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A sound of terror. Desperation.



The man was straddling her, pinning her to the ground. Nicholas’s heart boomed in his ears and felt like it would explode. In the shafts of moonlight, he saw something tied over Olivia’s mouth.

A twig broke beneath his shoe. The man’s head snapped up and he sprang to his feet and rushed toward him. Nicholas saw the flash of a knife. He pushed the man away and felt the knife slice his arm.

Get to Olivia, make sure she’s all right.

The man came at him again. Nicholas grabbed his wrists. They were face-to-face, force against force. He couldn’t lose. Olivia’s life depended on it. She was still alive. Her quick, panting breaths were filled with fear.

The man tried to knee him, but Nicholas twisted out of the way. Blood trickled down his arm, and the pain seared down the line of the cut.

Push past it.

The guy spun around, nearly snapping Nicholas’s arm until he had to let go. Nicholas spun out of the way of the knife, but the assailant wasn’t aiming at him. He plunged the knife straight down toward Olivia.

“Noooo!”

The word tore from Nicholas’s throat…
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CHAPTER 1



Nicholas Braden was either about to learn a terrible truth or be killed. He rode on the back of a motorcycle through an area of Baltimore the likes of which he’d seen on Cops. The only certainty was that he had made a mondo mistake. He’d soon find out if that was trusting the man driving the bike and his comrades, known to him as the Rogues.

They didn’t trust him.

Nicholas was the baton in a relay. He had gone to the designated place and met a gang-banger-type guy named Taze, who took him on a beat-up motorcycle to another guy on a bike. After a decoy handoff, the second guy delivered him to Rand Brandenburg.

Nicholas braced himself on the back of Rand’s motorcycle seat as they drove to a dead area, with abandoned buildings and roads pocked with potholes, that gave him the creeps. They approached a building begging for demolition. Windows had been smashed out, leaving wicked shards of glass to catch the sunlight.

Nicholas got off the bike the moment Rand pulled behind a crumbling, concrete square that had once held garbage containers. He scrubbed his fingers through his thick, dark hair after removing the helmet and tapped his cross pendant twice, something he did whenever he embarked on a risky adventure.


Rand kicked down the stand while he kept an eye on Nicholas. Rand was solidly built, with dark blond hair and a silver bar through his eyebrow. Nicholas was pretty sure the lump under the back of his shirt was a gun, and that gave him a hell of a lot more than the creeps.

A car pulled up nearby, and a tall, lean, redhead got out and walked over. He knew her, too: Zoe Stoker. He’d been told these people were his enemies. Maybe they were, but his gut told him they weren’t.

Rand nodded toward the entrance of the building. Nicholas’s chest tightened the way it did when he was about to sink into the depths of a dark underwater cave with only a rope and an air line to link him with the world. No one knew he was here, though. There would be no one to send help if he signaled.

He followed Rand into the first apartment, Zoe behind him. The place was trashed, a dinged-up dining table the only piece of whole furniture left. The smell of mildew and urine permeated the debris on the floor.

Nicholas took only a few steps in before turning to face them. “Is all this really necessary?”

“Afraid so.” Rand stepped closer. “The last time we tried to contact you, we nearly got our heads blown off. Call us a little paranoid, but it keeps us alive.”

Nicholas’s brows furrowed. “The shootout at my house. That was the second thing that got me thinking. Made me suspicious. Darkwell, Director for Science and Technology at the CIA, is my temporary boss. He told me to tell the police I had no idea why someone used my house, which is true. He said you guys—the Rogues, he calls you—were going to kill me. But he never gave me a good reason why.”

“Because he wants you to fear us. And he sure as hell doesn’t want us to tell you what’s really going on or get you suspicious.”

The shootout had happened a week and a half ago, and Nicholas still couldn’t physically check his house to see what kind of damage it had sustained. Darkwell told him it was too dangerous; the Rogues could be watching. He promised to restore anything that had been damaged, but Nicholas had a lot of salvage items that couldn’t be replaced. He had other ways to see his place, though, and it looked as though it had been cleaned up.

“What’s really going on?” Nicholas asked.

Rand said, “You wanted to meet with us. Tell us what you know.”

They had him there. He wanted answers; he would have to give some first. “A month ago, I was contracted by Darkwell to use my skills in a classified program called DARK MATTER. I’ve got an uncanny ability to find things.”

Zoe tilted her head. “And you found out that your skill is actually a psychic ability.”

“Yeah.” That had blown his mind. “And that I inherited it from my father.” Robert Braden, a man he had no memory of. Nicholas tested the strength of the table and leaned against it. “Darkwell promised to teach me to develop my skills so I could help locate hostages. I liked that idea.”

He’d never found a live person before, only weathered remains for Bone Finders, an organization of volunteers who pooled their varied skills to give closure to families of missing persons.

The satisfaction he’d gotten from participating in those searches had instilled a desire to find live missing people, like abducted children. The possibility filled him with a deep sense of purpose. The one time he’d tried, though, he had nearly fallen into an abyss that kept him from doing the find.

The more emotions tied to the missing article, the more of a toll it took on him. Finding lost ships or equipment was simple. Finding a child’s bones sucked out his energy for a week, though it was worth it. At the promise of learning to overcome that, Nicholas had signed on with Darkwell, getting a bonus for residing at the old psychiatric hospital where the program was being conducted.

“Plus he offered me a wad of money to do it, enough so when I’m done with my contract, I can start my own business. He taught me how to psychically see distant places—remote-view—explaining that it was an extension of my location skill. But before I can find any hostages, I’m ordered to find these bad-ass Rogues—all of you.”

They were definitely badasses.

“You’re supposed to be terrorists, but you seem like ordinary Americans like me.” In the surveillance and driver’s license pictures he’d seen of them, they looked like normal twentysomethings. “He told me he wanted to question you. Then you guys break into the hospital and”—he rubbed his hand over his face—” that was some hairy shit, but what bothered me as much as anything you did was seeing one of our guards holding two women at gunpoint. I knew he would have killed them.”

