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ONE

Keira O’Shay flexed and released her fingers around the grip of her Colt AR-15 assault rifle, her mind on the little boy inside the religious-cult compound. The boy she’d been tracking for over a year now.

She squinted through the hundred-and-twelve-degree heat rippling off the hard, dry Nevada landscape. The ranch house and barns of the property danced in watery distortion, shifting like reflections in a house of mirrors.

Fitting. From the very beginning this situation had taunted Keira with reflections of her own twisted past.

Her commander, FBI Senior Special Agent Angus West, leaned his hip against the bed of an agency pickup ten feet away, arguing logistics with the incident commander from ATF while she and her team steamed like vegetables in their SWAT fatigues.

Fucking departmental posturing. Fucking egos. Fucking waste of time.

So much precious time already depleted in briefing, staging, arming, negotiating.

Gunfire cracked through the air, followed by the clang, clang, clang of bullets against metal. The sting of anxiety burned across Keira’s ribs. The half-empty bottle of Gatorade exploded beneath the crush of her fingers, orange liquid drenching her hand. She chucked the shattered plastic at the dirt.

Crack. Crack-crack-crack.

“Don’t return fire, you idiots.” She clenched her teeth to keep her voice low so the team, hovering beneath the shade of a single pathetic Joshua tree nearby, wouldn’t hear. “My boy’s in there.”

Her stomach coiled tighter, something she hadn’t believed possible. She already felt like a bottle of champagne—shaken and still corked.

Enough of this bullshit.

She pushed off the SWAT van that acted as a barrier to the hostilities. The men supposedly in charge had ceased their dispute to watch FBI and ATF agents scuttle among pickups and outbuildings for cover.

“Excuse me, sir.” From beneath the brim of her uniform ball cap, she trained her eyes on Angus. “What are we waiting for? A neon sign flashing ‘Armageddon this way’?”

The ATF leader standing across from Angus sliced her with a critical sneer. One that indicated he had a dick the size of a peanut and had to compensate by making everyone else’s life a living hell.

Angus’s gaze remained locked on the other man, his demeanor controlled as he raised his index finger to Keira.

Don’t push it.

Yeah, she got it. Didn’t even need her clairaudient abilities to get that message as loud as the gunshots across the compound and as clear as the growing risk she faced with every passing moment.

But, dammit, this waiting was killing her. She wanted that little boy. Wanted to see him. Wanted to touch him. Wanted to prove that the kid was real, and that she hadn’t spent the last year of her life chasing a ghost only to end up in the same haunted, hopeless, helpless place she’d started.

She didn’t understand the gravity of her needs. Only that they’d driven her from the moment she’d first seen his photograph. He was important to her. She just didn’t know why. Just as she didn’t know why another vague anxiety gnawed low in her belly. One she’d cued into as soon as she’d stepped onto the scene.

She scanned the landscape again, searching for the source of her discomfort. Clusters of FBI, ATF, local deputies, military personnel, support staff, and vehicles cluttered the staging area. Nothing stood out.

She reached into the front pocket of her jumpsuit for the child’s photo, a talisman of sorts now after all this time. The moment she touched it, a young voice loped through her head.

Thia, edo eeme. Edo eeme. Thia.

Whatever that meant. She couldn’t exactly ask the missing boy’s father why the kid was speaking another language without exposing her clairaudient abilities. And if that happened, she faced an ugly path of workplace inquisitions, governmental psychological testing, probable suspension, and possible termination. If her powers, or more important, the source of her powers, caught the wind, her life and the lives of those she loved would hit the fan.

Keira studied the boy’s face for what had to be the thousandth time over the past year. And wondered, for what had to be the hundredth time in the last few hours, whether she’d recognize him now, three years older than he was in the picture. Would his eyes still be warm and trusting? Would his face still be round and full of color? Would he even still be alive?

Crack-crack-crack. Clang-clang-pfffft.

Keira looked up just as one of her fellow agents, crouched behind a metal storage shed for cover, bucked and pitched backward. She sucked an audible gulp of air. “Oh, shit.” Her stomach clenched and burned. Two backup agents swept in, hooked their hands under the armpits of her academy buddy, and dragged him to safety.

“Was that . . . Connor Royal?” she asked.

“Yes.” Angus pressed his fingers to the earpiece feeding him information over the airwaves as he spoke to her. Sweat glistened on skin the color of fresh ground coffee beans. “It was Royal. Not a fatal hit. They’re bringing him out.”

Nerves split her professional shell. She couldn’t stand it anymore. Screw all this testosterone. “Are you going to send us in or wait for him to kill our whole squad?”

She’d catch hell for the attitude later, in private. Now, Angus focused on Keira with his customary intensity. “Yes. You’re going in.”

The other leader threw his shoulders back. “Now, wait just a—”

Yes! She tuned out the argumentative ATF ass and swung back to signal her team.

Finally. She could get her hands on this kid, turn him over to his father, and get the hell on with her life. And even save a few other lives in the process. Win-win.

“Wait.” Angus put a hand on her arm and signaled the team to hold tight. “This isn’t a rescue mission. Not yet.”

“Sir, you can’t be serious.” She glanced back to make sure the ATF asshole wasn’t within earshot. “There are women and children—”

“I’m dead serious, Keira. At this point, the best way to salvage the lives of those women and children is to take out the shooter. Either by capture or elimination.” He pulled the Colt from her hand and slapped a Remington sniper rifle in its place, then released a five-by-seven photograph from his clipboard and held it out. “This is your target: Andre Rostov. And lose the attitude, would you?”

Her new mission came into sharp focus. Sweat slid between her shoulder blades.

She studied the photo, but didn’t take it. She wasn’t ready.

The man in the image was in his late fifties with nearly white hair and a clean-shaven jaw exposing a fair share of wrinkles and age spots over a plain, expressionless face. Light eyes, a color she couldn’t determine, beamed with intelligence and defiance.

“Rostov’s got another one of our teams isolated at the west end of the main house.” Angus drew her attention. “Pinned between a silo and an outbuilding.”

“Once we pull the kids out—”

“No, Keira.” He had his boss face on. Hard. Demanding. Unyielding. “You are going to take him out of the equation before he starts handing weapons to those kids.”

A shiver tracked her spine. She stepped closer, forced her voice lower. “But, Angus—”

“No buts. This is what you were trained for. You are our best chance of getting this guy before he hurts anyone else.” He pushed the photo toward her. “Do it for Royal.”

She peered toward the ranch house—the lower level windows boarded with shutters, the charcoal gray roof and stark white siding wafting in the inhumane heat.

Yes, she’d been trained. Yes, she could kill in self-defense. But, elimination? Assassination? Murder?

The department picnic two months prior flickered in her head with images of Royal’s young wife and their two toddler daughters.

The fingers of her empty hand curled into her palm and squeezed hard before she reached for the picture. At the first touch, a tangle of sounds and voices snarled in her head. She let them murmur in the background until she was ready to unravel and apply.

That other, unrelated unease resurfaced, chewing at her belly. And it definitely wasn’t coming from the photo. She glanced over the various groups again. Looking for . . . what? What the hell was bugging her on this subversive level?

“We’ll get Tony’s kid out, Keira,” Angus reassured. “But to get him out alive, you’re going to have to remove the threat, and we both know this maniac won’t let you take him alive.”

Yes, she did know. Which was why she wanted to get to the boy so badly. “I understand, sir.”

Keira tuned out the background voices of her colleagues, the rumble of vehicles, the murmur of generators. One by one, she sorted through the sounds: the clink of glass, bubbling liquid, a ringing timer. When none of those made sense, she focused on the disjointed voices. Control group ... placebo . . . quantitative results . . .

The skin over the back of her neck tingled. “Angus, are you sure about the intel on this? A religious group?”

He pulled his attention from a map spread over the hood of a pickup. “Why?”

One more check of Rostov’s picture, just to make sure . . . Absolute measure . . . controlled environment . . . clinical trials. . .

