeling their way in terms of making new friends.

Anna hadn’t even met their neighbors in their apartment building until this afternoon, when she’d knocked on their doors to see if they’d seen Nika.

No one had.

The heavyset sergeant didn’t even look up from his computer. “I can’t help you. Until she’s been missing for seventy-two hours—”

“Seventy-two?” she repeated, unable to hide her disbelief. “I’m sorry. Maybe I wasn’t clear. My sister’s a child. She’s only thirteen years old.”

He looked up at her then, his faded blue eyes vaguely embarrassed, but mostly dull. Time and this job had sucked the life out of him. “Services had to be cut somewhere. Most missing people—including children—turn up on their own within that seventy-two-hour time period. Or they never turn up. Either way, it’s a waste of resources.”

Anna was staring at him with her mouth open, but she knew it wasn’t his fault that cutbacks and layoffs had crippled the entire department. All of Boston’s first responders had been decimated. Just last week, while on the bus, she’d seen a building that was on fire. It was just burning unchecked as the tenants of the neighboring triple-decker used garden hoses to keep their own homes from igniting.

Now, she closed her mouth, gathered her frustration-tattered civility, and managed to ask, “So if it’s a waste of resources either way, what exactly happens when I come back here in seventy-two hours to report that she’s missing?”

He hated his job—that much was clear as he sighed heavily. “Your sister’s name gets put on a list. Her photo, description, and last-seen whereabouts go up on the Internet, along with your contact number and the dollar amount of the reward you’re willing to pay for her safe return. Citizen detectives take it from there. You’ll either get her back or you won’t.” The sergeant reached beneath the desk for a sheet of paper that he put on the counter and pushed toward her with the tips of his fingers. “Here’s the form you’ll be asked to fill out, although if you do it online and upload your own photo, the fee’s only twenty-five dollars. If we need to rekey your info, it’s an extra fifty.”

“Fee?” she repeated, stunned by the idea that Nika’s life could be in the hands of citizen detectives.

“And if you want to skip the waiting period and get her name on the list tonight,” the sergeant informed her, “fee for that’s five hundred dollars. Cash or debit. Five-fifty if you use a credit card.”

“What’s the fee to actually talk to a detective?” Anna asked, and she was really just being sarcastic. She didn’t expect to get an answer. But she did.

“Five thousand’ll open a case file,” the man said, and her heart sank.

She didn’t have anywhere close to that much in cash, and her credit limit had just been lowered again, this time to a meager thousand.

The sergeant shook his head dismissively. “But that only gets you two hours of boots on the ground, which is virtually useless in a situation like this, and there are no guarantees.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “If it was my kid, and I had that much money to spend? There are a number of private sector agencies that can help you for a much lower price.” He tapped the form. “But I would fill this out, and get her stats on the Net, ASAP. The first three days can be critical, in cases of child abduction.”

“And yet there’s a seventy-two-hour waiting period …?” This was unreal. “Look, Nika’s a really good kid. She’s got her own cell phone, I was hoping someone could, I don’t know, use some kind of technology to track her …?”

“Again, that’s a service you’ll spend less on by utilizing a private security firm,” she was told.

“Can you recommend—”

He cut her off. “I can’t. It’s not allowed. And I’m going to have to ask you to step aside—”

“Wait!” This was crazy. “Please. I’ve heard about these … I don’t know, kidnapping squads? I thought they were an urban legend, but … Nika’s a scholarship student at Cambridge Academy. Maybe someone grabbed her, thinking we have money, but … I don’t even have a full-time job!”

The sergeant sighed. “Best thing to do, miss, is fill out the form and let the citizen detectives—”

“But what if the citizen detectives are the people who took her in the first place?”

“If they’re one and the same, then it stands to reason that you’ll get her back, won’t you?”

“Not if I don’t have the money to pay,” Anna said, as tears of both fear and frustration stung her eyes. “Isn’t kidnapping a felony, or has that changed, too? Let me know, because if it’s an accepted business practice now, I may have to take it up myself.”

He pointed down the hall. “Fee Processing is first door on the right. There are public comm-stations there so you can access the Internet form, save yourself the fifty bucks.” He looked down at his computer, tapped a few keys, then raised his voice. “Number 718.” He glanced up to find her still there. “Please step to the side, miss.”

Anna couldn’t let it go. Instead of stepping aside, she leaned forward. “Is this really okay with you?”

“Step to the side, miss.” Any glimmer of humanity that she’d seen in his eyes was gone.

Anna moved, telling him, “This isn’t okay with me.” Still, she reached into her backpack for her wallet and the credit card that was already nearly maxed out, and she hurried down the hall.
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Boston was no different from New York City or Chicago or Dallas or even Phoenix in terms of finding a job.

It didn’t matter where Shane Laughlin went—blacklisted was blacklisted was blacklisted, regardless of whether the word was said with a heavy dose of the Bronx or with an accent worthy of a JFK impersonator. And being blacklisted by the corporations that ran the government meant that he wasn’t going to get hired. It didn’t matter that everyone who still had half of a fortune left after the latest market crash needed personal security to ensure their safety from all of the scary things that went bump in the night.

Shane wasn’t wanted.

Not by anybody doing anything legal, that is.

And, here in Boston? Not getting hired due to being blacklisted apparently came with an attached beating.

Three very large men of the no-neck persuasion had followed Shane out of the security firm’s personnel office. Two shuffled along behind him on the cracked and pitted sidewalk, and one had hustled across the street—no doubt to cut him off if he tried to run away.

And there, ahead, out of a narrow side street, dimly lit by the flickering streetlamp, came two more bullet-heads—or rather jarheads. Shane would’ve staked a month of his former pay on a bet that they were, all five of ’em, former Marines.

Of course that meant that maybe this beating wasn’t related to his being blacklisted, but more about his being a former Navy SEAL. Rivalry between the Navy and the Marines could get pretty intense. Even though, technically, the Marines were related to the Navy. But it had always been very much a dysfunctional step-sibling-type relationship, starting at the very moment some U.S. Navy captain had said, Hey, I have a good idea. How about we pack the deck of our ships with soldiers who’ll storm the beaches to fight the enemy on land, because frankly, these sea battles are getting tedious. And, I know, we’ll call ’em Marines and force ’em to get ridiculous haircuts that make their ears look extra stupid—like the handles of a moonshine whiskey jar. And we’ll tell our enlisted crew that it’s okay to treat ’em like shit.…

The jarheads at twelve o’clock were pretending to windowshop, hands in their pockets, shoulders hunched against the chill of the damp spring wind. Shane might’ve been fooled into thinking they weren’t really waiting for him to get close enough to kick his ass, had the window been that of a pawnshop or maybe an old-fashioned video store specializing in porn.

But it was a CoffeeBoy there on the corner—one of the few that had stayed open in this low-rent part of town, probably thanks to its proximity to the private security firm’s army of caffeine-ingesting behemoths who regularly dropped by to pick up their weekly paychecks.

