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Chapter One


“No, Ivan, it was ten cases, not ten boxes. Since when have I ever ordered ten boxes of live ammo from you?” 
Max Landford channeled her frustration as she zipped her compact SUV into the driveway at Victory, plowing through the vine tendrils that waved over the driveway into the employee parking lot. She let Ivan, who had never screwed up an order before, argue his point while she slapped the Tucson into park and grabbed her leather case. 
“Uh, huh. I understand that’s what he said. It’s not what I said.” When she turned off the ignition, the call redirected automatically to her earpiece. She climbed out and strode up the cobbled walk to the refurbished brick mansion that was Victory headquarters. The place had felt more like home than her little apartment ever since she started working as the operations manager here eight years ago. The zing of possibility never failed to vibrate as she came up this walk, knowing that today, like every day, she would be helping the people here solve problems no one else could fix.
“Ivan.” She sighed and swiped the ID card she wore on a lanyard around her neck, typed in her passcode, and pressed her thumb to the scanner. In seconds she was speeding through the main hallway and up the wide staircase to the offices on the second floor. “Right now, it doesn’t actually matter what happened. I just need it fixed. How fast can you do that for me?”
At the top of the stairs, her heels thudded once each on the wood floor before striking the carpeting in the bullpen, the large main room that took up most of the second floor. A herd of grunts—the operatives who carried out Victory’s missions—milled around the entrance to the break room, and she slalomed through them without breaking stride.
“Coffee’s out,” Holly told her from one of the bullpen desks. Her tall brown boots were crossed on top of it, a deck of cards flipping through her fingers.
Max stopped walking and held up a finger to the team leader. “I don’t care,” she told Ivan. When Holly’s eyebrows went up, Max jerked her head no and waved the finger at her earpiece. “Let’s say ten percent, and we’ll all triple-check the next one, okay? Okay. Thanks, Ivan.” She disconnected the call and popped the earpiece out. “What happened to the coffee? We just stocked on Friday.” She’d seen the intern sign for the big supplies delivery and restock the coffee herself.
Holly shrugged. “Espresso machine’s not working.”
She didn’t have time for this. “You can use the drip. It makes more at a time, anyway.”
“No one likes that as much. No flavors.”
Max rolled her eyes and headed for her office. Her nerves were stretched tight about tomorrow’s op, which was going to be challenging enough. All these little “inconveniences” needed to stop. The order snafu with Ivan was just the most recent in a cluster of annoyances with potential to cause real problems if they weren’t addressed right. Someone else could deal with the coffee. “You guys are so spoiled,” she muttered.
“Heard that,” Holly called over her shoulder.
“Get your feet off New Guy’s desk,” Max yelled back. Then she closed her office door and her eyes, shaking off the distractions. Today her focus had to be on the extraction op in New Jersey. It was going to be delicate, and she had a dozen things to check on before they were ready to run it. She switched on the light and shoved her leather messenger bag onto a chair against the wall, zeroing in on the pile of message slips in the center of her desk blotter. The ones for potential clients, she sorted to address later. An attorney who hired them to protect clients pending trial. Someone new, struggling with pressure from a developer who wanted to force them to sell their property. Three vendors checking to see if they needed anything—those could definitely wait. She paused at a familiar name—her Aunt Kim’s old boss. They were due for their quarterly employee evaluations, but that wasn’t urgent, either. A missing person situation she’d prioritize, set up a meeting. 
By the time she’d laid out her plan for dealing with the new business and re-organized her to-do list for tomorrow’s operation, an hour had passed. She reached for her coffee mug and dumped air into her mouth. She scowled at the empty mug. Oh, yeah. She’d never filled it. Coffee was “out.” Maybe someone had caved and brewed a pot of drip. She shot across to the break room too fast for anyone to stop her and did a quick assessment. The single-cup machine stood open and empty, but the holder was dry. So they hadn’t gotten it working. A half-full pot sat on the warmer of the bigger, industrial machine, so she settled for that. Not that she’d ever admit to anyone it was settling.
Sharp click-clack steps struck the tile behind her, and Max glanced over her shoulder to see Cassandra, her boss and the owner of Victory, enter the break room, followed by Holly and New Guy. All three looked at her expectantly.