“I just . . .” Hear voices that tell me it’s wrong. How fast did she want to lose her job and land in a pink padded room wearing a straitjacket? “Look at him. Not much of a Koresh look-alike. I mean, come on, he’s no cult leader.”

“It was your research that led us here.”

“To find the kid. I knew it was a commune of some sort, but I never said it was a religious compound.”

“Well, others have, and it’s a moot point anyway. He’s now shooting and holding hostages.”

And she’d been entrusted with this boy’s safety. Angus was right. The underlying purpose of this ranch didn’t matter anymore. What mattered was rescuing a child from a nut job. Reuniting a loving father with a stolen son. She’d seen the court custody papers, the ex-wife’s psych evaluations. Now, she’d all but proven the abuse allegations.

Angus yelled at the ATF commander, huddled among other bigwigs, “My sniper’s ready. Get me your best agent to guide her in.”

Sniper. Keira’s lip lifted toward a grimace.

“Ransom, suit up.” The man’s growl stilted the conversation of several agents loitering around the back of an ATF van. “You’re going in.”

Keira’s brain was still pushing around sniper, searching for a comfortable fit in some unused crevice when the name registered.

“What?” she asked Angus. “Who?”

“I don’t know. Someone named—”

“Ransom,” the asshole yelled again. “Get moving. You’re babysitting the Feebs’ prima donna.”

Ransom? Her stomach jumped and went icy hot.

The hostage she’d vowed to rescue and the cult leader she’d agreed to kill faded in her mind, replaced by memories of a man she hadn’t heard from in three years. A man who shared her complex past and still secretly held far too much of her heart.

Lord, she could not afford to think about Luke right now. Besides the name had to be a coincidence, because Luke was not an ATF agent. He was a fire captain in northern California. He wouldn’t be at a government-run siege in the Nevada desert.

Surely there were thousands of men by the last name of Ransom in the western United States. She scanned the ATF camp, focused on one group of swarming men, and swallowed hard. Okay, maybe hundreds named Ransom who were also tall, well-built, and blond like the one suiting up, his back toward her.

There have to be, because Luke is not ATF. Shit, he’s not.

The man dropped a black bulletproof vest over his navy uniform T-shirt. He leaned down to tighten the holster securing a semiautomatic at his jean-covered thigh and grabbed a Ruger submachine gun handed to him by a colleague.

Keira’s stomach jumped. Jesus, the fluid movements, the tilt of his head . . . they created a delicious, familiar pressure in her chest. Which terrified her. Please, no. Please, no. Keira held her breath as the man pivoted toward his commander.

Before he’d fully turned, her stomach bottomed out. She knew the slant of that cheekbone. Knew the angle of that chin. Knew the slope of those lips. In fact, every inch of her body knew that mouth.

No! Dammit. Luke is not ATF.

But denial couldn’t erase the fact that he stood yards away, just as striking as the day she’d left him for the academy. Same intense blue eyes. Same long legs. Same wide shoulders. Same commanding presence.

Same Luke.

“Screwed. I’m so screwed.” Keira turned her back before Luke spotted her. Not to hide—far too late for that. Just to regroup. Just to get herself together before she faced him.

Angus looked up from his map. “What?”

“This vest is screwed.” She yanked at the canvas-covered Kevlar as her heart scrambled for a dark corner. “Who last wore this thing, a two-year-old? It’s choking me.”

He turned from the truck and took hold of the straps, tugging to test the fit. “It’s fine. Fits perfect.”

“Then why the hell can’t I breathe?”

“It’s called anxiety and it’s totally normal. Relax, O’Shay.” The hint of a pride-filled smile turned his dark lips. “You’re the best in the nation.”

“Don’t start bragging.” The thought made her cringe. “You know how guys go all weird when they hear that.”

Angus’s attention locked on someone behind Keira. Luke. She knew. Her guts knew. She could feel him, as if his presence physically compressed her lungs until she could drag in only a wisp of air on each breath.

Angus sidestepped her with his hand out in greeting. “Agent Ransom, you’re going to be taking care of our sharpshooter. And I promise you, she does not have an ounce of prima donna in her blood.”

She?

The word popped into her head from nowhere, vibrating like an echo. The same way thoughts from images played beneath her skull. God, it was happening already. She hadn’t even spoken to him, hadn’t even looked him in the eye, and her powers were rising like a kite in high wind.

Keira’s eyes closed. She allowed herself a split second of dread, of doubt, of pain, before she drew all her strength into her core. Then she envisioned a metal door shutting out every agonizing memory and secured the shield before facing the men.

Luke’s clear blue eyes dropped from Angus’s face to Keira’s. Her stomach sizzled as his gaze held hers. His flat, impersonal expression lasted two full seconds before shock set in. The reaction would have been comical if it hadn’t been so quickly followed by a look of heated, almost sickening, contempt.

Her psychic armor took a heavy hit.

“Don’t let that sweet face fool you, Agent Ransom,” Angus said. “Mobile targets, mobile platforms, extreme distance, night shots, you name it, O’Shay will hit it. She’s a pit bull.”

For an extended second, his eyes remained steady and unblinking on her face. A deep vertical line pulled between his brows, as if someone had smacked him upside the head and he hadn’t quite recovered.

He hadn’t had a haircut in months, hadn’t shaved in at least two days, hadn’t been using enough sunscreen. And he looked . . . amazing. Absolutely mind-numbingly amazing.

Asshole.

“Yyyyyeah. You could say that.” His tone suggested an unsavory subject. He squinted at Angus. “Sir, can I have a word?”

Goddamned sonofabitch. Keira’s millisecond of admiration splintered, and the hurt and anger from their past boiled to the surface. “If you have something to say, Agent Ransom, say it to my face.”

Luke’s eyes reconnected to hers with a cold snap. He shifted his weight and cocked his hip, a move she’d once found sexy but which now struck her as arrogant.

“Okay, Agent O’Shay.” He put the same venom on her title as she had on his. “Are you qualified to do this job, or are you just a pretty face for the news cameras? ’Cause I’m risking my ass here, and I’m sure as hell not doing it for you.”

Air siphoned into her throat with the sucking sound of a gut-punch. Her stomach responded with a painful hitch. After so much time, he could still stab her right in the heart.

That came out really fucking wrong.

The thought drifted from Luke, but his expression remained unchanged. And after that greeting, he didn’t deserve the benefit of the doubt.

She forced the imprisoned air out of her lungs. Refused to wince at the pain centered beneath her ribs. And faced Angus.

“I’m not going to recite my résumé for this . . .” Pissant. “If he doesn’t trust me, get someone else to take me in.”

The ATF commander invaded the group. “Problem here?”

“No.” Luke’s chin went up. Stubborn sonofabitch never changed. “No problem.”

“Then get on with this before that fucker starts throwing bodies out windows.”

Luke’s boss stomped toward their camp, wiping the sweat from his bald head with a handkerchief.

Keira pulled off her ball cap, tossed it on the hood of the truck, smoothed her hair into a ponytail, and pulled on her helmet.

“Keira,” Angus said, “is there a problem here?”

Hell, yes. “Nope.” Two could play this game. “I don’t give a flying fuck whether he goes or not. I can handle this on my own.”

You always could. Never needed anyone. Sure as hell never needed me.

Luke’s thoughts pierced her skull. She gritted her teeth and forced them out. Luke Ransom’s head was the very last place on earth she belonged.

“Play nice, Keira,” Angus directed in low tone before refocusing on the map and circling an area of the main building with his dark finger. “We have reports of your target in this area. If you position yourself here”—he tapped the paper—“you have opportunities for shots here and here. This is your point of entrance. This your exit. Got it?”

Keira nodded once, her gaze scouring the floor plan she’d already memorized.

Angus dropped a hand on her shoulder. “Alive is preferred. Dead is perfectly acceptable.”

Ice spread through her belly, but she met his intense eyes. “Yes, sir.”

“Your call sign is Sniper Six.” He gave her a gentle push off. “Be careful out there.”