Shane picked up his pace, and yeah, when he moved it into a swift jog, the two men behind him followed suit. The two up ahead stopped pretending to be fascinated with the ancient Iced Delight ad that had, no doubt, been put in that window in June, about a decade ago, when CoffeeBoy still featured seasonal variations. These days, the corporate coffee giant was down to caf and decaf.

The two men up ahead turned to face Shane, easy on the balls of their feet, ready to fight.

Although, come on. Five against one wasn’t a fight. It was a premeditated thrashing.

Instead of feinting right and dashing left around the two men who were blocking his route, Shane just went right—and opened the door to the coffee shop and dashed inside, slowing down immediately. Because as long as he was going to get the shit kicked out of him, he might as well be dry and warm when it happened.

“High octane,” he told the woman behind the counter, well aware that the four men on his side of the sidewalk had followed him in. Any second now, the gentleman from across the street would be joining them. The bell attached to the door jingled, right on cue—he didn’t even have to turn around to look. “Extra large. Black. Please. Ma’am.”

He added a hopeful smile, but the woman, close to elderly and clearly exhausted, didn’t reach for a paper cup. She barely even moved a muscle in her face as she announced, “We’re closed.”

“Sign says open twenty-four hours.”

“Not today. We’re … doing inventory.”

Shane dropped all pretense. “You’re really going to let this happen? It’s not going to be pretty and you’re going to have to walk past it when you go home.”

She was unimpressed. “I’ll leave out the back.” She looked over his shoulder at the tallest of the men behind him. “Tommy, you take this outside. You know corporate’s looking for a reason to shut us down. You bust this place up, it’s over. We’re gone.”

Shane turned around. “Yeah, Tommy,” he said. “Get down on your knees so you can properly suck the dicks of your corporate overlords.”

Tommy, completely as expected, lunged at him. No surprises here.

And the blind-rage lunge had always been Shane’s favorite form of attack. It was just so defendable, particularly since—even though he was a pretty big guy—he was nimble and fleet of foot.

Shane ducked, dodging Tommy effortlessly. He then tripped the former marine, popped him a sharp chop to the throat that no doubt made him feel like he was going to die, and spun him around. He used the man’s own momentum to send him crashing into his buddies, like a giant bowling ball.

As the goon squad cursed and scattered, Shane was already up and over the counter, thanks to the unintentional hot tip from the CoffeeBoy lady about the back entrance.

He was through that rear door, out into the alley, and moving at full speed—which meant he was probably a solid block away before any of the five so much as made it over the counter.

Still, he didn’t stop running until a team of police officers in a cruiser eyed him suspiciously. At which point, he slowed to a rather brisk walk, because the last thing he needed was to get picked up by the locals for running-while-unemployed.

It didn’t take Shane too much longer to reach the Boston Common—which thankfully was right where the map in his head said it would be. He took the stairs down to an underground station for the T. The first platform he hit was for the Green Line, which seemed like fate, since the Obermeyer Institute was at the end of one of the Green’s fingers, out at the end of the D trains, near something called Riverside.

Of course, Shane was assuming that fate applied in times of last-ditch desperation.

And he was assuming, too, that OI’s offer wouldn’t be reneged when they finally checked their records and realized that he wasn’t just a former Navy SEAL, he was a blacklisted former SEAL.

Of course, that was kind of like assuming that buying a lottery ticket meant that he was going to win the billion-dollar jackpot.

The subway turnstile accepted his debit card just as a train stopped at the platform with a squeal of brakes. Shane dashed inside the thing just before the doors closed, but rode it only a few stops to Kenmore Square.

Where there was a public comm-station right on the T platform. He’d used it earlier that evening.

It was open—the place was mostly deserted—so he ran his debit card through the payment slot, keyed in his PIN, and selected the five-minute option. Which would cost him—shit—five dollars? He back-keyed and picked three minutes. With only twelve dollars left to his name—nine, now—he’d have to do this fast.

He googled the Obermeyer Institute, cursing himself for spelling it wrong first—he would now forever remember that there were three E’s in Obermeyer. When he finally got it right, he followed the website’s link to their so-called testing program, clicking on a button that said POTENTIALS.

Which was him. The OI had first contacted him via e-mail, letting him know that he was, apparently, something called “a Potential.” Shane had never quite figured out what he potentially was. All he knew was that the OI was an R&D facility. And that some of what they researched for future development required human test subjects.

It was all dot-gov approved, which honestly didn’t mean that much anymore.

Still, they were willing to pay him, which, in his current situation, was all he really needed to know.

A window opened on the screen, showing a beautiful, bucolic hillside on top of which sat a stately and ornate old brownstone building. Old Main, a descriptor beneath proclaimed. It faded neatly into a picture of a more modern building, surrounded by the lushness of flowering bushes in the height of a New England spring. The Library. There were people in that photo—of varying ages, but all attractive. They were dressed mostly in street clothes—everything from jeans to business suits, with even a young woman fully clad in BDUs, down to her boots and cover.

Beneath the ongoing slide show—now a bustling scene of some people holding trays, some sitting at long tables in what had to be the nicest, fanciest mess hall Shane had ever seen in his life—a form appeared. It requested his full name, which he typed in: Shane Michael Laughlin. It burped, then requested his NID—his National ID number. He hesitated only briefly. But really, what did he think? Someone was going to steal his identity and empty out his debit account? Buy half a burger with the nine bucks he had left? He typed in the twenty-digit number and hit enter.

And got the icon for please wait—the ages-old hourglass of doom.

Shane tapped his fingers as his remaining minutes ticked down, but then a pop-up appeared with the message “Vurp Requested.” He clicked “allow,” and the computer screen shifted and a man’s face appeared. He was in need of a shave, in the time-honored tradition of R&D men-children everywhere, in both the private and public sector. His hair was shaggy and light brown, and kept out of his eyes only by a pair of black-framed glasses. His mouth was wide and friendly, already curling up into a smile. He was wearing a bright blue T-shirt beneath an open lab coat that had the name Dr. E. Zerkowski embroidered over the upper left pocket.

He was sitting in what looked like some kind of computer lab. Shane could see rows of high-tech comm-stations, most of them occupied, in the rather large room behind him.

“Lieutenant Shane Laughlin,” the man said, with a genuine smile that touched eyes that were nearly the same color as that shirt. “Former Navy SEAL, twenty-eight years old, in excellent health … I was hoping we’d hear from you.”

The speaker levels had been turned way down, and with another train pulling up to the platform, Shane searched for the volume control as he said, “Hang on a sec, Doc, I gotta—”

But Zerkowski reached for something on his end and the volume rose as he said, “I’ll give you a boost. Some of those older comm-stations need help. I’m Elliot, by the way. I see you’re already in Boston—does this mean you’re coming in tomorrow?”