It was more than hairy shit. It was everything he’d imagined his father going through in the final moments of his life.

“When it was over, Darkwell told me it was an unprovoked attack, but I overheard him talking about a prisoner being rescued. I had no idea there were prisoners. Darkwell denied it when I asked him. I knew he was lying. That was the first thing that had me suspicious. I haven’t been comfortable since, but I’ve got another month on my contract.” Nicholas hated lies. Black lies, white lies, it didn’t matter; a lie was a lie. He also hated breaking obligations.

Rand stood rigid. “Two of us were being held at the asylum. Darkwell was using us as guinea pigs, shooting us up with drugs to see if they would boost our abilities.”

A chill trickled down his spine. A nurse had taken his blood when he’d started, ostensibly to check his health. Taken, though. Nicholas had watched the blood going into the syringe; nothing had gone into his body.

What Rand said seemed too horrific to be true, but Nicholas wasn’t about to discount it. “Earlier this week, I was told to find the women again.” One of those women was Eric Aruda’s sister, Petra. By focusing on her, he could not only find her, but remote-view her. She usually sensed him and kicked him out. This time she’d talked to him:

“Whoever you are, you’re on the wrong side! Darkwell is lying to you. You lost your mom or dad when you were young. Twenty years ago he or she was working for the government or part of some program that no one can tell you anything about. Your parent died because of that program, and now you’re working for the man behind it. He only wants to use you. All we want is the truth. Don’t you want to know why you have the psychic abilities you do? Don’t you want to be on the right side?”

Being on the right side was important to him.

“When Petra told me I was on the wrong side, it jibed with my suspicions. Then this guy, Cheveyo, gets into my head, and even as freaky as some of this stuff is, that was mind blowing.” Wicked wild. Like thoughts in his head, but not his thoughts.

In a psychic conversation, Cheveyo confirmed what Petra had told him: Darkwell was trouble. Cheveyo’s father had worked with Nicholas’s father and was also dead. Cheveyo explained he was not part of the Rogues but was acting as a go-between because he had the ability to communicate psychically. “Petra said something about the classified program my dad worked in twenty years ago. That he died because of it.”

Zoe nodded. “Darkwell created a program that put people with psychic abilities to work finding hostages and terrorists.”

“Darkwell mentioned the program but never said he’d created it.”

Rand said, “It was his baby. He gave the subjects—our parents—something called the Booster, which enhanced their abilities…but messed up their heads. Ask your mother about it. Your dad probably started acting erratic, maybe got really, uh, let’s just say he got pretty randy. Their mental states deteriorated, and one of the participants went on a shooting spree at the facility.”

His dad…His dad and three others had died that day. The blood drained from Nicholas’s face. He had spent his whole life imagining what his dad had gone through.

Rand continued. “The program got shut down. Within a year, all the participants were dead. We’re the offspring of those participants. In fact, that’s what they call us: Offspring. We inherited our parents’ psychic abilities and the Booster. That’s what made us so powerful. And that’s why Darkwell wants us. What we want is the truth. About the program and the Booster.”

Rand crossed his arms in front of his chest. “How many of you are working in the DARK MATTER program? We met with Jerryl Evrard, who pretended to be interested in what we had to say, then nearly took out Zoe.”

Hell. “What did he do?”

Instead of looking more vulnerable at the memory, she straightened her shoulders in a defiant gesture. “Grabbed me, put a gun to my head, then jumped into the water with me.”

“Jerryl.” Nicholas shook his head. “He’s a Marine. All he ever talks about is serving his country and killing people, like both are a privilege and pleasure. There are three of us. Fonda’s the third, and she’s tight with Jerryl. Little thing, but fierce.”

Zoe leaned against the wall so she could face Nicholas. “What is Jerryl’s psychic ability?”

“He remote-views, but I think he can do more than that. He and Darkwell spend a lot more time together than they do with me. They’re coconspirators, both with that killer gleam in their eyes.”

“Jerryl can mind-control.”

Nicholas’s eyebrows furrowed. “As in, getting into someone’s head and making them do something against their will?”


Rand’s expression hardened. “Exactly.”

“And I thought this Cheveyo guy getting into my head was freaky enough.”

Zoe narrowed her eyes. “Were you the one who found me in Key West?”

“That was me.”

“Darkwell sent an assassin after me. And he’s come after Rand and me twice.”

“In an apartment in Baltimore. The two of you were, uh…” Nicholas’s cheeks warmed. He’d been ordered to find Rand and had caught them in flagrante.

“Yeah,” Rand said. “Talk about killing the afterglow.”

Nicholas rubbed his mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

Zoe checked her watch. “And the thing at your house, that was a setup. Darkwell knew we were going to contact you—contact, not kill—and he put one of his thugs in there to pose as you. The goal was to take all of us out, no questions first.”

Nicholas massaged his temples and closed his eyes for a second. It sounded crazy and paranoid and so government-conspiracies-and-spies and stuff. Yet he sensed the truth in it. “This confirms the bad feeling I’ve had about this for a while now.” He looked at them. “This…Booster stuff in us…”

Rand said, “We don’t know what it is. Our parents were told it was some kind of nutritional cocktail, but it was obviously more than that. And it’s a good bet it could make us crazy, too.”

Crazy? Like having nightmares about being burned to death? Like feeling outrageous fear at the sight of a fireplace or a candle? “Why is Darkwell out to kill you?”

Rand stuffed the tips of his fingers into his front jeans pockets. “He would have approached us the same way he did you, but we got suspicious and started digging. No way would we work for the dude who caused our parents to die. He can’t take the chance that we’ll expose him.”

“Is that what you want to do?”


A shadow crossed Zoe’s face. “We want to shut him down. He’s hurt a lot of people, and he’s going to keep on hurting them. Some will be terrorists. Others will just be people in his way. Like us.”

Terrorists. That’s what Darkwell said he’d be helping to find. Nicholas knew some of it wasn’t pretty, some of it was classified, but he liked helping his country. Finally, after seeing all those news reports about bombings, 9/11, he could do something. So far he’d been mostly working on his ability to find living people. He’d been using that ability to find the Rogues.