“Yes, sir.” She started toward the building without waiting for Luke. Her legs pumped hard in an effort to put space between them, but he caught up to her in seconds.

“Keira.” He pulled her around by the arm. “What the hell is going on?”

Her lungs decompressed on a whoosh of air. Three long years she’d imagined all the possible ways they might connect again. What they might say. How it might go. None ever slumped to this level. So many daydreams wasted. So many fantasies shattered.

She dug in her pocket for the two photos. The first landed against his chest with a satisfying thump. “This is the man I’m going to either capture or kill.” When he took the photo, she hit him with the second. “This is the kid I’m going to find and rescue. Keep your eyes open. If you spot either one, signal me. And stay out of trouble, Ransom, ’cause you’re not on my favorites list. I have enough to think about besides saving your sorry ass.”

She started toward the ladder leading to the roof again. Luke easily kept pace with her. “When did you become a fucking sniper?”

The dig pinged off her psychic shield, leaving a dent. Everything he did, said, thought, left a dent. “Probably about the same time you became a fucking ATF agent.”

A local deputy stood at the base of the metal ladder, securing it against the building. “Be careful up there.”

“Will do.” Keira slanted the strap of her Remington over her chest and whipped the weapon around to lie against her back.

“Watch where you’re throwing that thing,” Luke groused behind her.

“If I did,” she shot over her shoulder, “it would break your perfect nose.”

She scaled the ladder with ease. With cool metal beneath her hands, her quads pumping as she ascended, bittersweet memories of her years as a firefighter flooded her mind. The fact that Luke now tailed her only shoved her into a time warp. And as soon as they landed on the rooftop together, crouched and ready to attack, their three years apart evaporated. No two people worked together better—professionally, if not personally.

Only now they weren’t focused on drowning a fire. They were hunting a psychotic Russian cult leader holding hostages. Kevlar replaced turnouts, subguns replaced Pulaskis, helmets replaced breathing apparatus. Easy reminders of the bizarre event that changed their lives. All seven members of their hazmat unit had gone into that firefight as ordinary people. Six had emerged permanently altered. One hadn’t survived. Keira often wondered if he had been the lucky one.

Focus. Get in, hit the target, find the boy, get out.

She scuttled across the roof toward the single window along the second-story wall, planted her back against the peeling paint, and searched for Luke. He was right there, mirroring her position on the opposite side of the glass.

Despite the intel Angus insisted was accurate, something felt wrong. Wrong location. Wrong target. Wrong . . . something. And Keira couldn’t tell if the sensation was expert intuition or some enhanced psychic ability, which was really annoying.

She eased forward, glanced through the window. No one inside the bedroom-turned-office, but the laboratory set up in the corner explained all the sensations Keira had received through Rostov’s image. Sink, microscope, slides, test tubes, beakers, floor-to-ceiling glass-fronted cabinets filled with chemicals.

What the hell?

The thought wasn’t Keira’s, although it echoed her own. Luke also squinted through the glass, studying the mini-lab.

She tilted her chin toward the radio speaker on her shoulder to check in with Angus and pushed the TRANSMIT button.

An explosion rumbled through the opposite end of the main building, as if Keira’s action had detonated a bomb. Her heart punched toward her throat. In mirror reflex actions, she and Luke braced themselves against the wall. When the roar of the explosion dimmed, she tried again.

“Sniper Six to base. Update. Over.”

“Base to SS.” Angus’s cool tone crackled over the radio. “Target has relocated. Hold for intel. Over.”

“Dammit.” She dropped her head back against the siding, just a second to catch her breath.

Is she really the best shot? What the hell is going on here?

Luke hadn’t spoken. At least not out loud. He still peered around the corner of the building, watching the fire.

“Yes,” she snapped. “I really am the best shot, and you are—evidently—still the jackass who thought I’d fall on my face when I joined the Bureau.”

His head snapped around with a what-the-fuck? expression, then eased. “I will admit to the jackass part, but for the record, I never expected or wanted you to fall on your face.” His eyes narrowed. “Are you reading minds now?”

“Don’t be an idiot. Even if I were, which I’m not, your mind would be the last place I’d inhabit.”

She darted to Luke’s side and followed his gaze around the wall toward the opposite end of the compound. A twenty-foot section of the two-story building in the distance spit flames from every window. Black smoke rolled toward the sky, and somewhere deep inside the structure, sparks surged like a fiery volcano. Cobalt blue sparks. The kind she’d only seen one other time in her life. Five long years ago.

She’d been with Luke then, too.

That reality overwhelmed her. The questions, the repercussions, the complications so vast she simply couldn’t process them in the moment. She knew this incident was about to change her life, yet she had no idea how. And, worse, she had absolutely no control over that change. She was on a raft thrown in the rapids with no oars. Hold tight for the ride. Pray you don’t drown on the trip.

Every priority in her life altered. Instantly.

Screw following orders. Screw killing Rostov. She had to find that boy.




TWO

Keira jabbed at the radio on her shoulder. “SS to base. Update. Over.”

She needed more intel to locate the children. This ranch house was a sprawling campus of additions and outbuildings, silos and barns. The kid she’d come for could be anywhere.

“Base to SS. Abort mission. Repeat, abort mission and return to base. Over.”

“That’s more like it.” Luke started for the ladder, reaching for Keira’s sleeve when she didn’t immediately follow. “Come on, Sniper Girl. Party’s over. We’ll figure this out on the ground.”

“No.” She pulled back. “I have to find that kid.”

“Keira.” Luke’s voice fell to a warning tone. “Think about this. You and me on top of this inferno, that lab, those sparks. You think this is all coincidence? Are you sure there even is a kid?”

Damn him. She hated the way he dug into her insecurities. Worse, she despised the fact that he could be right. “Not everything in life is a conspiracy, Luke.”

But because she fully realized this could be one of those times, Keira crouched, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly as she closed her eyes. As the chaos around her faded, she laid her palm against the black-asphalt roof shingles. The tiles burned from hours searing in the sun and singed her skin. She blocked the pain. Focused. Listened.

Screams rattled inside her head. The screams of a child. Or . . . children. She winced, searching for their origin—present or past? To be sure these were voices and not her own memories, she searched deeper.

I’m scared. I wanna go home.

Where’s my mommy? I want my mommy.

Definitely statements from the present. Aside from I’m scared, those words would never have come out of Keira’s mouth as a kid.

Which meant the children were still inside these burning buildings.

A rolling wave of fear rocked through her, leaving nausea in its wake. Not her fear. The collective fear of the children inside. It tilted her equilibrium and she fell forward, hit the asphalt with her knees. Fresh sweat broke on her face in one burst of dampness. She sucked at the hot desert air to keep from retching.

“Are you okay?” Luke’s voice came from over her shoulder.

Anger helped distract her from the queasiness. Why so many new powers all at once? Why here? Why now? Even back when she and Luke had been far more connected, her powers had never ramped this aggressively.

She ignored the nagging questions and listened harder, searching through the cries and screams and voices for something more.

Take the children to the south tower.

A man’s voice. With an accent. Russian accent. Rostov. Things were finally falling into place.

Protect Mateo with your life.

Keira siphoned a breath. Mateo. He was here. Alive.

When she opened her eyes, Luke was still there, hovering. “And the verdict is?”

“The kids are here,” she said. “They’re moving to the south tower.”

She evaluated the next roofline, connected by slanted, steaming asphalt, then turned back to Luke. “Look, this isn’t your fight. Follow orders. Get back to camp. Until I know nothing more can be done, I’m going to stay. I can’t just leave them.”

Anguished indecision creased the corners of his eyes as he squinted toward the south tower. Those intoxicating blue eyes she’d seen in laughter, love, ecstasy, agony, anguish, fury, and finally betrayal.

She wondered, in that fleeting moment it took him to make the decision between duty and conscience, if he still believed she’d betrayed him in the end. Not that it mattered. Nothing would erase the years of regret that dogged her whenever he crossed her mind.