“I’m calling to clarify that this isn’t a drug-testing program that I’d be entering,” Shane said.

“We don’t manufacture pharmaceuticals,” Zerkowski said. “So, no. But I understand your concern. FYI, you can refuse to participate at any point in the testing process. And, to put your mind further at ease, the program you’d be going into involves the study of neural integration, which, in lay terms, deals with the amount—percentage-wise—of your brain that you utilize while doing a variety of tasks—from ditch-digging to complex calculus.” He smiled. “And sometimes we’ll ask you to combine the two to see what happens when you multitask. Bottom line, Lieutenant, we’ll run a lot of tests on you. You might get a little tired of all the medical scans, but we don’t use markers—drugs—for any of ’em. In fact, we use no drugs at all in your particular program. It’ll be in your release form—our guarantee. And you’re free, during the course of your stay with us, to get a scan from an outside medical facility to verify that. We’ll cover the cost of one, but after that, you’ll have to pay out of pocket.”

“Fair enough,” Shane said.

“We’ve got a bed ready for you,” Zerkowski told him. “Also FYI, you’re exactly what we want in this latest group of test subjects, so please join us. Admission is from oh-six-hundred to noon, with an orientation session at thirteen hundred hours. Right after a delicious lunch. Try to arrive early—housing is assigned on a first come, first served basis, and some of our apartments are … pretty lovely.”

The slide show was still quietly running in the upper left corner of Shane’s monitor, and as if on cue, the picture changed to a view of what was, indeed, a very lovely apartment with a rich-looking leather sofa, upon which a young woman sat beside a little girl—both of them all smiles. Family housing available, Shane read.

“Good to know,” he told the doctor.

“Although we could probably manage to find room for you tonight, if you need a place to stay …?”

“No,” Shane said, “thanks, but …”

“Lockdown jitters.” Zerkowski smiled. “People hear that word, lockdown, and they think draconian conditions, last night of freedom, et cetera, et cetera. I get it. But while we don’t allow nonprescription drugs in the compound, we do have an on-site lounge that serves alcohol, including some pretty fine wine. You’ll get credit for a single drink a day—a half-bottle if wine’s your thing. You want more than that, again, you gotta pay for it. And as far as the food goes, it’s really quite good. I’ve been eating here for the past seven years, living here for the past three, and—”

Shane cut him off. “I’m sorry, but my time’s running out and I have another question—”

“Oh, no, I’m sorry,” Zerkowski said, reaching forward again to type something into his computer. “I should have realized. Better?”

The time-clock on the comm-station monitor was now frozen at fifty-eight seconds.

“Thanks,” Shane said.

“So how can I help you?” Zerkowski asked, still with that friendly smile on his face.

Shane just said it. Point-blank. “I’m blacklisted.” The word still left a bitter taste in his mouth, despite the fact that, if pressed, he’d do the exact same thing all over again. “I was kicked out of the Navy—a dishonorable discharge.” No point in saying more than that, in trying to explain what had happened, in attempting to justify what he’d done.

But Zerkowski’s expression didn’t change. “We’re aware of that. We have access to your military records.” He shook his head. “We don’t believe in blacklisting. A good candidate’s a good candidate.” He smiled again. “Besides, who are we going to piss off by ignoring the blacklists—that we aren’t already royally pissing off? You know what I’m saying …? With our pesky scientific facts and all that …?”

Shane couldn’t make light of it. “It’s a serious deal. My presence could jeopardize your funding—”

“Our funding’s secure,” Zerkowski said. He smiled again at Shane’s obvious disbelief. “Our founder is Dr. Jennifer Obermeyer, the same Dr. Obermeyer who invented the Obermeyer medical scanner—a little piece of technology that’s now in every hospital and doctor’s office around the globe. Fifteen years ago, she sold her shares in the family corporation, and even if those billions of dollars weren’t enough to sustain us indefinitely, she still gets royalties from her patent. So you can trust me when I tell you that our funding is secure.”

In the lower right corner of the screen was a photo of Jennifer Obermeyer—a still attractive forty-something blonde with a gleam of intelligence in her blue eyes.

Zerkowski must’ve made note of Shane’s focus because he laughed. “Don’t get any ideas. She’s not here all that often. She mostly lets Dr. Bach—Joseph Bach—have full command, but she’s also there when we need her. This entire facility is on the former campus of her grandmother’s old alma mater. It was an all-women’s college that went bankrupt when the so-called Education Opportunities Act first passed. It was boarded up and rat-infested for about five years. But then Dr. O came in and, well, it’s this peaceful little secluded bit of rolling hills and brownstone buildings just outside of the city. We’re gated and protected. You’ll be safe—”

“I’m not worried about that,” Shane said.

“Understandably.” Zerkowski smiled. “So what else can I tell you? The pay’s really just a stipend. Forty bucks a week, but it’s nontaxable income, which helps. Of course, we provide room and board—and clothing, if you need it. Most people need it.”

Jesus. “That’s not employment,” Shane pointed out. “That’s slavery.”

“Hey, as much as we want you, there are plenty of applicants for every test session, and the cost of feeding and housing them—you—is steep. Plus there’s close to a hundred techs, students, and other subjects who live here full time—”

Shane cut him off. “I’ll be there.”

Zerkowski smiled again. “Excellent. Whoops, gotta go. Busy night. See you in the morning, Lieutenant.”

“It’s mister now,” Shane corrected him, but the connection had already been cut.

So okay. He was going to do this. They knew all about him, and still wanted him to attend. Which probably meant that this neural integration testing program was going to involve his doing calculus not only while digging ditches, but also while, oh, say, being waterboarded or otherwise tortured.

But he was going to have a lovely place to sleep and delicious food to eat. And a half-bottle of wine to drink each day.

And, yeah, despite the perks, they were going to lock him up every night. So it was going to be like serving time in a really fancy prison.

With no real freedom.

And quite possibly no access to women. Or at least no ability to be alone with anyone.

The slide show was still going, and it faded up on another large building that was six or seven stories high. The barracks, Shane read, which was more like it. Family housing was one thing, but he didn’t have a family, so he’d no doubt be given a bunk and a foot-locker in a room with his fellow male test subjects.

Which was fine, but limiting when it came to sex.

And there it was—Shane’s agenda for tonight: Get his sorry ass laid. It had been too many months since he’d enjoyed female company.

So far, today, he’d managed to not get beaten within an inch of his life. And he’d finally found employment from an organization that didn’t give a shit about the blacklists. Maybe—if the Obermeyer Institute’s work wasn’t too reprehensible—he could work his way from test subject to security guard.

A place like that surely needed some kind of security.

Maybe—finally—his luck had started to change.


THREE

The Med Center was in turmoil when Joseph Bach returned to the Obermeyer Institute, with the full staff—six doctors and a dozen nurses—all working hard to keep Nathan Hempford alive.

Stephen Diaz was already back in the gated compound, but Michelle Mackenzie was nowhere to be found.