“What?” She sipped at the barely-hot-enough brew. They watched her do that. Then waited some more. It was a familiar game. Cassandra teased her regularly about them being unable to function without her. Holly had this whole lazy/selfish façade no one ever bought. New Guy, well, it was only his second day. Too soon to know if he was the jump-in-and-save-the-day type.
She jolted internally when she met his gaze, her mug pausing halfway as she lowered it. He was watching with amused interest through blue-green eyes that had that natural eyeliner thing going on, and some part of her perked up and went ooh. She hadn’t been around him much yet while he dealt with HR onboarding and apparently hadn’t been paying much attention.
She swallowed and cocked her head. “I can’t believe you’ve been waiting for me to fix the coffee machine. Why didn’t you call maintenance?”
“Gary says it’s too fancy-dancy for him,” Cassandra told her. “And that it’s more in your wheelhouse than his.”
“It’s not.” She stepped toward the door. None of them moved. “Oh for—” She rolled her eyes and thunked her coffee mug onto one of the small tables before swiveling to the machine. 
The reservoir was full of water. The empty cup holder looked clear. She popped the tabs that held it in place, shaking her head at the wondering murmurs when she pulled it out. How had no one ever figured that out before? Dumb question. They never needed to try. She always caved.
She fished in the bottom of the well. A soggy bunch of wet paper towel pinched in two fingers, she whirled around. “Seriously? You couldn’t figure this out? Also, stop using paper towels as filters!” she shouted into the bullpen. The reusable filter for ground coffee was right there next to the machine.
“Of course!”
“Who would do such a thing?”
“You got it, Max!” 
She shook her head with exasperated affection at the clamor of assurances. She knew damned well it was her own fault. Her personality gravitated toward “fix everything,” and it had become a damned game for everyone to expect it from her.
After flinging the paper towel in the trash, she snapped the cup holder back in, slipped a cup of dark roast into it, shut the machine, and punched the button. Dumping her now-cold regular coffee in the sink, she got the cup under the spout just before it started streaming. “There. Everyone happy?”
“Thrilled. Thank you.” Cassandra glided to the machine. “Just in time for the staff meeting.”
“The—” Max glanced at her watch. Five minutes to nine. But it was Tuesday. Except Cassandra had been out of town yesterday morning, pushing their weekly meeting by a day. She tried not to scowl. She had been so engrossed in dealing with stupid problems and making sure they didn’t affect tomorrow’s op that she’d lost track.
Awareness prickled over the left side of her body. She glanced that way without turning and caught New Guy watching her. Everyone else had gathered around the counter, reaching around each other to prepare their coffees, but he stood back, holding a to-go cup from a café down the street. 
“You okay?” he asked.
She felt her eyebrows pull together and release. “Yeah. Why?”
One shoulder lifted. “You just looked a little derailed.”
She almost denied it, but it was true, so she gave him a full shrug in response. “There’s a lot going on, and my focus was a little too intense. I wasn’t paying attention to the time.”
He nodded and moved away, going to the desk Holly had been violating with her boots and retrieving a notepad and pen. She did a quick assessment, wondering why she’d zinged. Undoubtedly he was good-looking, with shaggy, streaked blond hair, the darker strands matching his lightly tanned skin. Straight nose, an anomaly in their line of work, and a full mouth balanced above a strong jaw. Today’s green shirt was the same style as yesterday’s navy, worn with jeans and work boots, just like every other team leader at Victory. The laces were paratrooper style, extra secure.
Again, nothing out of the norm. Just chemistry, then, and chemistry could be ignored.
“Morning’s going fast. I’ll see you guys down there.” The plan was to grab her digital tablet and go straight to the meeting room, but her desk phone was buzzing when she stepped into her office. “Yes, Tori?” she called after hitting the intercom button.
“Royce just called. They have problems.”
Max stuck her hand in her messenger bag. “Why did he call the main number instead of my direct line?” Royce was running tomorrow’s extraction op, and team leaders on an active job had access to Max not just on the company phone, but her cell phone and through two or three apps on her tablet.
“He was on a pay phone.”
She froze. “What?” Did pay phones still exist? Why the hell would Royce be using one? “What happened?”
“Something fried all their tech.”
Max bowed her head and pressed her fingers hard around the bridge of her nose. “Is he still on the line?”
