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      They were the ultimate secret weapon of the Obsidian Group, a shadowy cabal of super-rich investors determined to create a race of lethal supersoldiers. No one noticed when runaway teenagers disappeared from the streets and alleys. No one heard their screams as they endured terrifying experiments. Not all of them survived.

      For those who did, Obsidian’s brain enhancements and body modifications proved spectacularly successful—but the captured teens rebelled, burning the Midlands Research Facility to the ground and vanishing.

      Now, years later, they live deep under cover. They keep their incredible abilities secret, trusting only each other—knowing that their tormenters will never give up the chase.

      The Obsidian Files are their stories…

      
        
        Visit me at my website, http://shannonmckenna.com, for news and updates, but the best way to stay in touch is to subscribe to my newsletter! Here’s the link,

        http://shannonmckenna.com/connect.php. Be sure to set up your email to allow my messages through so you never miss a new book or a fabulous promo opportunity!
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      Praise for the novels of Shannon McKenna

      “Blends an intensely terrifying psychic thriller with a

      mind-blowing erotic romance.”

      —Library Journal, on Fade To Midnight

      “Blasts readers with a highly charged, action-adventure

      romance...extra steamy.”

      —Booklist

      “Pulse-pounding...with searing sex and raw emotions.”

      —Romantic Times, 4 ½ stars

      “Shannon McKenna makes the pulse pound.”

      —Bookpage

      “Shannon McKenna introduces us to fleshed-out characters in a tailspin plot that culminates in an explosive ending.”

      —Fresh Fiction

      “An erotic romance in a suspense vehicle on overdrive...sizzles!”

      —RT Book Reviews

      

      “McKenna expertly stokes the fires of romantic tension.”

      —Publishers Weekly

      “McKenna strikes gold again.”

      —Publishers Weekly

      “Her books will take readers on a nonstop thrill ride and leave them begging for more when the last pages are devoured.”

      –Maya Banks, New York Times bestselling author

      “Full of turbocharged sex scenes, this action-packed novel is sure to be a crowd pleaser.”

      —Publishers Weekly on Edge Of Midnight

      “Highly creative...erotic sex and constant danger.”

      —Romantic Times on Hot Night (4 ½-star review and a Top Pick)

      “Aims for the heart with scorching precision.”

      —Publishers Weekly on Ultimate Weapon
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        Stranger, speak softly...

        Biotech tycoon Noah Gallagher has a deadly secret: his clandestine training as a super-soldier gives him abilities that go far beyond human. Yet he’s very much a man. When Caro Bishop shows up at his Seattle headquarters with a dangerous secret agenda, his ordered life is thrown into chaos. Caro is a woman like no other—and her luminously sensual beauty cloaks a mystery he must solve.

        Caro’s lying low, evading a false charge of murder. She means to clear her name, and she’ll do whatever it takes to survive—but seducing a man like Noah is more than she bargained for. His amber eyes have the strangest glow when he looks at her—she could swear he sees the secrets of her heart. The desire smoldering in Noah’s eyes awakens her own secret hunger, but Caro has to resist his magnetic pull. Anyone close to her becomes a target. The only right thing to do is run, far and fast, but Caro can’t outrun Noah’s ferocious intensity—or deny the searing passion that explodes between them.

        Nothing else matters—until a vicious enemy bent on the ultimate revenge puts his murderous plan into play. Noah and Caro must battle for their lives...and their love...
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      Someone just cut the lights. What the hell?

      Noah Gallagher put down his pen and looked around, startled, as drums began to thump from the hidden sound system of the penthouse conference room. Some exotic instrument joined in, throbbing and wailing.

      The door to the conference room opened to a shimmery jingling sound, then a flash of fluttering purple. Everyone at the table was staring and murmuring.

      Oh, Christ. Not possible. Noah rose to his feet, but the belly dancer was already halfway through the door, her hands weaving in a hypnotic pattern. Wide, light-catching green eyes laughed at him brazenly as she shimmied straight toward him, leading with one pulsing hip.

      Her eyes caught him…and held him.

      The world narrowed down. Whatever he was going to say or do stopped. Words were gone. Air was gone. Air didn’t matter. Nothing moved while she moved.

      She had commandeered all movement. With that smile. Those eyes.

      He was sitting again, with no memory of deciding to do so. His mind had gone blank. The woman was like a walking, breathing stun code, personally keyed to him. He’d always wondered how it would feel to be one of the unlucky chosen few at Midlands who’d gotten stun and kill codes embedded in their minds. His own brain implants had been bad enough. Stun and kill codes were worse.

      But this dancer wasn’t a goddamn stun code. She was just a random woman, shaking her stuff. When her act was done, he’d pull it together. Exert the fucking authority he was entitled to as the CEO of Angel Enterprises.

      He had exactly until the music stopped to get control of himself.

      Simple enough to figure out who’d dreamed up this unwanted birthday present. His younger sister Hannah lurked by the door. The wide-angle enhancement of his sight made it possible to see the gleam in Hannah’s eyes without looking away from the belly dancer for a single second.

      Not that he could have looked away.

      He saw his fiancée Simone’s face with his peripheral vision. She’d chosen to sit at his side for this important meeting. It was painfully obvious from her tight, expectant smile that she was waiting for him to turn to her, to smile and laugh and make light of this stupid situation. Not just for her. For everyone in the room.

      He couldn’t do it.

      Try. Do an analog dive. Grab a hook. Concentrate.

      A spotlight from somewhere gilded the dancer’s body, highlighting every perfect detail. Silver anklets that jingled over her small, bare feet. Golden toenails. Shapely legs flashed between purple veils that floated from a low-slung, glittering belt. The belt and top were swagged with shining chains and dangling beadwork. Still more chains, draped from an ornate headdress, dangled over her forehead and under her chin, creating a constant soft shimmer of sound.

      High, full breasts quivered, lovingly presented in the spangle-studded velvet bra. She arched back, floating a purple veil edged with spangles high in the air above herself and swishing her thick fall of of glossy black hair around. Had to be fake hair, falling to well below her ass. It brushed the curve of her hips. Fanned out as she twirled.

      Everything he’d monitored in his peripheral vision was gone now. He no longer saw Hannah, or Simone, or anything else. His inner vision was too busy with the vivid fantasy of that woman straddling him. Imagining her bold, sensual smile as she swayed over him, teased him. Running her fingers through her hair, lifting it, tossing it. Coiling it around her waist like a slave rope.

      He wanted to rip away all the filmy veils and all the goddamn beads and chains. See her bare-assed. Bare-breasted. Yeah.

      The deep curve of her waist was perfectly shaped for his fingers to grip. The curves and hollows of her belly and her hips looked so soft. Touchable.

      His hands shook with the urge to reach, stroke. Seize.

      The rush of erotic images ramped up his advanced visual processor into screaming overdrive. Even with eyes shielded from eighty percent of the ambient light, even using a double layer of custom-designed shield specs, his AVP combat program was off and running, scrolling a thick column of data analysis past his inner eye.

      And even that couldn’t distract him from her show. Not for one instant.

      His heightened senses reached out, so greedy for more that he found himself actually taking off the back-up shield specs. He’d have popped out the contacts, too, but his AVP was already going nuts at the lower protection level. Combine that with adrenaline, and a huge blast of sexual arousal—fuck.