But the past was the past. She had enough demons to deal with. And there would be more if she didn’t get moving.

She pushed to a crouch, resting hands on knees until her head was solid and her stomach was steady.

“If it’s your fight, it’s my fight.” Luke used his weapon to gesture toward the other roofline. “We stick together, right? I’ve got your back.”

A fist of warmth clenched at the center of her body. She knew he wasn’t taking on her personal fight. Nor was he following through because he cared. This was loyalty. This was honor. This was sticking with your partner to the end, the way Royal’s partner had gone back under fire and dragged him to safety.

She jogged across the roof’s heated shingles, her focus homed in on the south tower, but another of Luke’s thoughts slipped beneath her skull.

This decision better not haunt me for the next three fucking years like my last one.

Her feet stumbled. She stopped and twisted around. “What?”

“Keep moving.” He shoved her forward. “And stay out of my head.”

The radios on their shoulders squawked simultaneously. “Base to SS,” Angus’s voice crackled over the line, his Cajun accent emerging with his increased frustration. “Repeat, abort mission and return to base. Over.”

Keira snapped her scattered brain cells into place and responded as she ran south. “SS to base. Headed toward south tower in search of hostages. Over.”

“Base to SS. Negative. I repeat, negative. Get your ass back here, Keira. Over.”

She cringed and picked up speed. The faster she found the boy, the faster she could obey his orders and return.

She reached a dip in the rooflines and leaped from one slanted surface to the other. Luke followed, without pause, without question. He’d always been the best partner, dependable, supportive, loyal. Until everything changed.

By the time she crouched at the window, Luke stood on the opposite side, looking tattered and sexy as hell sporting his rifle and that goddamned semiautomatic strapped to his thick, muscular thigh. Why, why, why did she find that so . . . hot?

Because she was freaking depraved, that’s why.

“Base to SS,” Angus rasped in her ear. “Come in. Over.”

“Damn.” Irritation rolled beneath her skin. “He’s relentless.”

Luke smirked. “No wonder you two get along so well.”

“Ha-ha.” She hit the speaker with one hand and wiped at the sweat drenching her face with her other forearm. “SS to base. Over.”

“Keira.” Anger shook her boss’s typically controlled tone. “Get. Your. Ass. Back. Here. Now. Over.”

All she could do was placate and stall. “Yes, sir. Over.”

Keira peeked through the glass. Children filed into the room like good little soldiers, ranging in age from toddlers to teenagers. Two women flanked them at the front and end of the line.

“Oh, my God.” Excitement surged. “They’re here, Luke.”

“Do you see the kid you came for?”

“I can’t tell from here.”

Another woman entered the room with a tray of Dixie-size white cups and passed them out to the children.

“Oh, no. No, no, no.” She pushed the speaker on her radio. “SS to base. Two dozen children identified in south tower. Request rescue operation. Over.”

Several moments passed with no response while gunfire continued to echo through the compound.

Luke peered back into the window. “What are they giving them?”

“I don’t think I want to know.”

Looks like a fucking Jonestown rerun to me.

Luke’s thought resonated with Keira, both intellectually and emotionally. “Like a Jonestown-slash-Waco rerun.”

His gaze shot to Keira’s face. “What the hell? You are reading minds. That is just . . . wrong. Besides, it’s creepy. Knock it off.”

“Base to SS,” Angus cut in. “Report back to base for rescue briefing. Over.”

“Like hell.” She wouldn’t let these kids drink poison just so those testosterone-laden ego-mongers could sit around and make a pretty little plan. “SS to base. No time. Children in immediate jeopardy. Going in. Request air support. Over.”

She sidestepped closer to the entry point, flipped the butt of her rifle toward the window, and sent Luke a quick look. “Watch yourself. Glass coming.”

With little more than a rough plan in mind—break in, separate women and children, evacuate—she lifted the gun overhead.

Before she had a chance to swing, the window exploded from the inside. The house rocked beneath her feet. Glass sliced the air. A rush of searing heat body-slammed her backward. She went airborne. Thoughts flipped through her mind, fast, disjointed. Hold on to the gun. Was Luke hit? Don’t drop the gun. If I live, I’m so getting fired. Don’t let go of the gun. Please let Luke be o—

She hit hard on her back, knocking all thoughts from her mind. Her rib cage compressed like a sponge. Air squeezed from her lungs. Pain paralyzed her spine and limbs. She skidded across the roof. Hit another vertical surface. Bounced off. Rolled. A brick chimney blurred in her vision on the downward slide. The rifle butt stabbed her stomach. Don’t ever release your weapon. She tightened her fingers around the Remington. Her knuckles scraped. Burning asphalt tore at her knees. And she kept sliding.

The edge of the steep roof appeared in her head, followed by a thirty-foot drop. Panic sliced in her chest. She struggled for traction, digging with her boots, clawing at the roof with the rifle. Smoke muddled her sense of direction. Pain stabbed through the right side of her head. Gravity dragged her toward the roof ’s edge.

Her legs plunged over the side. Swung free. Her hips dropped off. Her belly. Her chest.

This is it. Free fall.

She squeezed her eyes shut. Held her breath. Braced for the hit.

The clank of metal vibrated in her head like a gong. Quaked through her hands, down her arms. But no free fall. No hit.

Swinging. She was still swinging. She opened her eyes and made one last desperate grab for something, anything, to hold on to. Her hand hit metal. She curled her fingers. Held fast. Looked up.

The sky above lunged with furious charcoal billows of smoke. Flames spiked along the roof’s edge. Her fingers gripped a rain gutter lining the eaves, her Remington wedged between metal and wood. A perilous savior.

Never release your weapon.

In this case that advice had saved her in an entirely different way than her academy instructor had intended. But she wasn’t out of trouble yet.

She glanced down, assessing the risk of letting go and falling as she’d been taught to minimize injury. Only, the ground below her was littered with old lawn mowers, buckets, engines, appliances, tools. If she dropped here, she’d probably break her neck.

The muscles in her arms burned. Fingers slipped on sweat. Vision faded at the edges.

She closed her eyes and opened her mouth. “Luuuke!”

Nothing came back but the crackle of fire, the whoosh of smoke.

A whimper bubbled up her throat. Fear for Luke pressed in, adding to her panic. If he was hurt because of her damned need to push forward when they’d been ordered to retreat . . .

No. She couldn’t face that now. Ever.

She’d have to take her chances in the junkyard and drop. Regroup. Search for Luke—

A hand closed around her wrist. She sucked a breath. Looked up as another hand clamped over her opposite forearm. Big, strong, warm hands. Luke’s hands.

Relief pushed a mewl from her chest.

He shimmied to the edge of the roof on his stomach, squelching the flames directly beneath him. Fire burned around his arms and shoulders but didn’t catch the cotton tee or scorch his exposed forearms. He remained untouched. Sooty, sweaty, but otherwise untouched. She knew his powers, had seen them in action before. But now found herself wondering if he’d also experienced an increase in his abilities during their short time together.

“Climb!” he ordered.

Shit. She didn’t think she had the energy to climb. But neither did she have a choice. She tightened her stomach muscles to get her feet swinging, building momentum. With her fingers knotted in Luke’s forearms, she threw her leg up and over the edge of the roof. Luke released one of her hands, grabbed her thigh, and jerked her the rest of the way onto the angled surface.

“Oh, my God.” She didn’t let herself experience the shock hovering at the boundaries of her mind, for fear it would take over. “Are you hurt?”

“Me? You’re the one who almost fell to your death.” He breathed through the words. “Are you hurt?”

“I . . .” She mentally scanned her body, wincing at all the pains bursting to life in the wake of the adrenaline rush. “Don’t know. Give me . . . a second.”

“We don’t have a second. Rescue’s here.”

The familiar roar of fire filtered in, as did the continued gunshots and mini-explosions throughout the compound. But the whap-whap-whap of helicopter blades drew her gaze up.

“Let me have a quick look.” Luke bent over her, intercepting her view of the circling Black Hawk.