Bach wasn’t surprised. He knew from the way she’d looked at him as he’d helped her to her feet, that she’d received a full dose of the anguish he’d fired off at tonight’s villain. Stephen, however, hadn’t gotten hit by that particular wrecking ball—he didn’t have the same empathic skills that Mac did.

But that was to be expected. No two Greater-Thans accessed the exact same neural pathways. And even though Stephen and Mac were both rare Fifties—fifty percent integrated and highly advanced—their mental skill-sets were as varied as their eye color, their skin tone, and even the number of freckles upon their faces.

Annie’d had too many freckles to count, with the main concentration running across her sun-kissed cheeks and nose, beneath her sparkling blue eyes.…

Bach had to stop and take a breath, because the magnitude of his loss still made his stomach clench. And while it was true that time healed all wounds, and he’d had plenty of it to work out the guilt and the blame, he hadn’t yet mastered the regret or the soul-crushing sorrow. So he’d never progressed beyond more than a thick scab, which he usually easily ignored. Tonight, however, he’d intentionally torn it open.

Someone touched his arm, and Bach spun toward the potential threat, only to find Elliot Zerkowski backing away from him fast, hands raised in alarm.

“Whoa,” said the research and support department head. “Whoa, I was just …” But then he moved back in, his concern palpable. “You okay there, Maestro? You’re looking a little pale. How’s your back?”

“My back is fine.” Of course, it twinged, just slightly, at that very moment, but that didn’t make him a liar. A slight echo of discomfort was fine. Bach forced a smile as he waved the other man off. He gave a nod to Haley, one of his top research assistants, who looked as if she were thinking about asking if he needed help. She glanced at Elliot, who nodded a reassurance, so she didn’t stop.

“I’m fine,” Bach repeated as Elliot turned to look at him. “But it was a difficult night.”

“I heard. Let’s get you into a room—”

“Not yet,” Bach said. “I still need to—”

“Fall on your face in the hallway? I don’t think so. Kyle,” Elliot called to one of the nurses hurrying past them toward the ER, “let the med team know I’m putting Dr. Bach into exam room one. And round up Doctors Diaz and Mackenzie—I want a full on them both tonight.” He turned back to Bach. “I was coming to find you anyway. It’ll be just as easy for me to ask some debrief follow-ups and to give you a sit-rep while we’re checking your vitals.”

Bach didn’t argue, because he knew it had to be done. He’d already filed a preliminary report on his way back to the Institute, but he’d known there’d be additional questions because he’d been purposely vague.

And he had some questions, too. “How’s Nathan Hempford?” he asked as he preceded Elliot into room one—just a few convenient steps down the pristine and sterile-looking hall.

“Nuh-uh,” Elliot said. “I go first. You know the drill.”

Bach did. Still, he had to know. “At least you can tell me about his family. Are they okay?”

“They’re fine, but you were right about the three-year-old. She has a mild concussion. We’re monitoring that.” Elliot was also monitoring Bach closely, watching to make sure he didn’t do a nosedive as he took off his overcoat and hung it on one of the hooks by the door, kicked off his boots, and stripped down to his T-shirt and shorts—a prerequisite for a full, detailed medical scan.

With Dr. Obermeyer’s cutting-edge technology, it was possible to do what many doctors called a shortcut or jot scan—with a patient fully clothed and in motion.

But a full, detailed medical scan required complete stillness from the patient, and as few layers of clothing as possible. It took anywhere from one to three minutes, depending on the hardware—which was remarkably quick, considering the information it provided. Blood pressure, heart rate, EKG, full blood work were the basics. It also provided details on any and all illnesses and injuries, including broken bones and soft tissue damage.

Unlike standard hospital med scanners, the equipment at OI had been programmed to include information that most of the medical community still thought was bunk—like the patient’s current integration levels.

Not that Bach’s levels ever changed.

Still, the medical team here at OI was nothing if not thorough.

“Computer, access EZ,” Elliot verbally activated the comm-station as he watched Bach climb onto the hospital bed and lean back. “Prepare full scan of Dr. Joseph Bach.”

“Computer, access JB-one,” Bach told the computer. “Volume off, please.”

There was no need for the computer to go droning on with his scan results.

“Computer, audio notify,” Elliot said, overriding Bach’s command, “any unusual readings.”

“There won’t be any,” Bach told him.

Elliot gave him a sunny smile. “Getting an official, documented verification of that from your med scan will make me tremendously happy. Now, stay still.”

Bach didn’t. He sat up. “First, just … Tell me if you think Nathan’s got a shot.”

“He does,” Elliot said. “You know that. They all do.”

Of course, that was just Elliot being optimistic. They’d yet to save a single jokering addict here at OI. But one of these days, they’d unlock the mysteries of this devastating drug. Bach knew that Elliot was certain of that.

“Brain damage?” he asked.

“Undetermined.” Elliot paused. “But likely.”

Bach already knew that, too, and he nodded. And then he sat back and held still, and the scanner clicked on.

“Hempford definitely double-dosed,” Elliot said, as he checked the test results that were already filling the computer monitor. “And as far as we can tell, the drug was from the same batch we’ve been seeing over the past few months. That shit is strong, and shit’s the scientific term, Doctor. Part of the filler is some kind of electrolyte sports drink and blah blah blah. I’ve already zapped you a file of my report.” He glanced over his shoulder at Bach. “Somehow you always get me talking first. If I didn’t know myself better, I’d wonder if you weren’t jedi-ing me. These aren’t the droids we’re looking for. My questions for you, Obi-Wan, are more along the WTF line. Like, seriously? Hempford was immune to everything you threw at him, except this mojo you described as a projected wall of pain?”

The scanner chimed as it clicked off, and Bach sat back up and shook his head. “He was immune to everything we tried throwing at him,” he said, reiterating the wording from his own report. “There wasn’t a lot of time for experimentation. The reason we knew to try projecting pain was because, early on in the altercation, Mac injured her ankle—pretty badly, I think. You should check, it might even be broken.”

“She kinda needs to show up for that, but do go on. She injured her ankle and …?”

“Because Hempford was a force-bender, Mac was getting hit by everything I was throwing at him, and she couldn’t handle that and shield her pain. At least not during that initial burst when she was first injured.” Bach rotated his own ankle at the memory. It was fine now, but he, too, had gotten a taste of the intense burn. “The joker apparently wasn’t able to block her pain or bounce it back toward us, so once we figured that out, we blasted him with everything we had.”

“Physical pain.” Behind his dark-rimmed glasses, Elliot’s blue eyes were skeptical. “And that was enough to knock him out?”

“Has Mac submitted her report?”

“Answering a question with a question,” Elliot observed, turning to lean against the comm-station, his arms crossed. “Very interesting. No, she has not. And what, pray tell, will I find in Dr. Mackenzie’s intentionally brain-numbing dry list of facts when she finally does get around to doing her paperwork?”

