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			Prologue

			James watched his target as they moved all around the restaurant. He wasn’t there to end her life, such as it was, but to get her to a safe house, then go to his own home. There were all sorts of things she was going to be charged with, one of them treason to her own country. When someone sat across from him, he nearly snarled at his sister. Instead, afraid of her, he just ate his soup like he’d been expecting her all along.

			I’m here to take over. He didn’t bother looking up at her. The link they shared had it so that they’d have to never speak out loud if they didn’t want to. Someone has called your boss and said something has happened at your house, and you need to be transported home. Billy broke his leg in a fall from the bleachers at the football field at home.

			By the way she worded it, he knew that not only was there nothing wrong with his son but that she’d already checked it out. When a bowl of the same soup he was sipping was set in front of her, she did what he’d done when he’d gotten his. Paige not only checked it for poisons but also smelled it to find out as well. When she pushed it away, he did as well, and unlocked the clip on his gun and put his hand on it at the ready.

			Why were you called, do you know? She shrugged. Something she knew he hated, and she did anyway. What’s going down here? Anything I’ve done, or you?

			Both of us, as a matter of fact. She was eyeing the room, and he didn’t bother looking too. Something he’d learned a very long time ago about his little sister, she was fucking good at her job. So was he, but he was too cautious, as he’d been told by her several times a day. There are two geeks over by the door. They’re trying their best to blend in, but they’re not fooling anyone. Their language is too perfect, and they’re dressed like peasants. Peasants can’t afford bottled beer or the food they’re eating. Not at the same time, anyway.

			Glancing in that direction, he took in as much as he could in the way of information. She was right, as usual—they were trying hard to blend. Also, he noticed that four other men were watching them and making no bones about how they didn’t like them being there. He thought they were KGB but doubted he was right on that. The Soviet Union had nothing to do with this area, and the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti weren’t the type to carry knives when guns were going to be needed. 

			“I think they’re Feds. It would be just like them to come in and fuck up my day when I had such plans for the evening. Getting laid is far more fun without having someone firing over your head in a sleezy hotel room. Don’t you think?” He just grunted at her. When she smiled, he wanted to laugh with her, but one of the Feds moved. “They’re just going to walk right up to us and give all our hard work a day off too. Mother fuckers. Why is it that one hand, them, never knows what the other hand, us, is doing? Oh well. I’m going to bounce before they get here.”

			Sure enough, the man came and sat down in the chair his sister had only just vacated. Not removing his hand from the gun he had in his hand now, James looked around the room and then into the eyes of the man he was going to have to kill if he had fucked this up for him. Asking him in Russian what he wanted, the man didn’t even know the local language. 

			“I asked you what the fuck you’re wanting by coming in here. You should be sitting behind a desk and pushing shit around that you think you might be doing correctly. What do you want?”

			“I have a message from my boss that I’m to tell you.” He didn’t bother with asking the man who his boss was or even what the message might have been about. Wanting him gone, he looked slightly over the man’s shoulder and into the eyes of his sister. The gun she put in the back of the Fed’s head looked like she was trying her best to make it stay there forever.

			“You’re in my seat, moron.” She spoke French to him. Even he could see he didn’t have a clue on how to answer her. Then she tried any number of other languages she knew, which in his estimation was about all of them. “Who the fuck would send you into a war zone without you knowing a single language other than English? I am taking a fucking big chance here in thinking you might well know that one, but who the hell knows? What is it you want, jerk off? You have less than five minutes to tell me.”

			He didn’t even get that long. Someone darkened the door to the shabby little shithole they were in and tried to kill everyone in there. James grabbed the woman he’d been there for when she’d been shot and let his sister fend for herself. He knew as well as Paige did that she had a better chance of getting out alive than anyone else. James was running down the row of houses behind the restaurant when he heard from her next.

			“Is she dead? Should be, I’m thinking, for all the shit she’s caused here.” He leaned against the tree with the girl still on his shoulder and laid her on the ground. Checking her pulse, he told Paige she was alive. “Good. The Feds are all dead. Not only dead, but they were stupid enough to have worn their badges around their necks so anyone could see what a prize they got by killing them. I’m going to call their CO. Their commanding officer, or whoever the fuck is their boss, should have known better than to send idiots like this here. What did he want?”

			“Don’t know. Don’t care. Where are you?” She told him. “How the fuck did you get up there? I’m assuming you know people that know people.”