His experienced hands unlatched her helmet and swept over her skull, down her neck, across her shoulders. The touch infused her with confidence, easing the stress. Her gaze held on the pulse at his throat, strong, fast. Familiar. And she imagined she could still feel it beneath her lips as they’d made love.

“Hey. What’re you doing?” He snapped his fingers in her face, startling her out of the drift. “Don’t go out now. If you make me throw you over my shoulder and hoof you back to staging, I’ll drop you at the feet of your team. You’ll never live it down.”

He patted her arms, picked up her hands, and sucked air between his teeth. “That’s going to hurt like an SOB in a few hours.”

The warm, tingly, feel-good sensation flowing through her skin everywhere he touched was replaced with irritation.

“Everything’s going to hurt like an SOB in a few hours.” Worst of all, her heart. She’d made a point of avoiding contact with him for a reason. Recovering from this run-in would not be fun.

“I’m okay.” She pulled away from his touch and tucked her feet underneath her, pushing up with significant effort. “Or I will be.”

Which brought her mind back around to the reason she was on this roof in the first place.

“Let’s get into position,” Luke said. “They’re picking us up.”

She was going to argue as soon as she gained her feet, but then she straightened and looked over the roof peak. Her gaze locked on the second story of the building where she and Luke had been standing just minutes ago. The explosion hadn’t just broken the window. It had blown out the entire wall. In the gaping hole, fire chewed at the drywall and two-by-four remnants.

The kids. Oh, God, the kids.

“No. Oh, God, no.”

“You can’t help them now.” Luke directed her to the peak of the roof where the helicopter hovered for retrieval.

Screams vibrated in Keira’s head. Real or imagined? Past or the present? She needed answers before she left this roof or she’d never sleep again.

“I have to check.” She broke from his hold, met his eyes, pleading without restraint. “I have to. Please.”

“Keira—”

A high-pitched scream raked across her skin. A girl, no more than eight or nine, stumbled out of the room and onto the roof. She held her arms out to the sides, and fire crawled from her shoulders to her fingertips, like wings of flame.

Shock succumbed to instinct as Keira patted her chest, searching for something to smother the flames. She fumbled for the straps on her vest. But before she got them unlatched, Luke swept by. He enveloped the girl in his arms, using his body to snuff the fire. When the flames were out, the girl collapsed against him, unconscious.

He carried her toward the rescue location. Overhead, the army Black Hawk maintained its float within the angry smoke, the propeller creating a windstorm of debris and embers. The crew dropped a litter out the open door, another helicopter hovering nearby with snipers perched on the ledge of each opening, covering the first.

Luke settled the injured girl into the metal basket as more victims emerged from the fiery pit. A young Hispanic boy carrying an even younger child, both cut and bleeding. A Caucasian teenage girl, blood soaking her blond hair and white shirt. Several African American elementary school-aged kids, stumbling and screaming. All covered in soot. Some with charred clothes and skin.

But no Mateo.

She guided the victims toward Luke and the chopper, all while praying Mateo would miraculously appear. But he didn’t.

“Keira!” Luke’s call came muffled in the chaos surrounding them. “Let’s go.”

She peered into the fire, searching for the sweet little face she’d come for. With her hands cupped around her mouth, she yelled as loudly as she could. “Mateo!”

Luke swung her around by the arm. “Dammit. Get to the chopper.”

“But—”

“But nothing. This place is going to—”

His gaze snapped behind her.

Keira felt Mateo with a quick, sharp tug at the center of her chest. She swept around and settled her eyes right on him, where he lingered in the background.

“Mateo!” She gripped Luke’s arms. “Luke, he’s alive. He’s there. Right there.”

Luke’s gaze skipped between Keira’s face and Mateo’s. Right behind a ten-foot wall of flames.

“That doesn’t matter for you.” She didn’t even try to hide the fact that she’d read his thoughts. “Please, Luke. I can’t explain it, but I need him.”

A flash of irritation darkened Luke’s eyes before he yanked from her grasp. “When did you get so into kids?”

That was low, but she didn’t care. Because he strapped his rifle over his back and headed right toward that ten-foot wall of flame. Only one example of why she hadn’t been able to get him out of her mind or her heart.

“Base to SS,” the radio on her shoulder chirped. “Target sighted headed your direction. Mega firepower enabled. Repeat, mega firepower. Over.”

Luke must have heard the transmission the same moment Keira did because he pushed into a run just as a man came sprinting through an inside hallway, directly toward Mateo.

Rostov. Wild eyes flashed with menace. Soot-blackened hair stood on end. Forehead bled in rivulets. And several machine guns lay strapped over his chest. One clutched in his hands.

Luke reached for the semiautomatic at his thigh.

Rostov aimed his weapon at Luke’s chest and screamed, “Noooooooooo!”

Muscle memory flexed Keira’s arms before she made a conscious decision. Rostov appeared in her crosshairs before she decided to aim. But when her finger squeezed the trigger, she was one hundred and fifty percent invested, mind, body, soul.

The familiar pump to her shoulder delivered an almost indescribable sensation—a mix of triumph and vengeance. The target jerked, stumbled backward, and dropped.

Perfect.

A second later, Luke also dropped.

Not perfect.

“Luke! No!” Fire exploded in her chest as if she’d been hit. She sprinted, dropped to her knees, and swept her hands over his body, searching for the injury. “Luke. Luke. Talk to me. Luke, Jesus Christ, Luke!”

His golden lashes brushed his cheekbones, drifting up, and exposing glazed blue eyes.

A wash of agonizing relief softened her bones. “Okay, good. Stay with me, now. Where are you hit?”

“Ve-vest,” he rasped. “Hit me . . . in the vest.”

She let her hands rest for a split second. Let her eyes fall shut. Let the relief sink into every cell. Thank you, God.

She pulled at the hem of his shirt, slipped her hands beneath, and palpated his chest and belly. She found his skin intact. No sticky, warm wetness seeping from any wounds. And despite the dire situation, the hardness of muscle, the softness of skin, and the warmth of his body registered in an elemental part of her mind. He felt good. Really damn good.

He caught one of her hands. “Help . . . me up.”

She pulled him to his feet. Then suddenly remembered—Mateo. She whipped toward the still-burning building so fast, she nearly fell over. “Ma—”

Something gripped her leg. Heat trailed up her thigh, trekked through her torso, and tied around her heart. The scar low on her back pulsed and she looked down into a big, soft pair of eyes she knew. Mateo.

“Tó’ksera óti tha erhósoon gia ména, Thia.”

 



Given the circumstances, Luke wasn’t sure he wanted to know how the boy had found his way around—or through—the fire and to Keira’s side in bare freaking feet and without a scratch on him. He appeared out of the smoke like an apparition, wearing nothing but a pair of shorts.

He was small, maybe three or four years old. Yet he remained silent—no tears, no screams. Hardly a flicker of emotion—except for the clear light of terror lingering in his big, dark eyes.

As soon as he grabbed Keira’s pant leg, she swooped him up, and he latched on to her neck with both arms as if they belonged together. As if they’d been waiting for each other.

“Oh, God, I was so worried,” Keira mumbled into his hair.

The instant affection set off a firestorm of questions in Luke’s head. For a frightening instant, he wondered if the boy was hers, but he quickly calculated the numbers and they didn’t work. He and Keira had still been together a little over three years ago, and considering her aversion to children had been the wedge between them, Luke was certain this boy was not her son. But if not hers biologically, then what the hell was he to her? And what did he have to do with this situation?

Resentment tangled with suspicion, but his questions would have to wait.

This time, when he pulled her toward the chopper, she didn’t resist. She held the boy tight, one arm wrapped around his bare back, the other holding his head securely against her shoulder.

As they approached the rescue site, a crew member dropped a ladder out the open doorway, the metal rungs rolling toward them like red carpet. The thought of scaling that thing while it whipped in the maelstrom of chopper blades made the pain in Luke’s torso throb, but he knew the last child he’d lifted into the chopper wouldn’t have been stable enough to move from the litter.