      The light level in this room could zap him into a stress flashback if he didn’t protect his eyes. Not only that. The dark shield strength contact lenses hid the animal flash of amber luminosity caused by his visual implants. Outsiders couldn’t be allowed to see that. The room was packed with outsiders. He wanted them gone.

      Especially Simone. Which made him a total asshole. He tried hard, really hard, to feel guilty. Not so much as a twinge. His conscious mind had been almost totally hijacked by the dancer.

      He wanted to throw everyone else out and lock the door. Study that woman with his naked eyes, dancing under the spotlight. But only for him. He wanted to gulp in the whole data flow. It was being filtered out in real time and lost to him forever, and it drove him…fucking…nuts.

      And he couldn’t do a thing. Not with an audience. His fists clenched in fury.

      Heart racing, temperature spiking. Sweating profusely. No way to hide it. It was an AVP stress dump. A massive dose of fight-and-conquer energy, channeling straight into his dick, which strained desperately against his pants.

      He struggled to grab onto the analog hooks that he’d established. His hooks were emergency mental shortcuts, activating an instant, deep withdrawal into the ice caves of his subconscious mind when the AVP got out of control. Best way he could devise to calm his stress reactions and stay on top of himself.

      Not a hook to be had. Couldn’t find them, couldn’t feel them. Couldn’t use his highly developed power of visualization at all, after years of grueling practice. All gone.

      He was fully occupied imagining that woman naked and writhing beneath him.

      His intense reaction to this spectacle made no sense. He’d seen belly dancing before and been unmoved. He did not have complicated fantasies or fetishes. He didn’t even get the fun factor. He wasn’t known for his sense of humor. In fact, he had no imagination at all, unless you counted biotech engineering designs, or plotting ways to grow his business, or scheming to keep his chosen family alive, secret, and safe.

      That demanding enterprise left no bandwidth for fun and games.

      He wasn’t playful about sex, either. He was tireless, focused. Relentless in making sure that his partners were satisfied. To the point of exhaustion, even. Theirs, not his. They would tell him he was the hottest lover ever and then call him cold.

      So? Noah didn’t do emotions. Cold was safer for everyone concerned.

      Not that he could explain that to whoever happened to be in bed with him.

      He couldn’t change his nature. He saw to it that his lovers had many orgasms to his one, to compensate for those mysterious intangibles. Whatever the fuck else they wanted from him, it just wasn’t there. He didn’t even know where to look for it.

      The dancer’s arms lifted, swayed. He inhaled the scent of her dewy skin as she spun closer. Fresh, sweet, hot. Sun on the flowers. Rain on the grass. His mouth watered.

      Since what happened at Midlands, his senses were sharper than normal by many orders of magnitude. He had ways to blunt the overload, but not this time. He was catching a full data load now, shields and all. Tripping out on her undulating hand movements.

      He was reading her energy signature, right through the shield lenses. A cloud of hot, brilliant colors surrounded her. Her floating purple veils blended with trailing clouds of her body’s energy, to which his AVP overstimulated brain assigned all the colors of the spectrum and more besides. Colors not visible to anyone but him.

      Along with it a strange sensation was growing. Tension, anticipation. Dread.

      He was used to being alone in an insulated bubble. Other people’s drama raged outside that protective barrier and left him completely untouched. He needed it that way to stay in control. Maintaining isolation required constant effort and vigilance.

      Now, suddenly, he wasn’t alone. The girl had danced through his force field. Invaded his inner space. It was messy and crowded in there now.

      She took up room. Confused him with her colors, her scents. Her smile was so unforced and sensual. She was bonelessly flexible, yet still regal in her diaphanous veils.

      It made him jittery to have someone so close. The intimacy felt awkward. Ticklish.

      He felt hot, red. No control over his face. Stuck here, sitting among colleagues and family, right next to his fiancée. Any one of them could watch him watch her. At least the massive conference table concealed his colossal hard-on.

      He had not felt this helpless since Midlands.

      Her luminous green eyes met his and then flicked away, but the electric buzz of that split instant of intimacy jolted him to depths he’d never felt before.

      He knew he’d never seen this woman before, and yet he recognized her.
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      Caro narrowly missed slamming her hip into the table. For the third time.

      Look away from the guy, for God’s sake. Get a grip. It’s just a dance.

      But her gaze kept getting sucked back to Noah Gallagher, the birthday boy. Ultra-powerful CEO of the oh-so-myserious Angel Enterprises, cutting-edge biotech firm.

      The man was gorgeous. Barrel chested. A dense slab of muscle. Short hair showed off the sharp planes and angles of his face, a wide, strong jaw. He wore shaded glasses, but he’d taken them off a few seconds into her dance. It was incredibly hard to stay focused on the music and remember her moves while being examined with such blazing intensity. It wiped her mind blank. Made her lose the thread.

      To say nothing of her physical balance.

      Holy flipping wow. They said he was turning thirty-two today, but he seemed older, or maybe it was just his expression. Each time she twirled, she snagged a new yummy detail. The shape of his ears. Thick, straight dark brows. Sexy grooves framing a stern but still sensual mouth. Sharp cheekbones. His face was a taut mask of tension, as if he were suppressing strong emotion. But it was his eyes that really got to her.

      His scorching laser focus made her temperature rise. She’d always been sensitive to the quality of a person’s energy. Noah Gallagher’s energy dominated the room. He looked like he’d tear you to pieces if you gave him any trouble, despite the elegant suit that sat just right on his huge shoulders. He didn’t laugh or look embarrassed like most men did when surprised by a belly dancer. He just sat there, with the charged stillness of a predator poised to spring. Radiating danger.

      Her smile faltered as she shimmied and spun. Suddenly, she was hyper-conscious of the erotic allure of the dance. His silent, very male sexual energy made it feel deadly serious. As if they were alone, and she’d been summoned for a private, uninhibited performance designed to drive him crazy.

      Oh my. What a stimulating scenario.

      She was actually getting aroused. For the love of God. Rising panic began to shred the sensation. Enough of this ridiculous crap. She had to get out of here, and fast.

      Finish the dance. You need the cash. He’s only a hot guy, not a celestial being. You’re freaking yourself out. Chill. Usually she spread the wealth, bestowing flirtatious smiles on everyone. Not tonight. They weren’t feeling it. Young men were usually always enthusiastic, and there were several of them here, but no one made a sound. Tension was thick in the air. No laughter, no snickering, no whistles.

      Who cared. Her mind was fully occupied with the task of not gaping at Noah Gallagher’s godlike hotness. Being aware of every inch of skin she displayed to him.

      Her gaze bounced across the blond woman who sat next to him. A little younger, but not a colleague or an assistant. They sat too close together for that. The woman’s mouth looked tight and miserable. Next to her sat a flushed, heavy older man who stared fixedly at Caro’s beaded bra, nostrils flared.

      Rise up, cupcake. Take back the power. This was a tough crowd, maybe, but everything was relative. The people in this room weren’t trying to frame her for murder, kidnap her or kill her. And she certainly had the birthday boy’s full attention.

      So she’d play with it. What the fucking hell. That man needed to be humbled. To worship at the feet of her divine awesomeness. She’d dance like she’d never danced before, blow his mind, and melt away, forever nameless. Leaving him to ache and writhe.