Rand asked, “Where did Darkwell move the operation?”

Nicholas met their gazes. “Not until I understand more about what’s going on. You’re not going to storm the place, are you? Innocent people work there. How do I know you are the good guys?”

Zoe pushed away from the wall. “Find out for yourself. Ask about your dad, what he was doing before he died. Talk to Jerryl and find out what he’s up to. Ask questions about what’s really going on there. You already know Darkwell’s not being straight with you. You decide who the good guys are. But be careful. Darkwell kills curious cats.”

Rand handed him a cell phone. “We’ll be in touch. It’s set to vibrate. We’ll call once, disconnect, then call back in thirty minutes. That’ll give you time to get someplace where you can talk.”

That was it? They weren’t going to interrogate him? Try to force him to give up the new location?

Rand crossed his arms in front of his chest. “There’s something you need to know. If you stay on Darkwell’s side, you may not get out alive.”

The seriousness in Rand’s eyes made Nicholas’s throat tighten. “You’d kill me?”

Rand nodded. “If you’re the enemy, and you help him find us or set us up, we’ll have to. Or you may get hit in the cross fire. This is a war between Darkwell and us. And like any war, people are going to get killed. We’re going to make damned sure it’s not one of us.”

Zoe said, “But if you join us, you’ll be a target like we are.”

Either option sucked. He felt as though he were straddling an alligator.

Zoe walked toward the hallway. “We’d better get you back to your car. If Jerryl remote-views and sees you with us, you’re toast. Unless you’re a setup.”

“I’m not.” Nicholas met their hard glares. “Either you or Darkwell is lying. I’m going to find out which one.” He shoved the phone into his pocket and followed Rand out of the building.








CHAPTER 2



Nicholas returned to the Darkwell family estate in Potomac, Maryland, his head buzzing with what Zoe and Rand had told him. It had been strange seeing faces that matched the pictures of people he’d been targeting, especially since they hadn’t looked or acted like terrorists.

More importantly: Darkwell had lied about their intentions. If they’d gone to his house to kill him, why had they not taken him out today?

From the beginning, Darkwell hadn’t lived up to his side of the agreement, making excuses and empty promises. Dishonesty was usually a deal breaker, but Nicholas understood that the government had secrets it couldn’t share with the general public. This program was one of those secrets. But now…now he knew he was being lied to personally. He’d walk, screw the money, forget that he always saw a job through to the best of his ability. Before he could do that, though, he had to find out the truth. This went beyond him; it involved his father.

He waited until the armed guard opened the gate. The mansion was a hell of a lot better than that creepy hospital where the program had started. He parked his Nissan Frontier in the small parking area. The house was two stories, painted white, with columns flanking the grand entrance. Mahogany paneling and trim, a winding staircase, leather accents, marble floors, the smell of old wood and older money. He’d take his place in the Eastport section of Annapolis any day—three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a nice little yard where he could work up a sweat mowing and trimming bushes.

He sprinted up the stairs that split midfloor to head to the right wing and the left wing, where the offices and his suite of rooms were. He spotted Olivia, Darkwell’s assistant, in the hallway. Whenever he saw her, he felt an odd ping in his chest. She spent most of her days at CIA headquarters and the evenings here.

Her face, a perfect oval framed by long, brown hair, transformed into a smile when she saw him. She tamped it down, though, which he suspected had something to do with Darkwell’s glower when he’d spotted them talking in the hallway the other day.

A spark ignited when she’d come to his room at the asylum with employment papers to sign. She’d perched on his small desk and told him a joke about two rabbits and a fox. Then Darkwell walked by, and she’d dropped to her feet, the enchanting smile and glow in her incredible hazel green eyes gone. Later, he told Nicholas there was a rule prohibiting staff/contractor relations.

Since then, the few times he and Olivia had been alone together, she’d dropped a flirty line but quickly retreated. It was clear by the fire in her eyes she hadn’t wanted to, and he hadn’t wanted her to, either.

Nicholas paused a few feet from her. “Can we talk? Alone?”

She ran her finger down the sensual spiral of one silver earring. “I, uh…maybe that’s not such a good idea considering the rule that staff and contractors shouldn’t be, uh, socializing.”

“This is about work.”

“Oh. Of course.” Her face flushed in that sweet way that told him she had been sheltered as far as men were concerned, which intrigued him even more.


He leaned close, inhaling the faint scent of perfume that reminded him of cotton candy. His eyes held hers. “I’d love to socialize with you, but I don’t want you to get into trouble.”

Her mouth opened for a second before the word, “Oh,” emerged.

“Where can we talk?”

She turned. “Come this way.”

They passed Jerryl Evrard’s room, where he and Fonda were noisily going at it, as usual. Hadn’t Rand said the Booster made the subjects randy? Olivia’s face flushed again as she looked everywhere but at him. Oh, yeah, he’d love to make her moan and cry out. He’d entertained the thought of hooking up during his time here if Olivia didn’t want anything more than that herself. Getting involved in anything long-term was, unfortunately, out of the question. He’d dismissed the fling idea after her reaction to Darkwell. That didn’t mean he couldn’t fantasize about running his fingers through her hair, tugging it back to expose her neck…

He shook off the thought before he grew a full-bore hard-on.

At the end of the hallway, they walked into one of the rooms where he and Jerryl undertook their missions. The balcony had been enclosed as a sunroom, but Darkwell had installed a heavy curtain to block out all light. She pulled it open, and he was still looking at the way the sun burnished her hair with auburn highlights when she turned around, a look of both curiosity and anticipation on her face.

She was dressed much less conservatively than she did during the week, wearing tight yellow pants and a black shirt. It was unbuttoned just low enough to show the creamy skin of her collarbone and the edge of a red bra. In comparison, he felt slovenly in his centuries-old black T-shirt and black workout pants.