			He laughed when she did, but he knew that to be true. Had it not been for Paige, he would have died a long time ago. As it was now, even getting injured was only a quick shift away from not being an issue again. 

			Paige had joined the service two weeks before he had. They had both gone through boot camp at the same time, but he hadn’t seen her after the first couple of months there. James had thought she’d flunked out. But it had been her excelling in so much of the shit they had been teaching them that had gotten her looked at for more serious work than just a man with a gun.

			I need for you to do something for me. He told her anything. You still have a couple of contacts back home? I mean, someone you can trust more than you do me?

			I don’t trust you at all, so that’ll be easy. When she didn’t laugh, he asked her what was going on. I read the Fed’s mind. You check in with your contact and let me know what they tell you.

			Should I be worried? She told him she was calling the CO of the other men. Not at all answering his question. Really? Is that necessary, you think?

			I do. I’m hoping the Fed was wrong, and this was just another attempt to get you alone. He was beginning to worry now. When Paige told him to get back to her, he did something he’d never done in all his life—reached out for another person other than his sister. 

			Mr. Marshall? My name is James Avery. Can you give me some answers about what is going on there? The man broke down. James, unsure of what was going on, knew it had to do with his other sister and her little family, and he sat down. The car that was going to meet him here pulled up and took the woman away. What’s happened? Tell me, please?

			Your sister, Belinda Avery, she passed on a few days ago. James didn’t know what to say but did ask if it had been Todd. Yes. She was carrying his children when he beat her and those little girls of hers. My grandson—you might remember, he’s a doctor—did all he could to save them babies. She had herself a little girl and a boy. Todd, he’s in jail for attempted murder and murder. More to that, but I’m not privy to it right now.

			She’s really dead? Mr. Marshall said he was powerful sorry about it but that she was gone. Had been buried just today. I can’t come home right now. I will, but I’m out of the country. I’ll send my wife and family there to get things taken care of while I’m working on coming home. Thank you for getting her buried. Who’s caring for the children?

			My family is right now. We didn’t want them to be put in the system. Not that they might not end up there anyway, but for now, they’re safe as hens’ eggs in a nest. He loved the way Mr. Marshall had spoken. You get yourself home here, and we’ll hold off as much as we can. The house and its contents are being locked up. The murder, it happened at the house, you see. The little ones, the other two girls, they’ve been knocked around too, but they’re going to be all right. I don’t suppose you know where your sister is, do you?

			I’ll find her. Mr. Marshall told him that would be good. I’ll be home in a week or less if I can get enough strings pulled. I haven’t any idea if my sister will or not. She travels to a beat of her own drums.

			Yes, while I don’t remember her much, I know all about someone doing their own thing. You let me know if I can help you with those there strings, James, and I’ll see how hard they need to be pulled. All right? He told him he’d be fine. You will be. I know it. I’ll see you when you arrive. And let me know when you figure out your wife and family. We’ll be putting them up, too, so you don’t have to worry about that.

			After closing the connection, he sat there for a little while longer. Belinda was dead. Murdered by a man that all of them had hated. Now she had four children too, ones he’d never met in the first place. Looking up when a shadow fell over him, he saw Paige. Putting out her hand, he let her help him up from the ground. James started to tell her what he’d found out.

			“Not here.” Nodding, he followed her through the town for what seemed like miles. When they happened upon a house just outside the city limits, the two of them went in, and he was startled at not only how lovely the little home was but that it was air-conditioned. Looking at Paige, he asked her what was going on. “This is one of my hidey holes. Might as well be comfy when the bad guys are after your ass. Don’t you think?”

			“She’s gone.” When she nodded, he wondered who she had spoken to but didn’t ask. Paige, like him, had contacts all over the world. Knowing about a sister in bumfuck Ohio, would be an easy thing to check out. “I’m going home. After I speak to Sara, I’m going to follow her there to find out what happened. Butch Todd killed her.” 

			“He won’t be anything anyone has to worry about soon enough.” James didn’t bother asking her. It would do him no good and only serve to piss her off. “I can’t leave yet. I have two things going at once here, and I have to see them through. I don’t know what I’d do there anyway but to kill Butch. He’s going to die anyway, but that’s all I can offer you at the moment.”

			“I understand.” He did understand, better than most did, about his sister. “I was going to call Sara. Perhaps she can get us there and back without any issues.” 

			When Paige left him standing there, he looked around the room. This was a room for a woman who didn’t kill for a living. It was soft—the earth tones of the room suited his sister well. When she returned with a handful of money, he asked her where she’d gotten it.