      That’s right, big boy. Prepare to suffer.

      But Noah Gallagher’s fierce, unwavering gaze was having a strange effect on her. Ever since she’d gone into hiding, she’d had a sick, heavy lump in her belly. For months it had been sitting there, like a chunk of dirty ice that would not melt. But when she looked at him, that pinched coldness eased. It turned soft and warm and alive.

      It felt amazingly good. Dancing for him, she could actually breathe again.

      For as long it lasted.

      The dance was ending. Caro sank to her knees, arching back in a pose of abandoned sensual ecstasy as the music reached its climax, luxurious fake hair brushing the ground in her grand finale. Dancing had never made her feel so naked before. She was stretched before him like a sacrificial virgin on an altar.

      Take me.

      The pose felt obscene, but only because there were other people in the room. If there hadn’t been, it would have felt right. It would have felt…hot.

      The sound of one person frantically clapping broke the silence. Hannah Gallagher, the girl who had hired her. Noah Gallagher’s younger sister, from the looks of her. Caro rose slowly to her feet. Noah Gallagher didn’t applaud. He just stared at her, as if he wanted to leap over that table and pin her down.

      Tension built like an electrical charge. The other people in the room looked up, down, anywhere but at her. Caro smiled brightly. Held her head as high as possible.

      Not fair, to throw a paid performer into the middle of someone else’s big fat faux pas and make her swim in it. Bastards.

      “That was fabulous!” Hannah’s voice was a little too high. “Thanks for a gorgeous dance, Shamira! Happy birthday, Noah! Wasn’t she awesome, everyone?”

      Not one yes. There was only dead silence, downcast eyes, awkward looks exchanged all around. And still, Noah Gallagher’s devouring eyes.

      So what. She’d stay dignified. While running for her life, fighting the powers of darkness, scrambling for money. Even if it involved putting on a scanty costume and shaking her booty for rude or indifferent strangers.

      Or, in this case, one single intense, lustful, smoldering stranger.

      She took a slow, deliberate bow, as if she were in front of an adoring crowd. Taking her own sweet time. Rubbing their faces in it.

      Take that, you rude shitheads. Like it would kill you to clap.

      She didn’t need any validation from these self-important bio-tech-nerd idiots. Just her fee, which she would get whether they liked her performance or not.

      Fuck ’em. She had things to do. Important things. After one more hungry peek at the mouthwatering godking. Lord, he was fine.

      She flash-memorized him in one breathless instant, whipping her gaze away from his face before eye contact could start the inevitable sexual mind-melt reaction. Then she swept out of the room, chin up, shoulders back. A regal sweep of purple veils.

      That was it. She would never see him again. She wasn’t going to feel that hot rush of opening in her chest, ever again.

      Suck it up. Ignore the lust buzz. Sport sex is reserved for normal people. Fugitives do without. And don’t whine.

      Hannah followed her out of the room, and slammed the door harder than was necessary. “You were gorgeous,” she said fervently. “You’re so talented. I’m so sorry they didn’t clap or anything. I’m going to tell them all off. Noah will kill me, but I’m used to it.”

      “I’ll rather not watch that,” Caro said hastily. “I’ll just be on my way.”

      “Oh no! Stay just a minute! You have to at least say hi to Noah. No matter what he says to me, he certainly enjoyed your dance. I’m the villain here. You’re just an innocent bystander. Noah’s very fair that way. And I’m sure he’ll want to meet you!”

      In your dreams, honey. “Let me, ah, change first,” Caro said, backing away.

      “You remember the way to the office? Come back after. I’ll introduce you.”

      The door flew open. A man strode out, not the birthday boy. This one was tall, blue eyed and very built, his thick dark blond hair hanging down to his shoulders. His eyes flicked over her with controlled curiosity and then turned back to Hannah.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” he asked.

      Definitely her cue. Caro took off, hurrying back toward the nondescript office that’d served as a dressing room. She didn’t even want to know what Hannah’s answer might be. Not her family, not her fight.

      Once inside the empty office, she could still hear them arguing from behind the door. Other people had gotten into the mix. Voices were being raised. Her heart pounded as she peeled off her costume and packed it up. She pulled on her shapeless street clothing, trying not to overhear. She had her own problems. Big nasty ones. Time to cruise discreetly away and let them get on with theirs.

      Makeup pads got most of the paint off. She rolled the expensive dancing wig into its carrying bag, and put on her street wig, a thick brown bob with heavy bangs and wisps curling in around her face to conceal its shape. When she arrived, she hadn’t worn the mouth prosthesis, which puffed out her cheeks and distorted her jawline. She’d figured that the coat and hat were enough weirdness for the client to swallow. But the job was done, and she hoped to God she could slink out unnoticed, so in went the mouth thing. Big tinted glasses finished the look, topped off by her hat with LED lights in the brim, ordered off the Internet to foil facial recognition software her pursuers might use to find her on social media.

      Who knew if it really worked. At least the wide brim kept the Seattle drizzle off.

      Her hands still shook as she pulled on her oversized black wool coat. The foam lining she’d sewn in bulked up her shoulders and hips. She looked sixty pounds heavier, and slightly humped.

      At first, she’d tried changing the way she moved as part of her disguise, but after all the bodywork she’d done in college, she decided that the psychological toll of slumping and shuffling was dangerous to her soul. Inside her frumpy cocoon of foam and wool, she still had her pride and attitude. Hidden, maybe, but structurally intact.

      When she exited the office, she looked like a sketch that had been blurred on purpose. Noah Gallagher would stare right through her even if she were inches away.

      That thought was so depressing, she could barely stand to think it.

      Chin up. She’d had her fun, turning him on. Time for the disappearing act. Eat your heart out, Laser Eyes.

      But disappearing didn’t feel powerful to her. It just felt flat. Empty and sad.

      The route back to the elevators took her right past the conference room.

      Hannah Gallagher and several others were still arguing outside it. If she kept her head down, turned the corner and cut swiftly across the open space, she’d only be in their line of vision for a few seconds. Then it was a straight shot to the elevator.

      One, two…go.

      When she was squarely in the danger spot, Noah Gallagher came out the door.

      That was her undoing. She slowed down. Not consciously, but simply unable to resist the temptation to steal one last look at him before fleeing.

      His gaze snapped onto her, like a powerful magnet coupling.

      Oh, God. Oh, no. He strode through the center of the group, scattering them, and followed her. Even with her back to him, his eyes burned through her layered, ugly disguise, a focused point of heat against her concealed skin. She stabbed the elevator button. He was twenty yards away. Fifteen, and closing. Picking up speed.

      He couldn’t have recognized her. In this dreary get-up, she couldn’t be more different from Shamira the sexy dancing girl. She barely recognized herself dressed like this. The door slid open. She lunged inside. No other riders, thank God.

      “Hold the door!” Gallagher called, loping for the elevator.

      Asfuckingif. She punched the close button, and the mechanism engaged.

      Their eyes locked, as the doors shut in his face.

      Her heart was thudding, as if she’d done something wrong and had almost gotten caught. Maybe he was just wondering who the scruffy stranger was. Dressed like that, she stuck out like a sore thumb in the muted corporate elegance of Angel Enterprises.

      She hurried through the lavish front lobby. Outside, a cab was letting a passenger out. She bolted for it, waving it down.