He placed his hand against the warm curved glass that overlooked the courtyard and what he called the east wing, where Olivia stayed. “Darkwell signed me on to DARK MATTER with the promise that I would be locating hostages. So far all I’ve been doing is finding the Rogues. What do you know about them?”

A shadow crossed her face. “He hasn’t told me much about them, either. I…I took care of one of them when he was at the asylum. I remember thinking he must have done something pretty bad to be there. You saw what the Rogues did when they broke in. They’re ruthless.”

He didn’t even know he was going to reach out and touch the faint scar on the side of her temple where Eric Aruda, the most dangerous Rogue, had coldcocked her two weeks ago. Her eyes widened at the touch.

“He could have killed you.”

“I know.” Her voice quivered, and the shadow of violence still haunted her eyes. “Look what he did to one of our men.”

His fury returned at the memory of blood running down her cheek, her stark fear. He wanted to teach Eric Aruda a lesson about assaulting innocent women, especially sweet, delicate, soft Olivia. His thumb rubbed her temple in slow circles. Her pupils dilated, and her mouth slackened. His eyes felt heavy as he looked at her mouth, pink and glistening, ready to be kissed.

What are you doing?

He dropped his hand. “No, I mean, he could have killed you. Easily. But he only knocked you out. They broke in to rescue their friends, not attack. Our guy was holding Eric’s sister at gunpoint.” Then he realized what she’d said. “So there were prisoners.”

Now her face paled. “I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone.”

“I overheard Darkwell talking about prisoners right after it happened though he denied it when I asked. You only confirmed it. I don’t like being lied to.”

“We have to trust he’s doing the right thing. He has his way, but he’s a good man.”


Nicholas narrowed his eyes. “You’re not…involved with him, are you?” He did seem territorial about Olivia, and she acted reverential and obedient toward him.

A bark of laughter erupted from her mouth. “No. God, no. He’s just…been my boss for a long time.” She tilted her head. “Please don’t let him know I told you about the prisoners.”

He moved closer, his voice lowering. “Only if you”—kiss me. He cleared his throat—“tell me what’s really going on here.”

“I’m strictly administrative. All I know is Darkwell brought in three people with special skills to break up terrorist cells. You obviously have some kind of skill.” She paused, as though to let him add what that skill was. When he didn’t say, she continued. “The Rogues are one of those cells. They’re trying to sabotage the program.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why were they going to kill me?”

“Darkwell has your best interest in mind. If he thinks they’re a danger to you, I’d believe him.”

She definitely believed in the man. Maybe a little too much.

A man’s voice stopped them both. “If you want answers, ask me.”

They both jerked around to find Darkwell standing in the doorway. He’d opened the door so quietly, they hadn’t heard him. His winged eyebrows gave him a menacing look when he narrowed his large, dark brown eyes.

Nicholas walked up to him, face-to-face. He had to be careful what he said so as not to give away that he’d talked to the Rogues. “Fine, answer my questions.”

Darkwell gave Olivia a look, and she left. Only when she’d gone did he say, “Why were the Rogues out to kill you? Simply because you’re on the good side. Having strong psychic abilities themselves, they found out about my program. They’re antigovernment terrorists who want to impede our progress. You’ve been a tremendous help with stopping them. I know that’s not what you signed on for, but you will be doing what you want soon. In fact, I’m getting information today on a contractor, father of four from Alabama, who’s gone missing in Afghanistan. This is our first official chance to show everyone what we can do.” The carrot. And then the sense of obligation. “I’ve invested a lot of my time and energy to enhance your skills.”

“I don’t like being kept in the dark, not when what I’m doing could cause someone to die. What’s Jerryl doing, besides Fonda?”

Darkwell’s mouth tilted up in a sardonic smile, his moustache stretching with it. “I’m not pleased with their association, but I’m less pleased about anything that might start between you and Olivia.”

Nicholas hoped Darkwell hadn’t heard their conversation about the prisoners. “You have nothing to worry about. She’s made the policy clear, and I respect that.”

“But you have doubts about my intentions.”

“I overheard you talking about prisoners, but when I asked, you denied it.”

“I thought it might make you uncomfortable, and, frankly, it didn’t concern you. Either way, that’s no longer a problem.” His voice thickened on those words. “I’m going to ask you to trust me a little longer. For now, focus on the missing man.”

Nicholas leaned against the back of a chair. “When you first approached me, you said you’d been impressed with my father’s location skills.”

“Yes, he was very talented.”

“What was he doing when he died?”

“Why all these questions, Nicholas?”

Darkwell’s eyes were as dark as the underwater caves Nicholas explored in his free time. And potentially just as dangerous.

“The more I get to know my skills, the more I want to know about his.”


“He would be very proud of you.” With two pats on Nicholas’s shoulder, Darkwell turned and left.

He hadn’t answered the question, and Nicholas intuitively knew not to press.

Darkwell kills curious cats.

According to the Rogues, Darkwell sent an assassin after Zoe Stoker. If that had succeeded, Nicholas would have indirectly been responsible for her death. The thought crackled like electricity in his chest.

He headed back down the hall, spotting Darkwell talking to Jerryl through a crack in the door. Nicholas strained to hear what they were saying, but Darkwell moved away and went into Olivia’s office. A minute later, he emerged with a folder and headed to the end of the hall. Jerryl walked out of his room and toward the same mission room Darkwell had gone into.

Nicholas loitered, hoping to catch Olivia and apologize for getting her into trouble. She, however, didn’t meet his gaze when she exited a minute later and strode around the corner.

Nicholas tried to look as though he were waiting for his assignment, bored even, as he meandered toward the end of the hall. Robbins, Darkwell’s lead man, was focused on something on his desk and didn’t even look up as Nicholas passed. The mission room door was closed, posted with the sign SESSION IN PROGRESS. He leaned closer and tried to hear what they were saying.

“Comfortable?” Darkwell asked. “Good. Now, find Eric Aruda. Get into his head and quickly dispatch anyone in his vicinity. We want him to take out his comrades.”

“Gladly.”