			“My stash. I don’t get paid by check, as you know. I don’t have a bank account other than the one that is in town for Belinda to use when she needed it. So I just stash it here. Other places too, but it’s here when I need it.” He looked at the stack. There were ten bundles of one hundred dollar bills. “It’s a hundred grand. Just use it instead of your credit card. That way, no one will know where you’ve gone when you leave here.” 

			“I could buy my own plane if this is all real.” She didn’t take the bait, nor did she give him any shit when he asked her how he was supposed to get around with this much cash. “What is it, Paige? I’ve given you ample lead way into busting my chops, but you’ve not bitten.”

			“The men that were sent to find you. They were sent by Harrison Parker.” James sat down hard but didn’t say anything. “She’s in the FBI now. I called to speak to someone in charge of the two idiots that were here, and they told me that would be Agent Marshall. It didn’t take me long to find out who she was.”

			“Marshall? You mean she’s connected with the Marshall family of jags?” She only had to nod, and he felt blindsided once again. “How the hell did she get that gig? For that matter, how did we not know about this before? I thought we had enough tags on her to keep her in our sights forever?”

			“I don’t know, to be honest. I didn’t talk to her, but I could have. I should have, actually.” She looked at the doorway into a part of the house he couldn’t see into. “I will, as a matter of fact. But here. Where I know she can’t find me.” 

			He didn’t have to ask her what she meant. James knew Paige well enough to know that if she told you no one would find her, no one would. Ever. He knew too that even if a person were walking right over her, they’d never know she was right there beside them until it was too late. Looking at the money again, he wondered what was going to happen next. Because something was always about to go down while they were dealing with bad situations in their line of work.

			By the time he was ready to go back onto the streets, he not only had a way back to the States, but he had two months off with pay. Whoever his sister had contacted on his behalf, they had fallen all over themselves getting him home. James asked her if she was going to be all right.

			“I could have killed him six months ago. He was right there in my sights, and I could have blown his fucking head off, and no one would have been happier about it than me.” He asked her what had happened. “Belinda. She asked me not to do it. Said that it would haunt her if I did. I told her he was going to kill her someday, and she told me that it was her lot in life. But that if he would die now, by the gunshot to the head, she’d lose her babies because no one would ever believe she’d not killed him.” 

			That was true. Belinda had been trying her best to leave Butch for years. The man would drag her back every time, hurting her and the girls more each time. When Paige told him to go, to be careful, he knew she’d have to deal with this on her own. Paige would carry the guilt to her grave if she really thought it had been her fault their sister was dead because of something she’d not done when she could have.

			~*~

			Rodney ate his dinner in the kitchen, watching television with their cook. After he was finished, he went to the living room to take a nap. He loved the fact that there wasn’t a television in this room. Rodney could do whatever he wanted, nap or read, and there were no distractions. Hell, he could—

			“What is it?” Rebel appeared in the room with him, and she had a man over her shoulder. Taking him from her, she disappeared again, this time returning with a woman over her shoulder. Taking them up to the bedrooms, he put the man on the bed and began undressing him to see where all the blood had come from. 

			“Where am I?” He didn’t get a chance to answer the man before he started telling him he couldn’t tell anyone he was there. Not even his family. “The woman that came for us did she get my sister too?”

			“Yes. I didn’t see much of her, but she’s in the other room.” The man closed his eyes, only to open them a few seconds later. “Where are you hurt?”

			“I’m shot, but I just need to shift. I’m all right. Go to my sister, she’s not all right. Nor can she shift right now. It’ll weaken her more.” Nodding, he asked the man if he could do anything for him now. “No. I’m just desperately wanting Paige fixed up. Go on, I’ll be all right. I swear to you.” 

			After checking the wound that had indeed been a through and through, Rodney went to the other room to help Rebel. The woman in there would not be able to shift her wounds away. Nor would she live long if she even tried to shift into whatever she was. It occurred to Rodney that he had no idea what the man was either. Helping Rebel, he told her what he’d found out about the man.

			“Which is very little. How about you?” Rebel told him where she’d gone and how she’d found the two of them. “You just entered a warzone and got them both here? Christ, that’s amazing. I’m proud of you.”

			“Don’t be. I have a feeling that if either of these two dies, we’re going to be on a long list of shit jobs for the rest of our days.” Rodney asked her if she knew who the woman or man was. “Nope. I mean, other than a name, nothing. She’s Paige, and he’s James. All I heard about them as I boogied out of there with him. When I returned for her, I had to break her out of a jail cell that looked like something you’d see in zoos. Where you’d want to keep the animals that misbehaved a great deal.”