      Noah Gallagher emerged from the entrance just as her cab pulled away. His eyes locked onto hers again instantly. Even shadowed by the hat, obscured by the dark glasses, through the back window of a cab that was already a half a block away.

      He started running after her. Right out onto the street. Eyes still locked. The contact felt like a wire, pulling tighter and tighter. Then the taxi turned a corner and he was lost to sight. It hurt. As if something vital had been snipped with bolt-cutters.

      Her fizz of excitement died away. The cold lump of fear was back in place.

      She was so sick of feeling this way. She wanted to yell at the driver to circle the block, just on the off chance of catching one last glimpse of Noah Gallagher. To feel something different than that cold, heavy ache in her core. Just for a second or two.

      But she could not have this. Not even a stolen taste of it. She could not let lust trash her good judgment. She had to stay murderously sharp. Constantly on the defensive. Without rest.

      Sexual frustration wouldn’t kill her.

      But there were other things out there that definitely could.
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      She was gone. He told himself to stop running. Stop, goddamnit.

      Noah forced himself to stop sprinting and slow to a walk. He stood there in the street, panting. Vibrating with the near-uncontrollable urge to keep pursuing her.

      Breathe. Breathe it down.

      Cars swerved around him, horns blatting. He was making a spectacle of himself, standing out in the middle of city traffic. Like he gave a shit about the noise and shouted insults. He just kept staring, trying to follow her taxi with his gaze even after it turned the corner. But even his enhanced vision couldn’t bend light rays.

      The dancer’s bulky disguise—it had to be a disguise—couldn’t fool him, not now that he’d seen her energy signature. Unique to her. Invisible to anyone but him. Unless, of course, that person used cutting-edge visual imaging, similar to the micro-tech implanted in his own eyes and brain to support his AVP combat programming.

      Her energy sig was the most beautiful he’d ever seen. A vivid bloom of color, floating in the air and superimposed over her drab coat. It struck him as intensely feminine, though he’d never assigned any gender attributes to energy sigs before. His hands clenched as he tried to shut down his raging frustration.

      At the speed that cab had been going, he could have outrun it without breaking a sweat. Like a panther taking down an antelope. He wouldn’t even need AVP to access his emergency fuel stores. He could have wrenched the door right off the vehicle, flung it away and claimed his prize, then and there. Nobody on earth could have stopped him.

      He wanted to howl like a wild animal.

      Just his luck that she’d gotten away. She’d saved him from police involvement, legal action, media buzz. Viral fucking videos circulating on the Internet, filmed with the phones of whoever was passing by. And somebody was always passing by.

      The Obsidian Group was lurking out there, watching and listening for them even years after rebellion day. Ready to come down on him, above all, like a ton of bricks. Behaving the way Obsidian had programmed him to behave would put everything and everyone he cared about in danger.

      He would…not…do it. No.

      Breathe, dick-for-brains. Grab a hook. Go sit in the freezer until you’re capable of at least pretending to be a normal human being.

      A car horn blared long and loud, zapping his combat program into furious play again. He whipped his head around. Fixed the offending driver with a lethal stare.

      The guy flinched, lifting his hands off the horn. He quickly swerved into the opposing lane of traffic to stay well clear of Noah’s highly effective Look of Death, tires squealing as he accelerated away. The other cars stopped well short of him and waited as he strode across the roadway and back onto the sidewalk.

      The combat program was in full swing, measuring and analyzing everything his enhanced eyes perceived, pumping him full of corrosive stress hormones. Everyone he saw was was an enemy, automatically assessed for threat level. The program churned out an instantaneous bare-hands kill plan for each one, urging him to act, move, take them out fast, kill them, kill them now, now, now ...

      No. Those people are not enemies. They’re ordinary citizens of Seattle going about their usual afternoon business. Step back.

      He would not follow their program. He was his own man. He was who he chose to be. Not Obsidian’s rabid hound lunging on a chain. Fuck that. Fuck them.

      Grab the hook. Grab it!

      He swiftly descended into his most efficient analog, an arctic glacier, a maze of ice caves, blue-tinted and deep. All senses engaged with the biting cold to chill him…the fuck…out.

      The red haze retreated. The constant scroll of data down his field of vision began to slow down, as did his thudding heartbeat. He was still generating kill plans, but the urge to violently follow through on them was ebbing. Slowly.

      He’d trained himself over the years to function normally in the outside world while simultaneously analog diving. It created a double vision effect, but he was used to it, to the point where he could even conduct a coherent business conversation like that.

      He chilled in his ice cave while he made his way back into the office building. Ignoring people’s puzzled stares in the same way that he ignored the combat program’s helpful, detailed suggestions as to how to most efficiently tear them all into small, bloody pieces.

      Yeah. Thanks. Not today.

      He hadn’t had a stress event this severe in over ten years. And right in the middle of an important meeting. Seconds away from signing key documents.

      Hannah’s timing was a balls-on disaster. Everyone in that room, including his fianceé and her stepfather, had seen him chasing a party entertainer out of the building in much the way that a big predator chased down its lunch.

      That was going to be tough to explain. He couldn’t even explain it to himself. He faked normal pretty well these days, for the most part. He did all the normal things. He’d even gotten engaged to Simone Brightman, the perfect woman.

      He had his shit together, or so he thought. He was on top of the bad stuff in his past. He’d left it behind, had not allowed it to define him. Heading down the straight and narrow path to marriage, kids, a house in the suburbs. What could be more normal than that?

      So his reasoning had gone. But he’d obviously been fooling himself. If a pretty dancing girl could knock him right off his rails and get him running AVP hot, right out of fucking nowhere…that was bad.

      He was still deep in the shit. Deeper than he’d thought. He groped for the shades in his jacket pocket. Put them on. The extra light shield helped a little.

      He should have talked to Simone about this, but what could he say? He couldn’t tell her the truth about Midlands and what happened there. He couldn’t come clean about his modifications.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket as he waited for the elevator. He pulled it out. An encrypted message on his private line.

      Heads up. yr future father-in-law Batello has dealings with Mayburg Group, a subsidiary of Obsidian. Don’t sign. Asa

      The text message was followed by a series of links.

      He realized some time later that he was blocking the entrance to the elevator. People were sidling awkwardly around him, shooting him nervous glances. They sensed the buzzing bad energy he was giving off. There was once again a personalized kill plan glowing on his inner screen for every single person in his line of vision.

      Batello? How could Noah and his team have missed a connection between Batello and Obsidian, with all their due diligence? And how the fuck did his brother Asa know about it?

      How did Asa know anything about them at all, after thirteen years without contact?

      His mind reeled. His focus was blasted all to shit. Asa?

      As soon as he could move at all, he followed the first directive in his own damage control checklist. Isolate yourself ASAP.

      Stairwell. He went for it.

      Twenty-four flights of stairs at a dead sprint would drain off some excess energy.

      So would randomly killing someone. Whatever happened first.
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      It was hard to sit still. The bus lumbered through the University District. Not her first choice for a getaway vehicle, but it had been stopped near the taxi when Caro jumped out. She perched on the plastic seat, vibrating with urgency. She wanted to jump up, run, yell, do something, anything. Whenever she closed her eyes, she saw Noah Gallagher staring after her cab as he sprinted down the middle of a busy street, as if the honking cars swerving around him were not even a relevant consideration.