Get into his head? Take out his comrades? The thought of Jerryl mind-controlling someone shot alarm through him. Zoe and Rand had been right about that, too.

Olivia came around the corner, and their gazes locked for a second before she went into her office. Damn, why did his chest have to tighten at the sight of her? He focused on the room again. Silence, while Jerryl did whatever he was doing.

A few minutes later, “Can’t get in, sir. He must be in their hideout.”

Darkwell said the Rogues had a psychic shield over their hideout. Now Nicholas was glad. The door opened sooner than he’d anticipated, and Darkwell stepped out and closed the door behind him.

“What are you doing out here?” he nearly barked.

Nicholas was good at remaining calm in stressful situations. It had saved his life during his diving expeditions. “Waiting for you to get me started on something. I’m bored.”

Darkwell narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t seem so sure a few minutes ago.”

“Just frustrated.”

He held up a manila folder. “Then this should make you happy.” He nodded for Nicholas to follow him into the mission room opposite and closed the door behind them. “I have information on the hostage.”

For the next half hour, Nicholas studied the data. Darkwell had even thrown in pictures of his children, a move so blatantly manipulative it rankled. Had the man forgotten that if Nicholas became emotionally involved in the case, he couldn’t connect?

Darkwell checked back with him. “What do you think?”

Nicholas set the pictures and notes aside. “I’ll give it my best shot.”

“I know you will.” Darkwell sat at the desk next to the recliner where Nicholas would undertake his mission and clicked on the tape recorder.

At least he wasn’t tracking down someone who would then be targeted. Or would he? He didn’t know anymore. He glanced at the man’s picture, a typical American-looking guy. Not a Rogue; too old.

Darkwell plunged the room into near darkness. Nicholas was too self-conscious about the process to do it any other way. He visualized the man’s face, focusing so hard, his body seemed to disappear. He felt weightless, floating in the darkness like he did in the water.

He knew the moment he connected to his target by the whoosh in his stomach, as though he were gliding through the ether. He saw flashes of images, and his body twitched with each one. The swirling colors took the shape of a map. In large words: Afghanistan. Then closer, city names coming into focus. Kabul. Closer still. Just outside Kabul.

That had been as far as he could go before, getting a location on the map in his mind. Now he saw the city: ruined buildings, dust everywhere, a house still standing. Like a ghost, he drifted through the open door, then through a wall to a room in the back of the house.

His target. He couldn’t get too personal, couldn’t think of his kids or even what the man was enduring. Any emotional tie brought that black mass…the abyss. He took in the man tied to a chair, looking more haggard than in his picture. Two other men were in the room. One man walked closer to the target, blocking the view. The man screamed.

Nicholas lurched out of the mission, sucking in deep breaths. “I found him.”

 

Olivia walked into the huge kitchen, finding it deserted. Perfect. Given the nature of the program, the staff was limited to the essentials, which included a housekeeper but not a cook. The residents had use of the stocked kitchen. She pushed away the reprimand she’d just gotten and pulled out the cakes sitting on racks to cool. She’d played it safe, choosing chocolate.

“Story of your life, Olivia,” she muttered as she began to make icing between the layers. A grin spread down to her stomach as she carved the cake.

She rolled out a sheet of blue fondant and draped it over the cake, which was shaped like a pyramid. She trimmed, then went to work applying the thinner pieces of fondant that were cut into abstract, colorful shapes.

If she’d had some fireworks, or platforms and motors, she could have done something more spectacular. Explosions always made a cake special.

When she was done, she heated water for a cup of vanilla instant coffee, scooping the powder out of the square tin and dumping it in a mug with a rear view of several cowboys sitting on a fence: Nothin’ like starting the morning with buns and coffee.

She’d taken her first sip when she heard a sound behind her. She turned to find Gerard Darkwell looking at her cake with disapproval. Because she knew the piping, color balance, and lettering were perfect, it wasn’t the cake that had piqued his ire.

“Not cozy with Braden, huh?” he said, his voice like a growl.

“It’s a birthday cake. There are no hearts, just, ‘Happy Birthday, Nicholas!’ I thought we’d get everyone together tomorrow and celebrate.”

He inspected the cake. “So, you’d make a cake for the other two on their birthdays as well?”

“Of course.” Though she didn’t know either of them as well as Nicholas, and that wasn’t saying much. But she sensed he was a good person, and anyone who spent hours in grueling searches to find the remains of missing people…that told her enough about him.

“It’s a well-crafted cake,” he said, inspecting it. “You spent a lot of time on it.”

It was a compliment, and yet, she recognized the slippery quality of his voice. “Thank you.”

He picked up the cake stand and dumped it over, crushing the pyramid. Crumbs scattered on the white countertop.

She couldn’t breathe. “What…why…?”

“This cake tells me you’re way too invested in Braden. It will tell him the same. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. He’ll think it’s sweet. Then he’ll take you to bed. It’s my job to keep you from making that mistake. I’ve guided you, protected you, raised you on my own, and brought you into the most exciting career of your life. I’m not going to let you violate my rules and get involved with a man who brings nothing to the Darkwell legacy. Remember the last time you thought you were in love.”

He’d said those last words with a sneer, but they pierced her chest. She pushed them away and stared at the ruined cake.

She was eleven years old again, when she’d painstakingly made a house out of cookies and icing when she was supposed to be reading a boring biography about George Washington. Her father had tossed her house into the garbage, set the book in front of her, and left. He never yelled. His message always got through without volume.

Words clawed up her throat: Exciting career? Being your secretary? I wanted to go overseas, see the world, but you kept me here, safe and sound. I don’t want to be your little girl forever. I never wanted a career in the CIA in the first place, but you denigrated what brought me passion and joy.

“You’ll look back on this and see I was right.” He turned before she could utter any of her words.

You’d never say them anyway. She’d been taught to respect her elders, especially her father. Still, she swallowed those bitter words and hated herself for doing so.