“It wasn’t just physical pain. It was …” Bach just said it. “Emotional. Also.”

Elliot blinked once, but wisely didn’t comment. Instead, he turned back to the computer, checking the final results of Bach’s med scan.

“Knowing Mac, she might not mention it,” Bach continued. “But I’ve been thinking about it, and … It’s important that you know.”

“Science over privacy, huh?” Elliot said. “I’m not sure I’d be willing to play that game.”

“I trust you,” Bach told him.

“I’m honored,” Elliot said, glancing at him again. “But you know—and you do know—that if this turns out to be relevant, it’s going to have to go into the official report.”

And that was, indeed, the very opposite of private.

“With that said,” Elliot continued, “my next question is about the specific nature of—”

“That,” Bach interrupted him, “isn’t important.”

“I disagree,” Elliot said evenly, as he crossed the room and tossed Bach his pants. “The memories of emotional pain caused by being bullied as a child light up different sections of the brain than, say, memories of pain caused by the death of a parent. And that’s different, too, than—”

“I lost the only woman I ever loved,” Bach said as he slipped on his jeans and fastened them. When he said it aloud, it seemed so simple, but it was, in truth, far more complicated. He stood up and crossed toward his sweater, pulling it over his head before adding, “She died, in part because of me, in part because of circumstances beyond my control. I accept that and forgive myself, but that doesn’t make it any easier to live with. And that’s … all you need to know.”

Again, Elliot tried to hide his surprise, but then he just gave up. “I’m so sorry, Joseph,” he said. And he was. Bach could feel the sympathy radiating off of the man.

There was envy there, too. For years, Elliot had been in a marriage that he’d thought was rock solid, when in fact his husband, Mark, had cheated on him repeatedly. It had been three years since their divorce, and Bach knew that Elliot was still wounded. He’d come to the conclusion, though, that Mark simply hadn’t been able to love Elliot—at least not the way that Elliot had loved Mark. Or so Elliot had told Bach.

“I’m sorry, too,” Bach said as jammed his feet back into his boots. “I take it I’m cleared to leave.”

“You’re showing signs of slight dehydration, and your blood sugar’s a little low,” Elliot reported. “It’s not out of normal range, but I know you better than the computer does. You’ve also got some blood vessel constriction—again very slight. But it makes me think there’s a migraine out there with your name on it, so heads up.”

Bach nodded. “I’m already aware of that, and adjusting.”

“Your back’s fine.”

“I know.”

“There’s bruising on your left cheekbone,” Elliot told him, “but it’s fading fast. When was the last time, I wonder, that you took a hit to the face?”

A good question. “A long time ago.”

“I’ll bet. Knowing this guy was able to get in a shot like that is alarming,” Elliot said. “And speaking of alarming? Here’s a fun fact about tonight’s joker: He wasn’t a frequent flier. Tonight was his very first injection.”

Bach looked sharply at the other doctor.

“Yeah,” Elliot said, drawing the word out.

“He jokered,” Bach needed to clarify. “He went completely insane—on his first ever injection of Destiny? You’re certain of that.”

“We’ll test him again,” Elliot said. “But three times so far, the answer’s been yes.”

“That’s … not good.”

“I hear you,” Elliot said with an equal amount of grim. “Oh, and something else came in that you’re going to hate. I mean, if you allowed yourself to. You know, hate. And yes, I find myself stalling …”

This was going to be bad. Bach made himself breathe. “Just tell me.”

“Promise you won’t hit me with a wall of pain and fry my brain?”

“Not funny,” Bach said.

“Yeah, it kinda was,” Elliot pointed out. “The joke being that’d you’d just randomly start unleashing your heretofore unacknowledged inner darkness and—”

“Did I actually fry Hempford’s brain?” Bach had to ask. “Because Mac got hit by it, too.”

“You take things so literally,” Elliot said. “And no. The drugs fried his brain. But you definitely added a jalapeño garnish. I doubt, though, that it was something Mac couldn’t handle. Although it would be nice if she came in so we could check her out.”

Bach just waited.

And Elliot finally said, “Nika Taylor, age thirteen. The Twenty who popped to the top of your to-recruit list of Potentials? Her sister just filed a missing persons report with the Boston Police. The girl vanished on her way home from school today.” He moved toward the wall station. “If you want I can …”

But Bach shook his head. He didn’t have to use the computer to access the file. He knew exactly which girl Elliot was talking about. Out of the dozens of recently identified candidates for OI’s training program for thirteen-to-fifteen-year-olds, Nika Taylor had an incredible natural talent, and by far the greatest raw potential. She’d appeared on Bach’s list a mere hour before the police had called, asking for that assist with Nathan Hempford.

Out of all of the bad news this night had brought, this was the worst.

Nika Taylor’s abduction—and it was an abduction, Bach didn’t doubt that for a moment—meant that the very bad people who manufactured Destiny, the drug that was illegally distributed and sold to hapless fools like Hempford, had access to the same information that Bach and the Obermeyer Institute did.

Not only that, but they now apparently got that information hours earlier than OI’s analysis team.

Bach jammed his arms into his overcoat, because impending migraine be damned—he was going back out into the night. “Send the girl’s home address to my car’s GPS.”

“Already done,” Elliot said, raising his voice as Bach went out the door. “Food and drink, Maestro! And do me a pretty and call Mac? She’s ducking my calls, but maybe she’ll talk to you. I want her butt in here, and I want it now!”
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“Hey, babe, I’m …” Home, Mac had been about to say. Except Justin wasn’t there. And he wasn’t merely out with some friends for the evening. He was gone—and he’d been gone for at least several days. And he’d been annoyed with her when he’d left. She could still feel his lingering frustration as she stepped into the apartment—his emotions had been that strong.

She limped farther inside and closed the door by leaning on it. She’d stopped at the drugstore on her way here, and she tossed the bag with her purchases on the sofa, even as she reached for her phone to check her messages.

Bach, Diaz, and Elliot had all called within the past twenty minutes. It was a no-brainer that they were looking for her—they knew she’d been hurt.

Her intention had been to make a quick pit stop here and kill two birds with one stone—get Justin to stop whining by delivering him some immediate gratification, and get her ankle healed to a level where she wouldn’t be benched for days or even weeks.

She scrolled past Elliot’s latest text—Where ARE you?—and went back through several days’ worth of messages from her OI co-workers to last Wednesday, where there had been three missed calls from Justin, all in a row. She’d made note of it at the time, but had been too busy to listen, let alone call him back. Going backward chronologically, she saw that he’d also called on Tuesday, twice, and once each on Monday, Sunday, Saturday, and last Friday.

Those calls had all slipped past her radar. Damn, she was a shitty girlfriend.

It was possible he’d gotten a job out of town, maybe even gone on tour.

Justin was an actor, and even though he’d been going on auditions steadily since he’d graduated from Emerson College last year, he’d yet to get more than a callback, so she was skeptical. Still, there was a first time for everything.