He tightened his muscles against the ache, grabbed the bottom of the ladder, and held it firm. At the top, one of the crew started down, tethered by a harness.

Luke grabbed Mateo around the waist with his free arm. “You’re going to have to let go of him.”

“I’m not the one holding on.” She pushed at the boy’s chest, but he clung tight.

“Honey, you have to let go,” she yelled over the noise. “There’s a man at the top. He’s going to help you.”

The sweet talk didn’t work. The kid didn’t budge. And Luke hit his patience limit. He wanted to get the hell off this roof and out of this compound.

With the weight of the other man holding the ladder steady, Luke released the rung and pried the boy’s arms off Keira’s neck. When he lifted the kid away from her body, Mateo squirmed like a wildcat separated from its mother. Battling a forty-pound child into the arms of army rescue strained every screaming muscle in Luke’s body.

Out of breath, pain rocketing through him, Luke lunged for the bottom rung again as the rescuer ascended with Mateo strapped into the harness.

“Get up there,” he said.

Keira searched Luke’s eyes, then laid a hand on his chest. “You go first. I can’t sit up there knowing you’re down here.”

Heat penetrated his Kevlar, slid under his skin, and eased the ache floating beneath his rib cage. The one that never went away, no matter how hard he worked or whom he slept with. But he didn’t need to get kicked in the gut again. He could only survive her abandonment once in his lifetime.

“You’ve got blood oozing everywhere,” he said. “You’re injured . . .” I need air. I need to get my head on straight. “Just go, dammit.”

After a second of indecision, she took hold of the ladder and climbed. She scaled the rungs like a chimpanzee—effortless, skilled, almost acrobatic. The Bureau SWAT team had definitely honed the skills she’d already cultivated as a firefighter: climbing, rescue, marksmanship.

She tumbled into the chopper, turned, and hung out the side waiting for him to ascend. And in that moment, looking up at her, so warrior-princess-like covered in blood and soot, Luke experienced a deep pang of pride for all she’d accomplished and a wicked stab of guilt that he had tried to stop her from reaching her full potential.

He took a couple deep breaths, readying himself for the climb, and started up. Knowing Keira waited at the top spurred him on, and when he came into reach, she gripped his forearms and dragged him into the chopper the same way he’d drawn her back from the roof ’s edge.

Luke rolled to his back on the chopper’s steel floor and breathed through the pain.

Keira retreated to one side of the cargo space and pulled off her helmet as the boy scrambled into her lap. She tugged the band out of her hair and shook it free. The long, dark strands fell around her face, giving her that soft, tousled, sexy look she’d always had after they’d made love. That memory combined with those that had invaded his brain on the roof—ones that almost seemed to have come from Keira herself—kicked up that familiar ache in his chest.

The kid fisted his hands in her jumpsuit, curled his arms and legs into his body like a turtle, and buried his face against Keira’s shoulder as if he wanted to disappear into her.

Keira’s troubled gaze focused on the opposite side of the space, where a crew of medics provided emergency care for the other children. The stench of charred skin wafted through the cabin, replaced by fresh smoke as the blades whipped and lifted them into the air.

Luke pushed himself up to sit. The crew member who’d helped pull him in, a young Hispanic man, his head shaved to the skin, poked at Luke’s vest. Luke looked down to find the man’s finger engulfed in one of the bullet holes.

“Armor-piercing bullets.” He lifted dark brown eyes to Luke’s face. “You cheated death, man.”

That reminder burned into Luke like a hot poker. An intense panic that often invaded after-the-fact and warped the mind waited at the edges of his mind for the perfect ambush. “My lucky day, I guess.”

But he doubted it.

As he rolled to his knees and crawled to Keira’s side, he slid one hand beneath his vest to feel the backside where the bullet should have—correction, had—penetrated. It lay flush with the Kevlar, the smooth metal cool in contrast to the canvas. The Kevlar hadn’t stopped the bullet, Luke’s skin had. The vest hadn’t saved his life; being with Keira, which had amped his powers and created an impenetrable skin, had kept him alive.

He’d lost those enhanced abilities when Keira left three years before. The sensation had been agonizing, as if his life essence was draining. His powers had grown weaker each day until he’d been left with nothing but his basic resistance to fire.

Now, within a few hours of proximity to her, he was once again bulletproof.

Unnerved more than he wanted to admit, he eased to a spot beside Keira, leaned against the wall, and braced his boots on the floor.

Her sparkling blue eyes narrowed with concern. “I thought you weren’t injured.”

“Just sore.” He avoided focusing on her by watching the boy. “Who is the kid?”

Keira’s eyes flicked away. “The son of a coworker.”

“Whoa.” Heat flared, which was good. Anger was so much easier than longing. “You’re going to lie to me? Now? Seriously? Did you forget who you were talking to? What’s wrong with him?”

She tried to pull away from the boy, but he stayed plastered to her body. “What do you mean? Is he hurt?”

“No, I mean what’s wrong with his mind? He hasn’t made a sound.”

Her shoulders relaxed, but she slanted him a glare from beneath her lashes. “You’ve been off a fire engine too long if you can’t recognize signs of shock.”

An explosion from below rocked the helicopter. Luke dropped an arm around Keira, bracing her against his body. Kids screamed. Medical supplies spilled from their bins and slid across the cargo area.

“What was that?” Keira looked up at him. She was an inch away, her blue eyes strikingly bright against her soot-stained face. Instinct urged him to drop his head. Feel those perfect lips against his. He couldn’t count the number of fantasies he had of doing just that over the years, but intellect told him that would be the most asinine thing he’d done in his entire life. Her breath fanned his cheek, tingled down his neck, and tilted his mind off-line. “Luke? What’s wrong?”

He refocused and found her inspecting his face. The chopper banked hard right. Luke’s gaze drifted past her shoulder and caught on the destruction below. The entire compound blazed. But what held his attention was a silo at the west end of the property where purple flames shot skyward. Neon purple flames. Peppered with cobalt blue sparks arcing out in every direction.

What the hell?

“What? What’s—?” Keira’s gaze followed his. “Oh, my God.”

Luke’s mind flashed back five years to the incident that had changed their lives, and he saw it all again as if it were happening in the moment—the fiery interior of that military warehouse, the barrels igniting, the explosion. All seven members of their team jetted through the air like missiles. Keira lying next to him on the concrete—twisted, bones broken, turnouts torn, skin charred, unconscious. And those bright purple flames and cobalt sparks spitting in the background just before the darkness closed in on him, too.

Fresh sweat collected along his forehead, his upper lip. What wasn’t she telling him?

“I don’t know anything!” Keira answered his unspoken question with such conviction, he almost believed her. “I swear. I don’t know.”

Kakee andras.

They both looked down at the boy. He peeked up at them from his hiding spot against Keira’s chest.

Kakee andras.

“What is he saying?” Luke asked.

Keira’s head jerked toward Luke. “You can hear him?”

Realization hit him with a jab to the sternum. The boy hadn’t spoken aloud. Now, not only was she reading minds, she was putting shit into Luke’s head.

She tightened her arms around the boy, her hand drifting over his long, gold-dusted curls. “I’m not putting anything into your head. Do you see me drilling holes into your already-Swiss-cheese-like brain and pouring words in?”

She turned to yell at the pilot over her shoulder, dislodging Luke’s arm from where it was still wrapped around her. “Where are we going?”

“Mercy Medical Center,” he called back. “Closest trauma center with a burn unit. ETA five minutes.”

She settled back against the metal wall and glared at Luke. “And—just for the record—I’m not reading your mind. You’re projecting. I can’t help it if you’re thinking loud enough to be heard over a goddamned atomic bomb.”

“Sure, let’s make it my fault. That’s easy.” He sat up and angled to get a better view of the destruction receding in the distance as the chopper cut through the sky. “But speaking of atomic bombs, you can start explaining now.”