Good girls get love. Her father only showed affection when she obeyed. It was earned, the same way her self-worth was. When she didn’t go along cheerfully with what he wanted, the punishment was worse than his anger—she was dismissed.

Hiding that she was his daughter was yet another one of those things she’d had to agree to. He didn’t want her to be treated any differently, good or bad, because of her name, so she was known as Olivia Damarest, her middle name. She had another name, too. She smiled, feeling smug at the one secret she’d been able to keep from him.


She turned to face the mess of a cake, feeling as torn as she had that day when she was eleven. The worst part? He was right. She had invested a lot into this cake. The joy she’d felt in making it, well, only part of that was because of the artistic process. Most of it was imagining the delight on Nicholas’s face when she walked in singing “Happy Birthday.” Because she cared. Because she cared a little too much.








CHAPTER 3



Heat and pain tore down Nicholas’s throat as he tried to breathe. Roaring flames surrounded him, licking at his skin like a dragon tasting his dinner. He couldn’t see beyond those flames and the thick, dark smoke that trapped him in his bed. His eyes burned. His skin blistered. Where’s the door? I can’t remember. It didn’t matter. He would have to run through a wall of fire to get to it, and he knew more flames waited on the other side. Was there a window in the room? His brain was frying. He couldn’t remember.

Then a sound. His cell phone. He gasped one last breath as he reached for it on the nightstand. It wasn’t warm. But…how? He blinked, confused, looking at the display. His mother’s number. Sweat dripped into his eyes, burning them. Then he looked around and saw…

The room at the estate. No flames. No smoke. Only a nightmare. The nightmare.

He pressed the TALK button, and grunted, “Good morning.”

His mother, Lilah, began her annual rendition of “Happy Birthday.” He tried to stop her, but she forged on. The woman couldn’t sing worth a damn, but she sure loved trying.

He waited until she finished, mopping his face with a towel from the bathroom. “Thanks, Mom.”


“Big twenty-three. What are you going to do for your birthday? Something special, I hope.”

“I don’t know. I may go to one of the parks nearby, get lost for a while.”

“Like you could ever get lost.” She sighed. “But you were my little boy lost, wandering in the woods for hours, giving me a heart attack when I couldn’t find you anywhere.”

“That’s what happens when you live out in the boonies.”

Her voice became contrite. “It was your dad’s idea, buying a hundred acres in the forest and living off the land. He didn’t think about how his two kids would handle being home-schooled and not being around other children. After we lost him, it was my fault. I couldn’t sell our dream house.”

That was how she always put it, “lost your dad.” She couldn’t say the word died. He was two when his dad was killed. He’d heard her say that phrase so many times, he thought his dad was lost. And Nicholas was going to find him. He knew his dad had explored the forest surrounding their home, so that was where he looked for him. Of course, he never found him, but he did find evidence of him. On a tree, their names carved into the trunk. A shrine of rocks, each marked to represent a member of their family. Nicholas kept looking for traces of his father. He found them by doing the things he had loved: climbing trees, camping out, cave diving.

“Nicky, I’m sorry I made you two live out there for so long. Too long. Is that why you’ve never felt close to me? Or anyone? You told me once that you’d rather be in the middle of a forest tracking down bones, or 150 feet down in the ocean looking for shipwrecks than to be around other people.”

“I think it’s just the way I am, Mom.”

He wasn’t going to tell her that maybe it was because she kept telling him and Jennessy, his sister, not to love too deeply, because when you lost, and you would, it would hurt so much more. He and Jennessy had become self-sufficient children, used to spending lots of time alone, and he wasn’t sure either could change that.

Jennessy. She was an Offspring, too.

“Did you have the fire nightmare?”

“I haven’t had one of those in years.” This was the only kind of lie he could abide, one that kept her from being afraid. When he died, his distance would make his loss a little easier to bear.

Even before he knew what a funeral was, he’d always gone from the horror of the fire to the service. His mother and sister lost in grief, his casket. Other people crying. His sister was about the age she was now. So was his mother.

It wasn’t just a nightmare that tore through his dreams on a regular basis, and in particular, on his birthday. He knew it would come true. Just as it did for his father.

“Are you fibbing?” she asked. “Trying not to get me worried?”

“Wouldn’t I remember the nightmare if I had it?” Evasive. “Dad had them all the time, right?”

His were nightmares of being shot, of someone coming into the building he was in and shooting at everyone in the vicinity.

“About once a month. When you started getting recurring nightmares about burning…”

“But I’m not.” He remembered her reaction when he’d had the nightmare the first several times. She’d held him in stiff arms, and screamed, “Stop having those nightmares. Your daddy had them, and they came true! I couldn’t stand losing you, so stop them!”

He couldn’t stop them, but he did stop telling her about them. “How is your eye?” he asked, partly to change the subject.

“Cataract surgery is set for just over two weeks from now. Doc says it’s no big deal. I’ll wear a patch for a week, and it’ll be over. My friend Velma is going to take me to the doctor, and Jennessy is coming back for the week and take care of me.”

She was having eye surgery. He shuddered, and dark tension coiled inside him. At the funeral, his mother wore an eye patch. He was going to die in three weeks.

Lilah’s voice sounded strained, devoid of the chipper tone she’d had earlier. “Are you still afraid of fire?”

“Not much.” Another lie. It had gotten worse. Even candles, bonfires, fireplaces…they clogged his throat with the memory of choking on smoke. He couldn’t even watch the news when they were reporting fires.

“Have you heard from Jenn yet? I have no idea where she even is.”

He walked to the French doors. “Probably taking photos in Africa or slogging across the Amazon.” He rarely heard from her, though if she was near a phone, she always called him on his birthday. What should he tell her about this Offspring business? Nothing yet, but he would find out if anyone had tried contacting her. “Mom, can I ask you something about Dad?”

“Of course. Do you find yourself thinking about him on your birthday?” The wistfulness in her voice was much better than the grief that once saturated it.

“Sometimes. You said I got my skill at locating things from him. Was he always good at that?”

“For as long as I knew him. We never had lost keys or anything else when he was around.”