      She almost wished he’d caught up with her. So strange and sexy, to be seen like that. So deeply. Delicious and toe-curling, that a man like him wanted her attention so much he’d run out into traffic to try and catch her.

      It was more fun to think about her fantasy lover than to dwell on the terrifying real issues of her life. But please. She had to stay focused. A psycho killer was after her ass. No one was going to save that ass but her. She was almost certainly being followed, which meant Mark probably knew where she was. She couldn’t swoon off into romantic daydreams. Much less full-on sexual fantasies.

      The suspicion that she was being tailed began yesterday after she’d seen Bea. By now it was as big and heavy as a rock in her throat. There was no one in the bus to inspire mortal dread, just a Goth girl rocking out to headphones and an old lady opposite her. A plaid purse on her lap held a yappy little dog. The dog stuck its head out and eyed Caro balefully, as if it knew something that Caro didn’t.

      She’d seen the guy twice yesterday. Big, tall. Black ponytail, hawk nose, strolling casually about a block or so behind her. He hadn’t looked directly at her, but that meant nothing. The competent ones never seemed to be looking.

      Then she’d spotted him again at the Stray Cat after that stupid bachelor party gig. That clinched it. More than once was once too often. He’d filmed her on his phone. There were no coincidences. If something seemed sinister, it was sinister. Count on it.

      She craned her neck until it ached, squinting through the rainspotted window at headlights and taillights. She didn’t dare draw any more unhealthy attention to Bea, who had problems of her own. It was wrong to pull anyone into the toxic mess of her life.

      Like she’d done to Tim.

      She shoved that thought away fast, before it could swallow her.

      She’d been on the bus since that bizarre belly dancing gig, just riding the loop and hoping to keep Ponytail off her trail until she pinned Bea down one last time.

      Sexual fantasies were a huge improvement over her usual thought patterns, at least. Noah Gallagher was going to haunt her dreams, and her dreams were already haunted. His smoldering gaze was a mindblowing distraction.

      One she didn’t need. Not when she had to fight for her very existence.

      Her eyes stung from lack of sleep. Lashes were gummy from old mascara. She rubbed them, and when she opened them, her stomach dropped into a bottomless hole.

      Her hands were wet, crimson. Slippery with blood. She held a boxcutter in her shaking hand. It dripped with hot gore.

      She looked up, in dread. The big guy who had been with Mark Olund on the night of the attack at Dex’s office stood before her. The one who had held her down on the worktable while Mark murdered Dex.

      She’d killed him. Almost by accident. She’d grabbed the boxcutter at random with her scrabbling hand, and gotten in a wild lucky jab right to his neck. He’d cut her too, in the brief struggle that took place afterwards. She’d barely noticed at the time.

      The ghost man stared at her with pale, accusing eyes. His bloody fingers pressed against the hole she’d punched into his throat. Slowly, tauntingly, he lifted his hand—and hot pulsing spurts of blood pumped out, drenching her.

      He grinned, with bloody teeth, and toppled slowly toward her.

      She jumped up to evade his falling body with a cry—

      He was gone. So was the blood, the boxcutter. Of course. It was just the old lady on the plastic bench, peering up with a suspicious frown. Her tiny dog stuck its head out of the purse and bared its sharp yellow teeth, growling low in its throat.

      The bus was dead silent. Everyone was giving her the Look. Shrinking away as far as they could get from a crazy passenger who yelled at things no one else could see.

      It made her cringe to be that girl again. With her overdeveloped capacity to visualize, combined with extreme stress, hallucinations could happen out of nowhere. The first time was when she was little, after Mom died. Since then…she’d had others.

      She knew the difference between fantasy and reality. And it wasn’t all bad. Her freakish visual ability had given her art, masks, costume design. It had brought her to the attention of Dex Boyd of GodsEye Biometrics. Which had transformed her life.

      Her body clenched instinctively when she thought about Dex. His murder had happened only eight months ago. Still a raw wound in her mind.

      The bus lurched to a standstill. It was one stop too soon, but she had to get away from the sidelong glances. She grabbed the bag that held her dancing costume and headed for the exit as the door opened.

      The vehicle hissed and groaned and lumbered away, leaving her in near darkness with raw wind gusting around her. Her knees still wobbled from the shock of the ugly hallucination. And now she had twelve extra blocks to walk. Great.

      She was chilled to the bone when she found Bea’s boyfriend’s house. She tucked her glasses into her bag, spat out the jaw prosthesis, peeled off the wig, raking a hand through her flattened hair. She felt horribly exposed without her disguise.

      She spun around. No one seemed to be lurking. So far, so good.

      The house was a weatherbeaten green, the sparse lawn fenced with chain-link. She went up onto the sagging porch and pressed the doorbell.

      The curtains twitched to the side. A man peered out. Her heart sank. She’d been hoping desperately to talk to Bea alone. The door opened, stopped short by a clanking security chain. A stocky, bearded guy peered out. She knew who he was. Todd Blount, originally from Chelan, Washington, a special ed teacher in elementary school.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      “I hope so. I want to speak to Marika.” The name Bea used in her new life.

      He looked at her suspiciously, but not like he was afraid of her. Caro concluded that he knew diddly about his girlfriend’s secrets.

      “What’s it about?” Todd demanded.

      “I knew her back in college,” Caro improvised.

      “Is she expecting you?”

      “Tell her it’s Caroline,” she said. “We spoke briefly yesterday.”

      He looked her over. Caro self-consciously smoothed her hair.

      “Wait here.” The door closed and the chain rattled. Todd wasn’t taking chances. Deadbolt was next.

      She was debating ringing the bell again when the door opened again. Bea’s big blue eyes were red-rimmed. Her formerly ash blond hair had been dyed a dull black that made her look pale and ghoulish.

      “I told you no,” she whispered fiercely. “How did you find me here?”

      “Bea,” Caro said softly. “Listen—”

      “Don’t call me that. I’m Marika, please. And I’m not interested.”

      “Who’s this person, babe?” Todd appeared behind her. He flung an arm over Bea’s shoulders.

      Bea flinched at the contact and gave him a tight smile. “Just someone I used to know.”

      The phone began to ring in the room behind them. They all just stood there in an awkward silence, listening to it ring, and ring.

      “Uh, would you get that?” Bea asked him. “Let me talk to her. I’ll be fine.”

      The phone rang two more times before Todd grunted in reluctant assent and lifted his possessive arm off Bea’s shoulder. “Be right back,” he said, still scowling.

      Caro leaned forward as soon as he was out of earshot. “Did you look me up online?” she whispered. “New York City? Caroline Bishop?”

      Bea’s hunted gaze caught hers and slid away.

      “I see you did,” Caro said. “It’s true, what I said yesterday. I’m not out to get you. We could help each other. We both have a problem, and I think it’s the same problem. We should join forces.”

      “You’re going to get me killed.” Bea’s voice was a strangled whisper.

      Caro could not argue with that in all good conscience, so she just moved on. “You saw the news stories about me? Because I read the ones about your boyfriend.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Luke,” Bea hissed fiercely. “None of your business.”

      “Mark Olund caught Luke Ryan in the same trap he used for me,” Caro’s voice was low and insistent. “It was Mark Olund who killed Luke’s client and took all that money and jewelry last year. Luke took the blame, but he’s innocent, like I am. And you must know something, or you wouldn’t be Marika instead of Bea, and selling sandwiches out of a truck instead of finishing your graduate degree at the U of Chicago. Am I right?”