He pinned her with his don’t-fuck-with-me glare, but followed her lead on volume. “I want to know what this kid has to do with all that chaos. What the hell is really going on down there. And how the hell I got wrangled into this mess.”




THREE

Luke only half-expected a valid response to his demand, so it didn’t surprise him when Keira pushed back instead.

She narrowed her eyes and leaned away, as if the distance gave her a better perspective. “Who the hell are you? You sure as shit never talked to me like that before, and you have even less right to talk to me like that now. So curb your attitude, Agent, unless you want a big fat harassment write-up in your personnel file.”

“Save it for someone you scare, Agent, ’cause it sure ain’t me. We both know something ugly is going on here. Considering this involves me on a personal level, I’m owed an explanation.”

She snorted a disgusted laugh. “Good luck with that.”

“You’ve still got a talent for top-shelf sarcasm.”

“Reserved for the privileged few who earn it.”

He’d had enough banter. “Listen—”

“No, you listen. I am not one of your ATF groupies. I do not respond to your orders. You have obviously forgotten that you are no longer my supervisor—not that I ever listened to you when you were, but that’s beside the point. You have also forgotten that I don’t like being bossed around.” Her voice dipped in warning. “Let me assure you, that hasn’t changed.”

A wave of respect washed his anger down a notch. He couldn’t remember the last time someone talked back to him on or off the job. All his relationships after Keira—if they could be called that—had been more about distraction than challenge. And watching her eyes sparkle at him with attitude and force now, he realized how much he’d missed it. Damn, he’d loved that spunk. That independence. The way she never let him get away with any bullshit. It still pissed him off, but with an edge of excitement that flipped a switch on his sorry-assed life.

He took a slow breath to tame his temper. “You have also, evidently, learned the politically correct way to tell someone to fuck off.”

One edge of her mouth kicked up. “And you have evidently learned to read between the lines.” But as quick as it came, the humor died away, leaving a suspicious frown. “How did you get in on this incident?”

“I was deployed with our ATF Special Response Team. We were notified early this morning.”

Her eyes went distant. He’d already tried to figure out how they’d ended up here together. Tried to make the pieces fit the moment he’d recognized her face, a second after the shock of her boss’s introduction had worn off. But he needed a lot more information to make the connections. Connections he would try to pry from her again at the hospital.

Out the open doorway, the medical center’s helipad came into view. Before the chopper even hit the ground, personnel swept in and a rush of triage ensued as transporters whisked the injured children through the open emergency room doors.

Once all the critical patients had been taken to the trauma bay, Luke, Keira, and the boy were hustled into a curtained cubicle in a deserted section of the ER and temporarily abandoned.

Grateful for the break, Luke stood at the curtain and watched the action down the hall. He needed a minute to get his head on straight. Only the more time he had to think, the more questions and suspicions cropped up.

Keira sat on the gurney, still holding Mateo. The developing glaze in her eyes made Luke uncomfortable, as if she were turning inside herself. He’d seen it before. And he’d experienced firsthand her panic attacks that usually resulted.

Distraction had always worked best to divert her attention from whatever had dragged her in. What that had been, he didn’t know. She’d never wanted to talk once she’d emerged from the terror. In the past, his distraction of choice had been sex. But as nice . . . amazing . . . as that would be now, it was no longer an option.

“How old is he?” Luke asked.

“Um . . .” She looked up, dazed. “Five. I think.”

“You know there’s something wrong with him, right? No normal kid is this quiet.”

“He’s been through hell and back—literally.” Her eyes cleared, but her fire was still missing. “I don’t expect him to act like a normal happy-go-lucky kid.”

“Not happy, just normal. He hasn’t so much as squeaked and he doesn’t have a scratch on him.” Luke crossed his arms. “So let’s start at the beginning. Who is he? Where is he from? And how did you get caught up in . . . whatever this really is?”

“I told you.”

He ticked off arguments on his fingers. “One, nobody risks their life for the kid of a coworker. Two, this kid was in some type of commune where the same chemicals that fucked us up were burning. Three, he’s not normal. Four, us-here-together, after three years?” He lifted his hands and let them drop against his thighs. “Come on. You think I’m—”

“An idiot?” she finished, that familiar energy renewed. Finally. “You don’t really want me to answer that, right?” Her chin dipped in a sign of dwindling patience. He’d seen that before, too. “My coworker, an FBI analyst, was in a custody battle for his son when his ex-wife abducted the boy and ran from commune to commune, seeking protection behind religious walls. We tracked him here, and when social services served a warrant for Mateo’s return, Rostov went ballistic. And here we are.”

Bullshit.

“If you aren’t going to believe anything I say, why ask in the first place?” She stood, dug in the pocket of her cargo pants, and pulled out a cell phone. “I’ve got better things to do than argue with you.”

He swiped her phone away. “You can’t just read my goddamned mind and act like it’s nothing. When did that start?”

She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling in mock thought. “Hmmm, let’s see. Oh, yeah . . .” She looked him right in the eye. “Today. With you. Not exactly what I needed, Ransom.”

“Now it’s my fault that you can read minds?”

“How about you? You heard Mateo’s thoughts. When did that start?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. Her hand snaked out and snatched the phone back.

“Who are you calling?”

“My boss. That okay with you, Agent?” She punched numbers and put the phone to her ear.

“Hey, Angus, it’s me. No, I’m okay. Few bumps, bruises, you know. ”

She listened as her boss spoke. Luke watched her shift to a more professional persona as she straightened her shoulders, tightened her jaw.

“Yes, sir,” she said. “The target has been eliminated. Yes. Thank you, sir. Yes, I have the boy. I’ll call Tony now and—He is? But I told him not to come until I knew for sure—Yeah, I know he’s excited.” Another shift. A little smile on her mouth. “He’s a really cute kid. I know. Tony’s going to flip when he sees him. Yes. Thanks. Okay. Will do.”

She hung up, still smiling. Jealousy slammed Luke like a fist. He had no right to badger. No right to question. No right to anything. But he couldn’t keep it in.

“Tony?” he scoffed. “Coworker, my ass. Tony’s your—what would you call him? Boyfriend? Lover? Fiancé, maybe? You can’t be married. I would have heard about that. And Mateo is his kid. Yeah. This all makes more sense now. Why don’t you just call it like it is?”

She stared at him with brows drawn tight. “Maybe because you think you’ve got it all figured out already, and once you’ve got that stubborn mind of yours wrapped around an idea, no explanation will pry it loose. Ever think of that?”

“There is one thing I’d really like to know.” And it gnawed a hole in his gut. “Why risk everything for this kid, but abandon Kat? What does he have that Kat didn’t?”

What does Tony have that I didn’t?

Her thick-lashed eyes narrowed. “Abandon Kat? Abandon. . . ?” She clenched her jaw. “How dare you? I love Katrina. I tried to be what she needed, what you needed. You’re the one—”

She sucked in air and held it a long second. Then shook her head. “I’m not doing this with you. Not here, not now. Not ever.”

“Excuse me.” The soft voice sounded distinctly out of place. In the curtained opening, a young woman stood holding two duffel bags. She was in her mid-twenties, dressed in scrubs. “Sorry to, um, interrupt, but, someone dropped these off for you. Agents Ransom and O’Shay, right?”

“Right,” Keira said. “Thanks.” She cleared her throat and moved forward with forceful, angry strides, taking her own bag.

The woman flinched as if she thought Keira might bite her. “Okay. No problem. There’s a shower in the doctor’s lounge that you can use, right down the hall and around the corner. Dietary is sending up some meals, and um, and the volunteers are looking for some clothes for the little boy.”

Keira gave one swift nod. “Sure. Appreciate it.”

Luke waited until the girl disappeared, then said, “Jesus, Keira. The poor thing nearly peed her pants.”

Keira whipped his way. Even tattered, bloody, and carrying a little boy, she still looked as formidable as any one of Luke’s fellow ATF agents at their fiercest. “I’m going to get this boy cleaned up for his father. Then I’m going to take a very long, very hot shower, which will hopefully relax me so I don’t rip your damn head off when I get back. I suggest you also think about taking a powder, because if that attitude is still in place when I’m done, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

 



With her duffel slung over one aching shoulder and Mateo cradled in the other throbbing arm, Keira strode toward the doctor’s lounge.