“No. He gave me the number of a burner phone he purchased but said to give him half an hour while it charged.”
Shit. Using a burner bypassed all their security. She grabbed a legal pad and pen and started a list. “Did he say if everything was synced to the server?” All of their intel and planning notes were saved to a dedicated server until an op was completed. It was mainly so everyone involved had constant access no matter where they were. Once in a while a computer or phone crashed. But something like this had never happened before.
“Yes, he said it’s fully updated. They just can’t access it because all their stuff is dead.”
“Define ‘all their stuff.’ Laptops? Coms?”
“Yep, everything electronic.”
What the fuck? She didn’t ask Tori any more questions. She couldn’t help with the why, and getting them re-equipped had equal priority. “Okay, give me his number.” She scribbled it down. “Thanks, Tori.” She disconnected and went to the doorway, scanning the few grunts who hadn’t yet gone down to the meeting room. She pointed and called, “Estes! I need you.” 
He jogged over. “Yeah, what’s up?”
“Find Penelope and get her to duplicate all the equipment we sent to New Jersey. It all has to be synced to the NJEO server. While she’s doing that, sign out a vehicle from the motor pool. You have to take the stuff up to the team in New Jersey. I’ll give you drop details once I have them.” She copied Royce’s burner number and handed the scrap of paper to him. “Royce is the team leader up there. Here’s his current phone number. It’s not secure.”
“Got it. It’s about three hours up there, right?”
“If you’re lucky.”
He winked. “Don’t need luck if you’re good.”
Max dismissed him and checked her watch. She had about twenty minutes before the time Royce wanted her to call. Grabbing the legal pad as well as her tablet, she started scribbling down questions for him as she walked. They had to figure out what happened before they took the risk of continuing with the op. Were they blown? Had the damage been deliberate, or incidental? They may not be able to figure that all out before tomorrow, but delaying the op wasn’t an option. Someone’s life was on the line.
When she slipped into the meeting room, Cassandra had replaced her “owner” hat with her “chief motivator” cap. About once a month, she turned these routine meetings into inspirational speeches. Yay, said no Victory employee ever.
“What is the biggest driver of success?”
The room stayed silent. Max found a seat along an outside aisle and quietly unwrapped a tiny round lollipop. A few empty seats away, New Guy shifted and glanced around, as if waiting for someone to answer this super-easy question. He could be forgiven, of course, because this was his first briefing. But the rest of them weren’t buying into Cassandra’s tactics. Not when there was fresh meat to do it for them.
“What characteristic allows someone to succeed against all odds—and is the main reason for others’ failure?”
Fried tech, thought Max, sucking the lemony lollipop. But still none of the two-dozen people in the room spoke. 
New Guy swept the room again, his eyebrows half raised, maybe because nobody was answering her, maybe because half of them were watching him. He shrugged before waving his hand in the air. When Cassandra nodded, he said, “Power.”
“No.” She resumed her slow stroll across the front of the small auditorium room, the word echoing up into the acoustically placed ceiling panels.
A scowl carved briefly into New Guy’s features before they smoothed out and he tried again, this time without waving. “Then money, as a means to gain power.”
“Those are goals, but not motivators.” She stopped at the small table she used for briefings in lieu of a podium. “Is anyone else brave, like Mr. Braga?” Her mouth twitched at the silence, the only sign that she was amused by their stubbornness. “It’s belief.” She flicked her remote behind her, and a photo of the latest business superstar flashed onto the screen. “Belief in your success is absolutely essential to overcoming both natural obstacles and those created by others.” In rapid succession, she flipped through images of a Super Bowl celebration and a political parade, stopping on a professional-looking publicity shot of one of the Kardashians. “It’s the main reason Victory has a nearly one-hundred-percent success rate. The reason so many agencies and private citizens come to us to solve problems no one else can.”
Max tapped open a document file and began typing website copy on the screen keyboard. Victory is not a last resort. It’s a first offense. We were created to prevent victims, not simply to act once you’ve become one. Cassandra had been on her to get something new up for SEO. She’d love that Max had been inspired by her speech.
“Belief is also essential to failure. When those with different goals—whether they’re team members or enemies—believe more strongly than you do, your achievements are doomed.”