      “Keep your voice down.” Bea glanced back. “I don’t know anything. And how do you know the guy who hurt Luke is this Mark Olund? How can you be so sure?”

      “Mark has art pieces that they say Luke Ryan stole. A famous sapphire brooch. I saw it in his apartment. Mark also murdered my boss and set it up to look like I did it. Sound familiar?”

      Bea just kept shaking her head until Caro wanted to smack her.

      “Luke Ryan didn’t rob or kill anybody and neither did I,” Caro went on. “I’ve been looking for you for months.” She reached through the crack in the door, and seized the other woman’s clammy hand. “Seriously? Do you want to live this way forever?”

      Bea tried to jerk her hand back, but Caro’s grip was relentless. “I just want to keep living.”

      “I understand,” Caro said. “But we could testify against him. If you have any proof of what Mark did to Luke—”

      “Let go.” Bea finally jerked her hand away. “Anyone could see you out there.”

      “So invite me inside,” Caro suggested. “It’s raining.”

      “Todd would hear.” Bea’s eyes darted to the side. “We can’t talk here.”

      Caro’s heart sank. “Please, Marika. Please. Help me.”

      “Tomorrow.” Bea’s voice was a rushed whisper. “There’s a coffee shop off Pioneer Square. Luciano’s. I’ll meet you there tomorrow morning. Around eight thirty.”

      “Do you have any evidence?” Caro persisted. “Did you see anything at all?”

      Bea’s lips flattened. “Not personally. But Luke videoed his meeting with this guy. I retrieved it after Luke disappeared. I was going to give it to the cops, but when I saw it, I just ran. Cops can’t protect me from that guy. No one can.”

      Caro’s heart thudded heavily. “A video?” she said. “Of Mark, doing something to Luke Ryan? Holy shit, Bea. What the hell are you waiting for?”

      “You don’t understand.” Bea whispered. “You can’t just go after that guy, Mark, or whatever his name is, if we’re talking about the same guy. He’s like…a monster.”

      Caro flashed on a memory that her mind still struggled to comprehend. Mark Olund, clutching Dex’s frail, paralyzed body from behind as his mouth fastened onto the crown of Dex’s head. As if kissing it, or somehow…sucking on it.

      Of course, that was disgusting and crazy. She’d concluded that it was a stress induced hallucination, but Dex had died. That was real.

      So was being accused of killing him.

      “I’ve seen him,” she said. “I know he’s terrifying. But exactly what did Mark do to him?”

      “Who’s Mark?”

      The loud male voice made them both start. Bea spun. “Huh?”

      “Is this woman bothering you, baby?” Todd’s beefy arms folded over his chest.

      “Ah, no,” Bea faltered. “No, she’s just, ah…”

      Caro met Bea’s eyes. Does he know? Bea gave her a desperate head shake. No.

      “Who’s this Mark guy?” Todd persisted, advancing on her.

      “Um…I’m just doing Step Nine,” Caro blurted. “It’s part of my recovery.”

      Bea and Todd looked at her blankly. “Part of your what?” Todd said.

      “Recovery. I’m in Narc Anon,” she improvised. “I just got out of rehab. Cocaine. This is one of the Twelve Steps. You contact anyone that you hurt while you were using and make amends. Unless by so doing you’d hurt them worse, which I hope isn’t the case. Back in my snowbunny days, I, um…got really high, and, uh, slept with her boyfriend.”

      “That would be this Mark?” Todd said.

      “Yeah. Him.” Caro let defensiveness creep into her tone. “So, like, whatever. I’m sorry. It was a slutty thing to do, and it hurt you, and I’m really sorry.”

      Todd waited for more. Caro just stood there trying to look shamefaced. Easy enough after all that time lurking in the shadows.

      “All done?” Todd’s tone was cold. “OK then. Good. You’re sorry. Go now and sin no more. Have a nice life.”

      Caro searched Bea’s desperate eyes. “Please, Marika?” she asked. “I’m trying so hard to get my life together. Maybe this could help both of us.”

      “How about you just leave right now, lady?” Todd suggested forcefully.

      “I was hoping you’d forgive me,” she said to Bea.

      “It was always about you, you, you,” Bea whined. “And now you’re like, what, repenting? And to hell with anyone you leave bleeding on the side of the road.”

      Caro sighed. “Look, if you want to talk, find me. Please, Marika. Find me.”

      “I don’t know. I’ll think about it, but don’t hold your breath.”

      The door shut. Caro descended the porch steps, legs rubbery.

      Maybe there was hope after all. As in an actual video to show the Feds that proved Mark had framed another innocent person for theft and murder.

      Which made it more credible that he could have done the same to her.

      She saw a bus approaching and ran for it, splashing through puddles. City buses were her refuge today, a dry place where she could keep on moving. She couldn’t go to her apartment if she was being followed.

      Her former life seemed like a dream of crazy luxury. Her nice little New York studio apartment in SoHo, with that beautiful arched window. She’d loved that place. Her gig at GodsEye Biometrics, coaching people into seeing like she did. Or thinking that they could. Whatever. She wasn’t a miracle worker.

      But oh God, how she’d loved having money for things she needed. Enjoying friends, food. Making art. Being able to go to bed and just sleep. No hellish nightmares. No cold sucking hole inside her as she lay in bed watching what Mark had done to Dex looping over and over in her mind. She couldn’t seem to stop that endless replay.

      The driver had seen and waited for her, bless him. The bus door opened as she pounded toward it, trying to unthink that random thought about Dex as she scrambled up into the bus. Thinking of Dex was a trigger, and she couldn’t afford to—

      Oh no. Oh fuck. She stared in horror at the bus driver.

      His eyes had been torn out just like Tim’s. Blood streaked down his face and soaked the front of his uniform. Caro froze, a shriek of horror trapped in her throat.

      She shut her eyes, teetering on the edge of screaming panic. Not real. Not real.

      Noah Gallagher. She seized onto the image of him. His intense gaze as he sprinted after her through the car-clogged street. Searching for her.

      The image radiated heat through her.

      Air came into her lungs. Slowly, she dared to open her eyes.

      “…gettin’ on this bus or not, miss? Come on! I don’t got all night!”

      The driver had his eyes again. Blue, frowning at her in puzzlement. His uniform was clean, blood free, his buttons straining over a heavy gut. Just a middle-aged man with beard scruff and heavy jowls. He looked tired and annoyed.

      A few passengers put in their two cents, rudely.

      She mumbled an incoherent apology, scrambled the rest of the way in and found an empty seat, winded. She’d gotten through that so quickly. No nausea. No lingering aura.

      Just a vision she couldn’t shake of a man like no other. And there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to get Noah Gallahger out of her head.

      Not that she wanted to.
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      Noah felt strangled by his own clothing when he got upstairs. He unbuttoned his collar and loosened his tie with an angry tug as he strode through Angel Enterprises. His employees scrambled frantically out of his path. He must look ferocious.

      He felt ferocious. He’d been on the verge of acquiring Rand Batello’s biomed company. Batello’s stepdaughter, the brilliant Simone Brightman, had just recently agreed to marry him. Batello’s company seemed a perfect match for Angel Enterprises, just as Simone had seemed perfect for him personally. She was elegant, intelligent, beautiful.