“Goddamned sonofabitch,” she muttered under her breath. “Pissant piece of shit. Stupid, smartass, arrogant fucking asshole .”

She pushed the lounge door open and, thankfully, found it empty. Then she turned toward the bathroom door on her left, tucked between two vertical rows of metal lockers, fighting the tears glazing her eyes.

One hard shove and she closed and locked the door at her back, then turned and collapsed against it. Slow deep breaths. That’s all she needed to hold it together. Slow deep breaths.

Mateo’s hand settled against her cheek. “Min kles, Thia.”

Maybe it was his sweet voice or the understanding tone, but those unknown words from this unknown boy broke her last barrier. The tears she’d been holding back rushed forward, filled her eyes, and spilled over her lashes.

I won’t do this. I won’t.

But the emotions washed through in a tidal wave. She’d killed a man—without second thought, without hesitation. She’d almost fallen to her own death off a fiery roof. She’d nearly watched the boy she’d spent a year searching for burn to death. Luke had been shot right in front of her eyes. And to top it all off, after not seeing him for the three longest years of her life, they couldn’t stop sniping at each other for ten damn seconds.

Nothing made sense. Everything was out of control. Her tight, cohesive world was falling apart.

“Dammit,” she whispered, burying her face in Mateo’s soft curls.

As if sensing she needed him, the boy clung tight. He remained silent, but she swore compassion and sympathy and a certain calming essence radiated through his little body and melded with hers. Or maybe it was just the flood of tears that left her feeling wrung out.

Either way, after a five-minute crying jag, her thoughts cleared. She was left with the migraine-type hangover of blurred vision, a head like a sandbag, and a dull, steady throb in her brain.

Keira squeezed the wetness from her eyes and took in the room. Sparse, utilitarian, clean, and stocked with hospital-grade white towels and washcloths. Even a rolling cart of first-aid supplies.

She sat Mateo on the counter, wincing at the pain in her arms and torso.

Keira glanced over the boy’s head toward her reflection in the mirror and paused at the zombie-like image. Her skin was covered in soot, streaked with sweat and blood. A few nasty lacerations made her wince: one on her forehead over her eyebrow, another angled down the opposite side of her chin, and a nice, deep one across her cheekbone.

“Crap.” She pushed her hair out of her eyes and turned her head to get a better look. The cut was jagged and filled with grime. “That is so going to scar.”

She immediately thought of Teague and relaxed. Her former teammate’s healing abilities had come so far in the last year. If anyone could speed her recovery and limit the scarring, Teague could.

The thought of healing brought all her other aches and pains into focus, and she had the urge to strip and shower to uncover all the damage. She should have a couple things x-rayed, too—like her entire spine, rib cage, skull . . . hell, might as well just radiate her entire body. Those chemicals she’d been exposed to years ago had surely already ruined her.

But first things first, she needed to examine the boy beyond a simple once-over.

“Okay, buddy. Let’s get a look at—”

He smiled directly into her eyes, and Keira lost every thought. This was the first time she’d gotten a really good look at him.

Achingly adorable, he reminded Keira of a cherub, complete with round cheeks and bow-shaped lips. Long, thick eyelashes trimmed wide eyes. A dimple indented his chin. And his hair, a golden brown beneath the soot, created a fierce halo of curls, the strands as soft as fleece.

She didn’t see the boy’s father, Tony, anywhere in his features. But something about the little guy . . . felt . . . familiar. An intangible warmth created a dull glow beneath her breastbone, a feeling she’d only had in the best of times with the friends she’d adopted as family—the members of her former firefighting team and their families.

“Stand up, buddy.” She lifted him until his bare feet landed on the countertop, leaving black smudges. “This place is going to look like a fire scene when we get out of here. They’ll be sorry they let us use it.”

She focused on his body, scanning his bony shoulders, his thin chest where his skin outlined his ribs, the indentation of his flat belly that should have been round and healthy. “Little scrawny, aren’t you? Didn’t they feed you in that sick place?”

She knew about going hungry as a kid. About being left alone, in the dark, in the cold. About being hit, kicked, cut, burned. And she didn’t even want to consider how poorly he’d been treated.

After inspecting him, she found no hint of previous abuse, no scars or misshapen limbs. And even after today’s trauma, she couldn’t find a bump, a cut, not even a bruise.

Protect Mateo with your life. Chemicals. Purple flames. Blue sparks.

An eerie ice developed at her core and spread outward.

“Iremise, Thia mou.” Mateo touched her face. Heat spread from his fingers, penetrated her skin, drifted to the cold spot, and warmed it immediately, leaving her with a pleasant buzz, as if she’d had one glass of wine too many.

Luke’s gift and Teague’s gift rolled into one?

The thought held for less than a second before she laughed at herself. Mateo laughed, too, even though he had no idea what he was laughing at. Unless he also had her gift.

“No.” She drew out the word, smiling into his eyes. “I’ve fried too many brain cells today.”

She grabbed a handful of washcloths, ran the water in the sink until it warmed, and tossed them in. At her feet, she rummaged in her duffel and pulled out her travel toiletry bag.

“Sorry about this, but I’d rather you smell like a flower than an operating room.”

She went through a dozen washcloths, scrubbing every bare piece of skin before she had to do the inevitable: get the kid naked. Damn, what did she know about five-year-olds—period—let alone a boy? Why couldn’t Tony’s kid be a girl? At least Keira could have stumbled through this with a girl. She’d done it for a year with Kat, the last day as awkward as the first.

The thought brought back all her guilt from the past, all the turmoil she’d fought within herself those last months, all the arguments with Luke trying to make him understand. And damn him for questioning her love for Kat. Damn him.

The only way she was going to get through this, the only way she’d gotten through every day of the last three years, was to focus. Mourning the past did nothing but cause pain. Crippling, debilitating pain.

She scooped Mateo from the counter and set him on the floor. “Let’s put you down here. It may not change the reality of the situation, but it will change my geographic location to your little boy parts, and the less I see the better. No offense, buddy.”

She peeled off his plain tan shorts and the tiniest pair of tighty whities she’d ever seen and wiped him down.

Something on his skin caught her eye. Before she had even focused on the pale purplish scar spreading over his right hip, down his thigh, and around his buttock, a concentrated fiery throb threaded through the matching scar at the base of her spine.

“Oh, my God.” The words came out in a whisper as shaky as her breathing. “Oh, my God.”

All awkwardness over his nakedness forgotten, she pushed him back a step and scrutinized the mark. No wonder he felt familiar. No wonder those flames had blown purple and the sparks shot blue. She pressed a hand to her forehead.

“Poolaki. ”

The boy’s sweet voice drew Keira out of her dark fog. She looked up at his perfectly innocent face.

Those bastards. How could they?

“Poolaki,” Mateo said again, his single word thick with a Greek accent. His fingers touched the scar. “Birdie.”

“Birdie?” she repeated. The scar did indeed look like a bird. But not just any bird. “Do you speak English?”

His eyes showed no recognition of her question. He simply gave her one of those half-smiles and repeated, “Birdie.”

“Yes, it’s a birdie.” Disappointment deflated her excitement. She lifted her hand and brushed the soft curls off his forehead. “Who are you? Where did you come from?”

Her own questions echoed Luke’s demands in the chopper and brought reality back into sharp focus.

He was Mateo Esposito. Tony Esposito’s son. And Tony would be coming for him soon. Which brought a whole new complication into her life. How would she tell Tony about what Mateo had been through at that compound? How would she tell him that his son had not been a religious refugee, but a scientific guinea pig for the same government Tony had chosen to spend his life serving as an FBI agent? And how would she do it without exposing herself and her entire team and their abilities?

Keira squeezed her eyes shut and covered her face. “Can this day get any worse?”
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