Fingers crossed, Mac started with his most recent message, highlighting it and putting the phone to her ear to listen.

“It’s me.” Justin sounded pissed off, which was usually the way his phone messages went. No news there. “I didn’t want to do this via voice mail, but since you’re not going to call me back or even bother to stop by, I don’t have much choice, do I?” He took a deep breath. “Look, I met someone at work—Sandi. I told you about her—she worked the drive-through? At first we were just friends, but then … I didn’t mean for it to happen, but it did, and … God, Mac, you know how much I appreciate all you’ve done for me. And I can’t quite believe I’m doing this, but … Sandi’s great, and she actually wants more from me than the random booty call, so …”

This was entirely Mac’s fault. She’d put too much faith in her power to enthrall, combined with Justin’s selfishly opportunistic greed, and she’d let too much time lapse between her visits.

“Her dad manages a Big Box, back in Ohio, outside of Columbus, and he can get me a job,” Justin’s voice mail went on. “I suck at being an actor, and I suck even more at being a fry-cook, so … I’m going to Ohio with Sandi, and … I’m sorry, Mac. I really am. I didn’t want to tell you like this. I hope … Well, I hope, someday, that you find what you’re looking for.”

And with that, he ended the message.

Truth was, he wouldn’t have told her any other way than over the phone. If she’d called him back and he’d asked her to come see him …?

All she would have had to do was step through the door, and he’d instantly be dazzled, all of his childish petulance gone. He’d be like, Sandi who? In fact, last time Mac had been here he’d brought the other girl up in conversation. But then he’d looked a little puzzled, as if he’d forgotten what he was going to say about her.

Mac hadn’t thought twice about it. It was all just part of what they did whenever she showed up. Justin told her what he’d been doing since they’d last connected—usually not a lot—and she … Well, she gave him a list of excuses—all true—for why she hadn’t called, why it had been so long since her last visit. Work was crazy, she’d had to travel, and this time she’d even lost her phone. And even though he never really understood, he forgave her.

Always.

And then the talking part of their visit was over and he would drill her. There wasn’t much that Justin was good at, but when it came to sex, he was a natural.

The last time, it had happened right on the kitchen table. He’d swept the clutter off onto the floor, as she’d laughed and kissed him back and sent him into orbit, too.

The table was clear again now—the entire place was tidy, the garbage was out, there were no perishables rotting in the fridge. He’d cleaned up before leaving, which was so not a typical Justin thing to do that Mac was pretty certain this Sandi girl had been involved.

Part of her still couldn’t believe that he’d actually left. He’d left. But his clothes were gone from the closet, and he’d taken the quilt off the bed—the one that his grandmother had made. He’d left his cell phone behind on the bedside table—no doubt because Mac had bought it for him.

He’d also left her last month’s electric bill—another expense she’d always picked up, along with the rent.

She stashed both items in the pockets of her cargo pants as she stared at the bed, wondering if he and Sandi had …

Okay, don’t go there. She could feel the girl’s presence in the apartment. She could practically taste the bitch’s happiness, but it was more about going home. Or maybe not. She was finally going home, and Daddy would love Justin, but not half as much as the way she loved Justin when he—

Yeah, he’d had sex with Sandi-with-an-i in that bed. More than once. Nice.

It made her think about Tim, and she hated thinking about Tim—or her father, or her father’s third wife and Tim’s mother, Janice. None of whom Mac had seen or even e-mailed in over a dozen years.

Mac limped back into the living room, well aware that she’d thought about Tim every time she’d visited Justin. It had been impossible not to. It sucked, and she would have stayed away, if she didn’t need to use the sex to help her heal. Yeah, that was why she’d come here as often as she had.

It certainly hadn’t had anything to do with real emotion—with anything as laughable as love.

She knew that Justin didn’t love her. He’d never loved her. Instead, she’d inadvertently used her crazy-ass Greater-Than mental powers to make him think that he did, to make him want her, to desire her. She’d charmed him, dazzled him, entranced him. And then she’d given in to temptation, hating herself for her weakness, and kept him like a self-walking, self-feeding puppy in this apartment that she’d paid for, telling herself that he was using her as much as she was using him.

And every now and then she’d dropped by to get shagged and adored by the kind of guy who would never have adored her, let alone been faithful, had she not been a Greater-Than.

There’d been a time, before Mac had learned to use and control her talents, when out of sight very literally meant out of mind. She’d discovered at an early age that when she was with a man—any man—she had the power to make him want her, ardently. But as soon as she walked away, those feelings vanished—instantly forgotten. Over the years, that had changed. She’d not only learned how to control her powers, which, most of the time, kept total strangers from following her down the street, tongues hanging out. But she’d also developed her skills to the point where a lover could well remain charmed and faithful for weeks.

Justin had pursued her—relentlessly—when she’d first met him. She’d tried to shut him down, but he hadn’t let up. And she was probably going to go to hell—if it existed—for not being strong enough to walk away. Although she did pay for her sins by letting him live here for free.

But now he was gone.

Mac left the apartment, locking the door behind her, and as she went down the stairs that led out to the street, she jarred her ankle hard enough to bring tears to her eyes, despite her ability to block physical pain.

Yeah, that’s why she was crying. Her fucking foot hurt. God, she was a pathetic idiot, weeping over some stupid man.

Justin hadn’t really meant all that much to her, either. If he truly had? She would’ve left him—a long time ago.

Mac went down to the sidewalk, jamming her hands into her gloves and then her pockets, because even though it was spring, the night wind was cold. Hunching her shoulders, she limped toward Kenmore Square, unsure of her long-term plans—what to do with the apartment now that Justin was history, how to deal with her injured ankle—but dead solid when it came to the next twenty minutes of her life.

She was heading to the nearest bar on Beacon Street—a dive called Father’s that had been there forever.

It had been one total hellfest of a night, and she needed a drink.

[image: ]

Shane was winning when she walked in.

His plan was a simple one: spend a few hours here in this lowlife bar and win enough money playing pool to take the T down to Copley Square, where there was a cluster of expensive hotels. Hit one of the hotel bars, where the women not only had all of their teeth, but they also had corporate expense accounts and key cards to the comfortable rooms upstairs.

But drinks there were pricey. Shane had spent his remaining fifty-eight seconds at the Kenmore comm-station checking menus, and he knew he’d need at least twenty dollars just to sit at the bar and nurse a beer. Fifty to buy a lady a drink. And expense account or not, you had to be ready to start the game by buying the lady a drink.

But then she walked in—or rather limped in. She was smaller than the average woman, and slight of build. She’d also injured her foot, probably her ankle, but other than that, she carried herself like an operator. She’d certainly scanned the room like one as she’d come in.