      And the safest possible choice for a partner. He would have seen the signs, if Simone were mixed up with Obsidian. He hadn’t run AVP on her, since she knew nothing about his past, but even through the contacts and the shield specs, there was no way he could have missed that.

      He’d never liked her stepdad Rand, but an annoying in-law was a walking cliché. Noah welcomed anything that added apparent normalcy to his life. Even if it bugged the shit out of him.

      But Asa’s warning cast Batello in a new light.

      It could be a coincidence. Obsidian had its tentacles everywhere. If Obsidian had found them, it wouldn’t waste time or resources on infiltration.

      It would eat them alive and spit out their bones.

      Several of his team, including Hannah, were still crowded around the conference room door when he approached. She called something out to him as he passed, her tone sharp and defensive. He couldn’t be bothered to listen or respond.

      He had more pressing problems at the moment.

      Simone turned to him as he walked into the room. No smile. Her lipstick looked startlingly red against her pale skin.

      As always, she was impeccably put together. Understated jewelry, slender figure set off by a silver gray designer suit. Her hair was swept up, invisibly pinned. Pure class. Total sophistication. The absolute opposite of a hired exotic dancer bedecked with dollar-store trinkets and twirling veils.

      Simone held herself ramrod straight, looking him right in the eyes.

      He wasn’t used to that. He realized that he’d never seen her angry before.

      “What’s going on?” Rand Batello demanded. “Where did you run off to? That belly dancer have anything to do with it?” Rand’s fleshy face was even redder and more congested looking than usual.

      “No.” Noah exhaled before he allowed himself to answer, and the words that came out surprised him. “Things have changed. The deal’s off.”

      There was a breathless moment in the room, just enough time to reflect upon how crazy it was to make a decision this big based on an unsolicited text message.

      From Asa. Who he hadn’t seen or spoken to in thirteen years and whose agenda was a mystery. But it didn’t matter. When Noah made a decision, it stayed made.

      Batello shot an accusatory glance at Simone, and then looked at the documentation laid out across the table where Noah had been sitting. “What the fuck? This was a done deal. What the hell happened?”

      Obsidian happened. Your secret partner. My family’s mortal enemies.

      “I can’t discuss the details,” Noah said.

      “The hell you say,” Batello sputtered. “You can’t back out with no explanation!”

      “I just did,” Noah replied.

      “At least explain why you’ve changed your mind.” Simone’s voice was strained.

      “Like I just said, I can’t. Sorry.”

      “Sorry?” The pitch of Simone’s voice climbed. “You throw this in my face, in front of a room full of people, and then you tell me that you’re sorry?”

      “Yes. I am.”

      Sisko, his right hand man, caught his eye, sending a silent message. Good luck with that, my friend.

      Simone crossed her arms over her chest. “This is about us, isn’t it?”

      “This has nothing to do with us,” Noah assured her.

      Simone’s red lips curled. “Like hell it doesn’t.”

      “Simone, this is not the time or place!” Batello growled.

      “Actually it is.” Her voice had a bell-like clarity. “I’m entitled to know why he stopped wanting me.”

      Chairs scraped and the table rattled as all present scrambled to get the hell out of there. Batello alone stood his ground, breathing heavily. “Don’t waste words on this son of a bitch,” he said. “We’ll let our lawyers deal with him.”

      “Give us a minute, Rand.” Simone didn’t even turn to look at him.

      Batello snarled an obscenity and stumped out of the room.

      The door shut behind him and a freshly awful silence fell.

      “So?” Simone said. “Do you have anything to say to me worth hearing?”

      He didn’t.

      “Like I thought.” Her voice was soft and bitter. “You’ve got nothing.”

      Jesus, this was heading right off a cliff, and he couldn’t think fast enough to head off the inevitable nosedive. “Listen. Simone. I’m sorry that I—”

      “Just tell me one thing, Noah. Were you even aware that I was sitting next to you while that girl was shaking her tits in your face?”

      He closed his eyes, took a moment. “I knew you were there,” he said.

      Some answer. Simone was just warming up.

      “I’m thinking you did me a favor,” she hissed. “First during the dance when you forgot that I existed and went off into your porno fantasyland right in front of everyone. Then just now when you broke the deal. I don’t like being blindsided, Noah.”

      “It wasn’t intentional.”

      “Just…shut…up. I’m not interested in your bullshit.” Her voice snapped like a whip. “I’m not sorry this happened, Noah. Better now than after ten years and two kids. Much better now.”

      Listening to her was like holding a live electrical wire. All he could do was hang on, letting the charge buzz until his teeth rattled and his hair stood on end. The pain in her eyes was very real. He’d thought that she was cool by nature and he’d liked her coolness, hoping it would mesh with his own preference for control. Hoping she might not need the intimacy all the other women he had sex with always wanted.

      He’d bought a ring. Proposed. Entered into an actual engagement. He’d promised something that he didn’t actually have to give.

      He cleared his throat. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. Asking you to marry me is the biggest compliment I could pay a woman. I admire you. You’re brilliant, accomplished, beautiful. And I…” He searched for more. Found nothing to say.

      “And you thought that was enough,” Simone finished. “Until you didn’t.”

      He didn’t dare reply. He was in over his head.

      She turned away so all he could see was the sharp line of her jaw, the small gold drop earrings. “You know what, Noah? I really thought you were different.”

      He had no idea where she was going with this. Certainly nowhere good.

      “How?” he asked.

      “All that old-fashioned courtship. You, telling me you were happy waiting to have sex. I thought, aw, how sweet. How quirky and unusual and romantic. I thought you must have hidden depths. And that there would be so much more to discover. Hah.”

      “Simone—”

      “But it’s all a front. You have no hidden depths. There’s nobody home in there. I’m glad I never had sex with you.” She tugged her finger, pulling off the square-cut diamond he’d given her. “Take this back.”

      He held up his hands. “Wait. Simone, can’t we talk first?”

      “Take it, or I’ll flush it in the ladies.” She grabbed his hand, and closed his fingers forcibly over the ring. “Do you think I want to remember this feeling? Oh joy and fucking rapture. You want some advice, Noah?”

      He wanted advice from her about the way he wanted a fractured skull, but he had no right to show her any attitude. He clenched his teeth and gestured for her to have at. Stick it to him.

      “Give yourself a birthday treat.” She flung the words at him. “Celebrate your freedom. Play out your pathetic sexual fantasy right here on the conference room table. Better her than me.”

      She walked out, her elegant back very straight.

      Noah stared at the door. The diamond ring dug deep into his palm. He breathed slower, slower…until Simone’s kill plan winked off his inner screen in the absence of visual stimuli. He was glad when it did.

      He’d held back on sex with Simone, and he finally understood why. Because he was afraid of that inevitable moment afterwards. When she’d cuddle up to him with a hopeful, expectant look on her face, and there he’d be, like he always was. Wondering what the fuck to do with her now. And how soon could she leave.

      He pressed his hand against the table. The sensual grain of wood made him think of the dancer’s hair. That sexy fanning flare it did as she dipped and spun.