			They worked on Paige for nearly three hours. Setting up an IV was the hardest part. Nothing would penetrate her flesh very well. Finally, they had to resort to using a very large needle to make the mark, then stab it into her that way. The two of them put nearly four hundred stitches in her body alone. Her legs and arms were a different matter altogether. 

			As they were finishing up, James came into the room looking as fresh as a daisy. “I hope you don’t get too upset with me. I put a couple of scratches in your flooring. I’ll pay for its repair.” Rodney told him not to worry about it. “How is she doing? I’ve never seen her down before. In all the years we’ve worked together, I’ve never seen her wounded or even hurt with a broken nail. This is scary for me.”

			“Are you related to the people at my brother-in-law’s house?” He told Rebel he was their father. “They’re good and well trained. I have to admit that to you. When I went there to talk to Harris about something, I was down on the floor and spread out before I even knew there was anyone else in the house.”

			“Good to hear. Just because they’re on domestic soil doesn’t mean they should be lax. I’ll have to tell them what you said.” She nodded. “Is she going to make it?”

			“Yes. For the simple reason that she’s an immortal. However, you weren’t when I got there to get you.” He said he didn’t think it was in the cards for him to live forever. Then he looked at her sharply, asking her what she meant by her statement, “The vampire there when I arrived, the person that was with you two watching over you, they gave you enough blood that put you over the edge of immortality.”

			“Fucking bastard.” James said he was sorry for cursing. Rebel told him it was a second language for her. The three of them laughed. “He said he’d watch over us until you came. I don’t know how he contacted you, but I’m—”

			“He didn’t. Your sister did.” He asked her what she meant. “She’s part witch. I don’t know how strong—all I can feel from her now is pain. But her being injured this badly called out to me. Had you not been there with her when I arrived, I would have left you for dead. But she told me you were to come here first. I did what she wanted.” 

			“I don’t understand.” Rebel told James she didn’t either. That she was a grand witch and that the two of them must be important to someone higher than her. “I don’t know who it would be. I mean, there are any number of people watching out for us, but as for her calling to you, I don’t know.”

			“We’ll get answers when she’s ready to give them. For now, we’ll keep it quiet that you’re here with her.” James nodded. Then he sat down in the chair by the bed and held his sister’s hand. “Your family, won’t they miss you?”

			“No. They know that when I want them to know where I am, I’ll tell them. As for now, we have to assume that someone knows she’s hurt and I am with her. The fewer people knowing that, the better.” He looked at the two of them. “I’m sorry I can’t give you more information. But it is literally a matter of national security that we aren’t found or killed.”

			“I can live with that. I can use a little magic to keep anyone from coming into this room. There is staff that you might hear. Also, and this is a biggy, if I tell you to move your ass or anything else that will keep me and mine safe, you’d better fucking know that I’ll hurt you badly if you don’t. Deal?” He laughed and told Rebel he understood. “Good. Then we should get along just fine and dandy.” 

			Rodney didn’t know what was going on. But so long as everyone was working well together, he was fine with that. But all bets were off if anyone came here with the thought of hurting his family. That would include the kids at Harris’s home. He had an entire shadow that he’d bring around if anything happened to anyone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			There wasn’t that much going on right now. Thankfully, Heath thought, his house was going to be done soon. He’d spoken to Harris, and she had not only hired a larger crew to finish up his home before winter settled in but also had him going through the barn looking for things to fill it out with. The other day he’d ordered linens, dishes, pots, and pans. Most of it would arrive tomorrow. Hopefully. Heath was sick to death of eating off paper plates.

			“Can I help you?” He turned around to find a man without a shirt on and barefooted. His body wasn’t scarred, but he did look fit and ready to take on a battle. Heath didn’t know him but wasn’t all that worried right now. The other man had been exercising, Heath guessed. “I don’t know you, but you’re also a jaguar, so I’m assuming you’re related to the people that own this barn.”

			“I’m Heath Marshall. I was looking for some dressers I was told went with the beds I found here the other day. Who are you?” Instead of answering him, the man put out his hand. Heath looked at it, then at the man. “Nope. You talk, and I’ll think about letting you into my head.”

			“James Avery.” Heath nodded but still didn’t take his hand. “Rebel and her husband Rodney have been hiding my sister and me away for
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