Which was when Shane had gotten a hit from her eyes. They were pale and he couldn’t tell from this distance whether they were blue or green or even a light shade of brown. But the color didn’t matter, it was the glimpse he got of the woman within that had made him snap to attention—internally, that is.

She looked right at him, gave him some direct eye contact, then assessed him. She took a very brief second to appreciate his handsome face and trim form, catalogued him, and finally dismissed him.

Of course, he was playing the role of the hick just off the turnip truck—he would have dismissed himself, too, had he just walked in.

Shane watched from the corner of his eye as she sat at the bar, shrugged out of her jacket to reveal a black tank top, then pulled off her hat and scarf. She was completely tattoo-free—at least in all of the traditional places that he could currently see.

Her light-colored hair was cut short and was charmingly messed. But it was the back of her neck that killed him. Long and slender and pale, it was so utterly feminine—almost in proud defiance of her masculine clothing choices, her nicely toned shoulders and arms, and her complete and total lack of makeup.

And Shane was instantly intrigued. He found himself restrategizing and forming a solid Plan B almost before he was aware he was doing it.

Plan A had him missing the next shot—the seven in the side pocket and the four in the corner—which would lead to his opponent, a likable enough local man named Pete, winning the game. After which Shane would proclaim it was Pete’s lucky night, and challenge the man to a rematch, double or nothing, all the while seeming to get more and more loaded.

Because Pete was a far better player than he was pretending to be. Pete was hustling him, and all of the regulars in this bar knew it, and at that point the bets would start to fly. Shane would drunkenly cover them all, but then would play the next game in earnest, identifying himself as a hustler in kind as he kicked Pete’s decent but amateurish ass. He’d then take his fairly won earnings and boogie out of Dodge.

Because if there was one thing Shane had learned from the best pool player in his SEAL team—an E-6 named Magic Kozinski—it was that you didn’t hustle a game and stick around for a victory beer. That could be hazardous to one’s health. Resentment would grow. And resentment plus alcohol was never a good mix.

Plan B, however, allowed Shane to stick around. It gave him options.

So he called and then sank both the seven and the four, then called and missed the two, which put the balls on the table into a not-impossible but definitely tricky setup. Which Pete intentionally missed, because making the shot would’ve ID’d him as the hustler that he was.

They finished the game that way—with Pete setting up a bunch of nice, easy shots, and letting Shane win. Which put five dollars into Shane’s nearly empty pocket.

Which was enough to buy a lady a drink in a shithole like this.

“You’re on fire tonight,” Pete said, when Shane didn’t do an appropriate asshole-ish victory dance. “How ’bout a rematch, bro?”

And Shane wanted to sit Pete down and give him a crash course in hustling, because this was a beginner’s mistake. You never, ever suggested the rematch yourself, not if you’d just intentionally lost the game. The mark had to do it, otherwise the hustle was too much of a con. The mark had to think he was going to screw you out of your hard-earned pay.

Pete’s suggestion made him significantly less likable and more of the kind of sleazebag who deserved his ass handed to him on a platter.

“I don’t know, man,” Shane said, massaging the muscles at the base of his skull as if he’d had a hard day at the construction site. “You’re pretty good. Let me think about it …?”

Pete thankfully didn’t push. “I’ll be here all night. But, hey, lemme buy you another beer. On account of your winning and all.”

Better and better. As long as Pete didn’t follow him over to the bar. “Thanks,” Shane said. “I’m going to, um, hit the men’s and …”

But instead of going into the bathroom in the back, he went to the bar and slid up onto one of the stools next to the woman with the pretty eyes. She was drinking whiskey, straight up, and she’d already ordered and paid for her next two glasses—they were lined up in front of her in a very clear message that said, No, butthead, you may not buy me a drink. She’d also purposely left an empty-stool buffer between herself and the other patrons. And the glance she gave Shane as he sat let him know that she would have preferred keeping her personal DMZ intact.

Her eyes were light brown, but she’d flattened them into a very frosty don’t fuck with me, dead-woman-walking glare. It was a hell of a talent. The first chief Shane had ever worked with in the SEAL teams—Andy Markos, rest his soul—could deliver the same soulless affect. It was scary as shit to be hit with that look. Even to those who knew him well and outranked him.

But here and now, Shane let this woman know that he wasn’t scared and didn’t give a shit that she didn’t want him sitting there, by giving her an answering smile; letting his eyes twinkle a little, as if they were sharing a private joke.

She broke the eye contact as she shook her head, muttering something that sounded like, “Why do I do this to myself?”

Any conversational opener was a win, so Shane took it for the invitation that it wasn’t. “Do what to yourself?”

Another head shake, this one with an eye roll. “Look, I’m not interested.”

“Actually, I came over because I saw that you were limping,” Shane lied. “You know, when you came in? I trashed my ankle about a year ago. They giving you steroids for the swelling?”

“Really,” she said. “You’re wasting your time.”

She wasn’t as pretty as he’d thought she was, from a distance. But she wasn’t exactly not-pretty either. Still, her face was a little too square, her nose a little too small and round, her lips a little too narrow. Her short hair wasn’t blond as he’d first thought, but rather a bland shade of uninspiring light brown. She was also athletic to the point of near breastlessness. The thug he’d tangled with earlier that evening had had bigger pecs than this woman did beneath her tank top.

But those eyes …

They weren’t just brown, they were golden brown, with bits of hazel and specks of green and darker brown thrown in for good measure.

They were incredible.

“Be careful if they do,” Shane told her. “You know, give you steroids. I had a series of shots that made me feel great. They really helped, but ten months after the last injection, I was still testing positive for performance-enhancing drugs. Which was problematic when I tried to earn some easy money cage fighting.”

She turned to look at him. “Is that it? You done with your public service announcement?”

He smiled back at her. “Not quite. I did a little research online and found out that that particular drug can stay in your system for as long as eighteen months. I’ve still got six months to kill.”

“Before you can become a cage fighter,” she said, with plenty of yeah right scorn in her voice. “Does that usually impress the girls?”

“I’ve actually never told anyone before,” Shane admitted. “You know, that I stooped that low? But it is amazing what you’ll do when you’re broke, isn’t it?” He finished his beer and held the empty up toward the bartender, asking for another. “Pete’s paying,” he told the man, then turned back to the woman, who’d gone back to staring at her whiskey. “I’m Shane Laughlin. From San Diego.”

She sighed and finished her drink, pushing the empty glass toward the far edge of the bar and pulling her second closer to her and taking a sip.

“So what are you doing in Boston, Shane?” he asked for her, as if she actually cared. “Wow, that’s a good question. I’m former Navy. I haven’t been out all that long, and I’ve been having some trouble finding a job. I got a lead on something short term—here in Boston. I actually start tomorrow. How about you? Are you local?”

When she turned and looked at him, her eyes were finally filled with life. It was a life that leaned a little heavy on the anger and disgust, but that was better than the flat nothing she’d given him earlier. “You seriously think I don’t know that you’re slumming?”