He leaned against the mullioned glass, watching the fog float through the channels in the maze like lost ghosts. The hedges, trimmed into neat walls, were probably fifteen feet tall. He wondered if his dad felt complete when he’d found something that was missing or if, like Nicholas, he still felt a little empty “Did he go into a trance when he was trying to find something?”

“Yeah. It was weird. I thought he was having a seizure, and his eyes went black. But it was a real gift, he had.”


Weird. He remembered the first time he discovered his “gift.” He was fourteen, down at a lake where the kids were splashing and swimming. They’d moved to town by then, but he was having a hard time relating. He’d wanted to relate to Suzie, though, in the worst way. She’d started hollering that she’d lost her ring. It had been given to her by her grandmother, who was now dead. She was devastated, inconsolable.

The next day Nicholas returned to the lake, determined to be her hero and find the ring. He felt it in his gut, that need, as though she were incomplete without it, and he could complete her by finding it. That need seemed to wake up his ability. He saw the flashes, the ring in the mud, the murky water, then his eyes snapped open and he looked right at a spot that seemed no different from any other spot. He dove in, scrabbling around in the mud before his fingers touched the smooth gold.

When he presented it to her, she hugged him, kissed him, his first kiss. He wanted to do that again for her. He wanted another kiss. Did she have anything else she wanted him to find? She mentioned a pink sweater, her favorite. He made the mistake of going into his trance in front of her. He had no idea that his eyes went black, that his body twitched as the images flashed into his head. She was horrified, accusing him of being possessed by the devil like someone in a movie she’d seen. He didn’t think she’d told anyone about it, but she’d clearly indicated to her friends that he was strange, someone to keep as only a distant friend.

After that, he’d never done it in front of someone else.

“Did Dad have any other extraordinary skills?”

“Not that I know of. Other than being smart and kind and honest, and, oh, so much more.”

“What was he doing when he died?”

“Working in a classified government project. He couldn’t tell me what it was about, and being in the Army, I understood that.”

“Was a man named Darkwell in charge?”


“Gosh, I don’t remember. Name sounds familiar.”

In the distance, a gardener was desecrating a bush by cutting it into the shape of a bear.

“Before he died, did anything change in his behavior?”

“He had trouble sleeping, forgetting things, blanking out. He said he was just stressed. He was excited about the project, though, and the money was phenomenal. I told him it wasn’t worth it if it was stressing him that much. And there was something else, but I can’t talk to you about that.”

“Tell me. I’m a big boy.”

She giggled. “He got real…amorous.”

He took a breath. “Did he mention any medicines or vitamins he was taking?”

“No, he—wait, he did say they were getting some nutritional drink. He thought that’s why he had so much, er, energy.”

Just like the Rogues had said. He wanted to tell her that was why his dad had started acting strange but didn’t want to scare her. The thought of something in his body that had changed him would freak her out. It was certainly freaking him out.

“You know, Nicky, I think Darkwell was the name of Bobby’s boss. He worked for the CIA. I thought it was pretty special that the CIA wanted him. They made arrangements to transfer him over and all. He was only twenty, in the Army for two years, when he was tapped for the program.”

He was in the program for three years. Nicholas was contracted for two months, but he could see how the money and the opportunity to help his country in an exciting way could lure a man to stay longer.

Darkwell had told him he’d met Robert Braden through a mutual friend. He’d never said anything about Robert working for him. Another lie.

“Thanks for the call, Mom.”

“When am I going to see you?”


“I’ll come by after the surgery to check on you and see Jennessy.” But maybe it was better if he didn’t see them before he died.

“That would be great. You have a wonderful day, sweetheart. I hope this is a special year.”

“Me, too.”

He hung up, his thoughts as dark as the corners of the maze. His mother had confirmed what the Rogues had told him. Whatever he’d ended up being in the middle of…he had a feeling it was going to end his life.








CHAPTER 4



Olivia stood at the French doors in one of the mission rooms at the end of the hallway, watching Nicholas on his balcony. He wore only athletic shorts on a long, lean body. She’d seen him running through the grounds both early in the morning and sometimes late at night. He had a runner’s body, muscular but not bulky, and whenever she’d glimpsed him (okay, she’d out and out gawked for as long as he was in view), she’d fantasized about running her hands over those muscles.

Hm. Curious. He tied a bandana around his head to cover his eyes. Talk about erotic connotations. He walked to the stone railing and threw what looked like a small red ball. It sailed through the air and landed somewhere in the southwest quadrant of the maze. The maze was designed by a puzzle maker and was one of the most difficult in the world, something her grandfather had told everyone with pride.

But Nicholas was the most puzzling of anything she’d ever encountered (and she had gotten lost in that damned maze many times, so that was saying something). With the blindfold still on, he braced his hands on the balcony and launched himself over, dropping to the ground with the grace of a cat. He ran straight to the maze’s entrance and disappeared from view.


She felt someone walk into the room but was too entranced to turn and see who it was. Nicholas’s shock of dark hair appeared momentarily around a bend, then disappeared again. She glanced over to see who now stood beside her: Jerryl, who was also watching. His ultrashort hair and feral eyes fit his military bearing and attitude, but he seemed to have something to prove.

She turned back to the maze in time to see Nicholas emerge, racing toward the building, blindly but unerringly pulling himself up the molding and climbing back onto his balcony. He held the ball in his hand, which he dropped as he stripped off the blindfold.

“Damned show-off,” Jerryl muttered.

“Is it showing off if he doesn’t know anyone’s watching?”

Jerryl only grunted as he turned to leave. Her mouth twitched in a smile.

She knew Nicholas was scheduled to start working at ten, and it was now nine. She went downstairs and used the kitchen phone to call his room. She hated to admit it, but her father was right; she felt a hitch in her breath when he answered.

“Good morning, it’s Olivia. Could you meet me in the kitchen in about fifteen minutes?”

After a pause, he said, “Sure. Be right there.”