      Play out your pathetic fantasy right here on the conference room table if you want. Simone’s words unleashed vividly erotic images. Lust shocked his unstable AVP into action again. Enough. He’d never analog dived to stall a sexual fantasy before, but there was a first time for everything.

      When he had himself more or less together, he stepped out of the conference room and into an unnatural silence. Everyone in the place who had an office with a door that closed was behind it. The ones assigned to cubicles hunkered down and made themselves small while he stalked through the place.

      Hannah stood in the corridor by his office door, obviously worried.

      “Noah?” she asked.

      He shook his head and went into his office. Tossed Simone’s ring on his desk. He looked out the floor to ceiling glass window at Mount Rainier, towering in the distance. Barely visible in the fading light of the afternoon.

      His office door opened silently. He turned to find Hannah gazing at the ring on his desk. “If a four minute belly dance could break your engagement, then it really needed to be broken,” she said flatly.

      “Thanks for the advice. Like you know what you’re talking about. Your last relationship was over in less than a week.”

      “So?”

      He ignored her mulish look. “So what the fuck did you think you were doing? Was this your idea of a joke?”

      “Oh. Well, actually, no,” Hannah admitted. “We had a very good reason for calling her. The belly dancer was one of Mark Olund’s mistresses. Maybe.”

      Noah stood there, speechless. He couldn’t process that info. The warm, vivid woman he’d just seen. The ice cold killer Mark Olund, formerly of his rebel Midlander group. Those two didn’t go together in the same breath. Or even the same thought.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” he demanded.

      Hannah sighed. “Remember a couple years ago when you told Zade to keep track of all the women Mark hooked up with?”

      “Of course I remember,” he snapped.

      “Well, Zade did. He has bots tracking them, using facial recog,” Hannah said. “And the belly dancer was one of them. Zade called me this morning and told me one of Mark’s girlfriends was cruising around Seattle within a mile of Angel Enterprises. So we decided to check her out more closely.” Hannah shrugged. “I suppose we should have told you. But we thought it would be more interesting this way.”

      Mark had once been one of them, years ago. He’d undergone the same Midlands brain stim program as Noah. He and Noah were the only two of the Eyes Guys to survive the rebellion.

      They had parted ways years ago, when Mark chose another path. A darker one.

      “I can think of a lot of reasons why not,” Noah said. “And not one good reason to keep me in the dark about it.”

      “I wanted you to look at her, preferably with AVP,” Hannah said. “But she ran away too fast. Skittish. Not that I blame her, if she’s had anything to do with Mark. Did you catch up with her outside?”

      “No. She was already leaving.” He shot Sisko an accusing look.

      Sisko threw up his hands. “No clue,” he said hastily. “Not my idea.”

      “This girl showed up on the surveillance vidcam that Zade planted on Bea McDougal’s sandwich truck,” Hannah told him. “Zade tailed her. Saw her do a belly dancing gig last night. We thought, great. Your birthday was all the excuse we needed.”

      “Without clearing it with me.”

      “Clearing it my ass.” Hannah’s voice was defiant. “We knew exactly what you would say. Grit your teeth. Wait and see. Be patient. Fuck that, Noah. We need leads to find Luke. If Mark sent her to spy on us then she already knows who we are. And you’d know a lot about her right away if you just AVP scanned her.”

      “You know that I can’t take off my shield specs in front of outsiders.”

      “Outsiders?” Hannah snorted. “Oh, you mean, like, the woman you were about to marry? That outsider? The one who can never be allowed to see your real irises?”

      “Hannah,” Noah warned. “Don’t push me.”

      “We have to start somewhere. You could’ve organized to see her—”

      “In front of my fiancée. Yeah, I can see it. Hey, girl, loved your sexy dance. What do you say we meet for coffee after you put your clothes back on, just us two? Sounds like a genius move, Hannah.”

      “I was trying to speed things up,” Hannah said, annoyed.

      “Don’t,” he said. “It was stupid. And it puts us all in danger.”

      “You think everything puts us in danger. You have to relax.”

      “Really?” He laughed harshly. “After a stunt like this?”

      “Well, it got weird really fast, when you tore out of the room,” Hannah admitted. “And why on earth did you kill the Batello deal? Without even giving us a heads-up?”

      Noah pulled Asa’s message up on his display, and handed the phone to Hannah.

      Her face went white. The dusting of freckles on her face came into sharp focus.

      Asa had been Hannah’s favorite big brother. Noah was doomed to be the pain-in-the-ass eldest, forever trying to take the place of their absent parents. That left Asa free to be the fun brother, the cool brother. The one Hannah admired and adored. The one who never annoyed or lectured or pestered her. The one who “understood her.”

      She’d blamed Noah when Asa left. She’d cried for weeks afterwards.

      And in exchange for her favorite brother, Noah had given her the Midlands horror show. What a trade-off. He usually managed not to think about that.

      Just not when her eyes had that look.

      “He tracked you down?” Sisko’s eyes widened. “Figured out your identities? Shit. He’s good.”

      “Damn right,” Noah said. “He encrypted my message using your private code.”

      Sisko lunged for the phone, outraged. “What the fuck? He’s an unmod. No one cracks my code. Not even Zade.”

      Noah turned away from him to check out Hannah, who was unnaturally silent. Her eyes had taken on that blank Midlands stare. Her lips had gone blue. Blood pressure drop. His bar had a small espresso machine, so he slid in the coffee capsule and brewed a cup. He sugared up the resulting beverage, and pressed it into Hannah’s hand.

      “Drink that,” he directed. “You’re fading.”

      Hannah’s attitude revived enough for her to roll her eyes. She sipped, grimacing.

      Noah hit the switch on the wall that engaged the window shades. It was made of the same material he used for shield specs, to filter out all the frequencies that disturbed him and left just enough light to function. The motor hummed as the shades descended.

      Sisko sighed as darkness engulfed them. “Great,” he muttered. “This again.”

      “Now?” Hannah asked plaintively. “Really?”

      Noah ignored them and popped out the contacts. He could only do a bare-eyes scan in near darkness, and he needed to scan Hannah right now.

      Sisko and Hannah exchanged resigned glances. Every time he called a meeting of the Midland rebels, he scanned them. Made sure everyone was chilled. Dangerous secrets hidden. Identities intact. No erratic thought patterns or chemical imbalances.

      Everything smooth, normal. Move along, folks, nothing to see here.

      He’d lost too many of them already. Some during the Midlands research trials, some in in the rebellion day battle. Some after, lost to traumatic stress, depression and suicide. He’d been the one to persuade them to rebel, at Midlands. But they’d had no real choice. They’d been fighting for their lives.

      Obsidian would pay someday. But in the meantime, he would keep an AVP enhanced eagle eye on the ones left, and the very second that one of his people skipped a beat, he’d be all over his or her ass. He’d be damned if he’d lose another one.

      Hannah checked out, more or less. Coffee helped. The shock was passing. She was burning too hot with excitement in some places, and too patchy in others, but he’d seen her worse. Sisko looked worried but otherwise normal.

      It was his Midlands legacy. All of them had one. Together, they were a circus freakshow, but Noah’s hounding kept their weirder stuff under the radar. Mostly.

      Hannah gave him a resigned eye-roll. She was the only one who could meet his eyes when he used AVP. The rest of his group avoided his gaze, which took on a luminous, reflective amber glow like a night predator. It made their skins crawl.

      He
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