Shane laughed his surprise. “What?”

“You heard what I said and you know what I meant.”

“Wow. If anyone’s slumming here … Did you miss the part of the conversation where I admitted to being the loser who can’t find a job?”

“You and how many millions of Americans?” she asked. “Except it’s a shocker for you, isn’t it, Navy? You’ve never not been in demand—you probably went into the military right out of high school and … Plus, you were an officer, right? I can smell it on you.” She narrowed her eyes as if his being an officer was a terrible thing.

“Yeah, I was officer.” He dropped his biggest bomb. “In the SEAL teams.”

She looked him dead in the eye as it bounced. “Big fucking deal, Dixie-Cup. You’re out now. Welcome to the real world, where things don’t always go your way.”

He laughed—because what she’d just said was pretty funny. “You obviously have no idea what a SEAL does.”

“I don’t,” she admitted. “No one does. Not since the military entered the government’s cone of silence.”

“I specialized in things not going my way,” Shane told her.

“So why’d you leave, then?” she asked, and when he didn’t answer right away, she toasted him with her drink and drained it. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

“I’m proud of what I did—what I was,” he said quietly. “Even now. Especially now. But you’re right—partly right. About the shock. I had no idea how bad bad could be, before I was … kicked out and blacklisted.” Her head came up at that. “So, see, you’re the one who’s slumming. You could get into trouble just for talking to me.”

She was looking at him now—really looking. “What exactly did you do?”

Shane looked back at her, directly into those eyes as he thought about his team, about Rick and Owen, about Slinger and Johnny, and yes, Magic, too.… “I disobeyed a direct order—which is something I did all the time out in the world, as a SEAL team CO. But this time? It was apparently unforgivable. And that, combined with my need to speak truth, even to power, and my inability to grovel and appropriately kiss ass … It got ugly. In the end, someone had to go, so …” He shrugged, still convinced after all these hard months that he’d done the right thing. “I was stripped of my rank and command—and dishonorably discharged.”

She sat there, gazing at him. His answer had been rather vague and even cryptic, but it was still more than he’d told anyone since it had happened. So he just waited, looking back at her, until she finally asked, “So what do you want from me?”

There were so many possible answers to that question, but Shane went with honesty. “I saw you come in and I thought … Maybe you’re looking for the same thing I am. And since I find you unbelievably attractive …”

She smiled at that, and even though it was a rueful smile, it transformed her. “Yeah, actually, you don’t. I mean, you think you find me … But …” She shook her head.

Shane leaned forward. “I’m pretty sure you don’t know what I’m thinking.” He tried to let her see it in his eyes, though—the fact that he was thinking about how it would feel for both of them with his tongue in her mouth, with her hands in his hair, her legs locked around him as he pushed himself home.

He reached out to touch her—nothing too aggressive or invasive—just the back of one finger against the narrow gracefulness of her wrist.

But just like that, the vaguely fuzzy picture in his head slammed into sharp focus, and she was moving against him, naked in his arms, and, Christ, he was seconds from release as he gazed into her incredible eyes.…

Shane sat back so fast that he knocked over his bottle of beer. He fumbled after it, grabbing it and, because it had been nearly full, the foam volcanoed out of the top. He covered it with his mouth, taking a long swig, grateful for the cold liquid, aware as hell that he’d gone from semi-aroused to fully locked and loaded, in the beat of a heart.

What the hell?

Yeah, it had been a long time since he’d gotten some, but damn.

His nameless new friend had pushed her stool slightly back from the bar—away from him—and she was now frowning down at her injured foot, rotating her ankle. She then looked up at him, and the world seemed to tilt. Because there was heat in her eyes, too. Heat and surprise and speculation and …

Absolute possibility.

“I’m Mac,” she told him as she tossed back the remains of her final drink. “And I don’t usually do this, but … I’ve got a place, just around the corner.”

She was already pulling on her jacket, putting on her scarf and hat.

As if his going with her was a given. As if there were no way in hell that he’d turn her down.

Shane was already off the stool and grabbing his own jacket, as she—Mac—went out the door. Her limp was less pronounced—apparently the whiskey had done her some good. In fact, she was moving pretty quickly. He had to hustle to keep up.

“Hey,” he said, as they hit the street, and the bar door closed behind him. “Um, Mac? Maybe we should find, you know, a dealer? I’m not carrying any um … So unless you have, you know …” He cleared his throat.

She stopped walking and looked up at him. Standing there on the sidewalk, he was aware of how much bigger and taller he was. She was tiny—and significantly younger than he’d thought. More like twenty-two, instead of pushing thirty, the way he’d figured her to be, back in the bar.

Or maybe it was just the glow from the dim streetlight, making her look like youthful beauty and desire personified.

“Why do men have a problem saying the pill?” she asked.

Shane laughed. “It’s not the words,” he told her. “It’s the concept. See, what if I’d misunderstood and—”

“You didn’t. And FYI, this is Massachusetts. It’s still legal here. No need to back-alley it.”

“Well, good. But … we still need … some.”

She smiled, and Jesus, she was beautiful. “Don’t worry, I got it handled.” Her gaze became a once-over that was nearly palpable, lingering for a moment on the unmistakable bulge beneath the button-fly of his jeans. She looked back into his eyes. “Or I will, soon enough.”

No doubt about it, his luck had changed.

“Please promise that you’re not luring me back to your apartment with the intention of locking me in chains and keeping me as your love slave,” he said. “Or—wait. Maybe what I really want is for you to promise that you are.”

She laughed at that. “You’re not my type for long-term imprisonment,” she told him. But then she stood on her toes, tugging at the front of his jacket so that he leaned down. She was going to kiss him and they both knew it, but she took her time and he let her, just waiting as she looked into his eyes, as she brought her mouth up and softly brushed her lips against his.

Shane closed his eyes—God, it was sweet—as he let himself be kissed again, and then again. And this time, she tasted him, her tongue against his lips. He opened his mouth, and then, Christ, it wasn’t sweet, it was pure hunger, white-hot and overwhelming, and he pulled her hard into his arms, even as she clung to him, trying to get even closer.

The world could’ve exploded around him and he wouldn’t have cared. He wouldn’t have looked up—wouldn’t have stopped kissing her.

And through all the layers of clothing, their jackets, their pants, his shorts, and whatever she had on beneath her cargo BDUs—God, he couldn’t wait to find out what she wore for underwear—Shane felt her stomach, warm and taut against his erection, and just that distant contact was enough to bring him teetering dangerously close to the edge.

And by the time he made sense of that information and formed a vaguely coherent thought—holy shit, just kissing this woman was enough to make him crazy—it was almost too late.

Almost. But only because she pulled away from him. She was laughing, her incredible eyes dancing as she looked up at him. As if she knew exactly what he was feeling.

She held out her gloved hand for him, so he took it, and then—bad ankle be damned—she pulled him forward.

And together, they started to run.
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