She felt that hitch again when he walked into the kitchen twelve minutes later, wearing a Polo-style shirt that stretched across his wide chest. His dark brown hair was damp and combed into submission. Usually, it looked delightfully mussed. With his soulful brown eyes and slight pout to his mouth, he reminded her of pictures she’d seen of Elvis in his youth. The smell of soap filled her senses.

“Hey, what’s up?”

She lifted a finger to indicate he wait and slipped behind the tall metal shelves. She lit two candles on the small pyramid of cake she’d managed to salvage and walked around the corner. “Happy birthday to you…” She didn’t go on because she couldn’t sing worth a damn and wasn’t going to embarrass herself or put him through the agony.

A mixture of surprise and alarm froze his expression. In fact, his whole body stiffened, though a small tremor moved across the muscles of his arms.

“Oh, jeez, you’re not a diabetic, are you?”

When she neared, he lurched forward and blew out the candles with a burst of breath. “One of the candles looked like it was about to fall over,” he said with a wave of his hand in answer to her questioning look. He released a breath. “No, I’m not diabetic. How did you know it was my birthday?”

“I manage the staff records.”

He gave her a smile. “That was really sweet of you.”

She set the dark blue cake on the small table the staff used to take their meals. She’d already placed two plates and forks there. “I thought we’d have a piece before you started work.” Okay, she didn’t want Gerard to see it.

Nicholas sat down, and she handed him a knife to cut it. He did the honors and gave her a slice first. She waited for him to take a bite, and his smile filled her with something close to giddiness.

“Wow. This is the moistest cake I’ve ever had. Did you make this from scratch?”

She nodded, pride glowing inside her. “I love to bake. I’m a Food Network addict, especially the baking Challenge shows. I have this idea…” Was she really going to tell him that?

“What?”

She waved it away. “Nothing. It’s silly.”

“Good.” And he waited.

She loved that he was interested, giving her his whole attention, and she hated that she’d now have to tell him. “It’s just an idle daydream, you know, because I’m committed to an illustrious career with the CIA, working for my country and all that, but I muse about how fun it would be to have my own business.”

He glanced at the cake. “A bakery?”

A grin exploded on her face. “‘Dangerous Cakes.’ Not just ordinary, boring cakes but big, tall, cakes, with moving parts and pyrotechnics, and…” Her enthusiasm was running away on her. “See, silly.”

“You don’t think so.” His smile wasn’t patronizing. The way he was looking at her, she’d swear he was absorbing her zest for the idea, or at least enjoying it.

“Well, it is, because I already have a career.”

“I don’t mean to degrade what you do, but how illustrious can being an assistant be? Even to a director?”

“There are possibilities for advancement.” That’s what her father had been telling her. So far, she saw only the leash that kept her working with him.

“I don’t see that spark when you’re talking about the CIA. I saw it when you talked about Dangerous Cakes. Livvie, life is short.” His expression shadowed on those words. “It can be over in an instant. Grab it now and suck every bit of juice out of it.”

Those words shimmered through her in ways she couldn’t even decipher, but her body involuntarily moved closer to his. “I like that. Maybe I’ll write it down and tape it to my bathroom mirror. I like the sucking part best.”

His eyebrow went up, clearly taking her words for something much more erotic than she’d meant. Or had she?

She tilted her head. “Say it again, so I’ll remember it. Grab it now and suck the juice right out of it?”

He cleared his throat, his fingers tight on his fork. “We’d better finish our cake before…”

“Before?” Before he tore off her clothes? Kissed her? He was looking at her mouth, making it tingle so that she had to run her tongue over it.

He wrenched his gaze away. “Before I have to report for work.”


Work. Father. Rules. Damn.

They ate in companionable silence, catching each other’s gaze and smiling. Okay, a little harmless flirting.

He took a bite, sliding his fork out of his mouth and rolling his eyes. “This is outrageous. Where did you learn to bake a cake like this, those cooking shows?”

His compliment filled her with champagne bubbles, not so much the words but the passion behind them. “I spent a summer in France in my junior year of high school. I was there to study the language, but I took a pastry cooking class and got hooked.”

He took her in with those chocolate Grenache eyes. “‘Dangerous Cakes.’ Yes, very dangerous.”

Did he mean the cake? She wanted to think he also meant her. She remembered what he’d said yesterday, about wanting to socialize with her. She wanted to “socialize” with him, too.

She ran her finger through the cream icing and stuck it in her mouth. He watched the move, his throat convulsing in a hard swallow. Yeah, he could have meant her. The fact that she had an effect on him sent a supercharged thrill through her.

Once again, it seemed an effort to pull his gaze from her and back to his cake.

That’s when she realized he’d called her Livvie. She’d gotten totally distracted by the sucking part. “No one’s ever called me Livvie before.”

“Really? You look much more like a Livvie than an Olivia. Does it offend you?”

“I think I like it.” Livvie, fun, light, the kind of girl who flirted. Her smile faded. “Just don’t call me that in front of Darkwell.”

He feigned a shocked look. “Heavens, no!”

She laughed, loving the sound of her own laughter and the way it tickled through her. He chuckled, a soft, deep sound that did more than tickle. No one had plugged into her body the way Nicholas had, bringing it to life the way the family’s fake Christmas tree came to life once it was dragged out of deep, dark storage.

He took a last bite and set his fork on the plate. She stood, leaning forward to take his plate just as he got to his feet. Their noses brushed, and she stepped back, nearly losing the plate she was holding. The fork, however, went flying to the floor.

He started to reach for it, but she said, “I’ll get it.”

When she stood, she was inches from him. She had to look up at him, since he was probably eight inches taller than she. His gaze flicked to her mouth, before returning to her eyes. She swallowed hard, fighting the urge to lean closer, knowing his mouth would taste like sugar and butter and everything else she’d put into that cake, including feelings she shouldn’t be having.

If her father came in right then, he’d see that she’d gone against his wishes. Hell, he’d see much more than that. She felt all of that delicious excitement evaporate. Flirting with Nicholas was just a tease, but it wasn’t a
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