Max mentally rolled her hand, wishing Cassandra would get on with it so she could wrap this up and focus on New Jersey. But her boss wouldn’t miss out on indoctrinating the new guy. Max tilted her head to study him, mentally flipping through his new employment file. His talent wasn’t documented, but it wasn’t unusual to keep those off official paperwork. His résumé was full of the usual: graduated from college early with two degrees, served in the military, then spec ops, followed by private “security” that was basically non-government special operations. He’d moved through all that faster than most people. He was only thirty-five, a year older than her.
“Max?”
“Right.” She crunched through the tiny lollipop and stood, grinding the crumbs into submission as she made her way down to the front to give her weekly status report on existing ops, new clients, and upcoming regular events. Victory had a general security arm that paved the way into many of their “special” jobs, the ones they existed for. Stuff too ambiguous for regular law enforcement, too complicated or even too simple for a private investigator. Max was in charge of operations, meaning she handed out assignments and kept track of who was doing what when. Today everything was routine except New Jersey, which she didn’t have enough information to talk about yet, so she wrapped up in ten minutes and dismissed the meeting.
“Sebastian.” Cassandra waved New Guy down to the front and put her hand on Max’s forearm to keep her from heading out. When he reached them, she asked, “You settling in okay?”
He smiled wryly. “I thought so, until you called me out in front of everyone. Now I feel unsettled again.”
Cassandra laughed and tugged Max forward as the last agent exited the room and the door sighed closed. “If I thought you couldn’t handle the heat, I wouldn’t have put you on the spot.”
“If she thought you couldn’t handle it, you wouldn’t be here at all,” Max countered. She unwrapped a new lollipop and stuck it in the corner of her mouth, holding out her hand. “Max Landford.”
“Sebastian Braga.” His hand was warm and a balance of rough and soft that sent a shiver across Max’s shoulder blades. “You can call me—”
“New Guy.” She winked. “We’ll call you New Guy until it wears off.”
“Fair enough.” His eyes twinkled, holding her gaze for more than a few seconds. They were arresting, and not just because of the twinkle. The color wasn’t amazing, but he had that darker rim both around the iris and along his lashes. He could make a fortune doing toothpaste commercials or something. But that wasn’t what kept jolting her. There was a snap inside her every time they made eye contact, as if they aligned magnetically. Very unusual for her, and very distracting.
“Max is our operations manager,” Cassandra explained. “She’ll show you around, introduce you to everyone. Any questions you have, she’s the one to ask.”
Show him around. Her jaw tightened. “Uh, Cass, I have a problem to handle with the New Jersey op.” She explained about the tech. “I have to talk to Royce.”
“Okay, then you can show Sebastian around after that. In fact, I want him to observe the operation. He might be able to help.”
Max realized her jaw was sagging and closed it with a snap. She was going to delegate the tour to a grunt—they were supposed to be called “operatives,” but that was just too long—until Cassandra mentioned help. He was the new guy. She didn’t even know what his talent was. How was he supposed to help?
“I have a conference call. Thank you, Max,” Cassandra said over her shoulder, ignoring her surprise.
What the hell was going on around here?




Chapter Two


Max’s tablet chimed. “I have to make that call. I guess—sit down somewhere until I’m done?” Braga didn’t seem fazed. He dropped into a chair in the front row while she set her stuff on the podium and quickly dialed Royce’s burner phone. After hesitating a moment, she put it on speaker. 
“Max,” he answered immediately.
“What the hell?”
“I know. Everything just…went dark.”
“When?”
“This morning.”
“In the hotel?”
“Van. We were scouting.”
“And you had everything with you?” She frowned and scribbled on her pad. “You didn’t leave anything in the hotel rooms?”
“King said she had an overzealous housekeeper yesterday who ignored the privacy sign on the door. We didn’t want to risk it being more than that.”
“What about the van? An EMP would have shut that down, too.”
“Nope, just the electronics inside it. Could have still been some kind of EMP, but it would be sophisticated. Way outside the range of the relevant parties.”
That was Max’s concern, that someone wanted to prevent the extraction. But this kind of subtle interference made no sense in context. Those relevant parties he’d referred to were local gangs who were unlikely to use tactics like that, even if they had the technology.
“What about some kind of static charge?” she asked. 
“We’d probably have felt that. But there’s a chance it wasn’t deliberate. King and Owen are rigging a Faraday cage to protect it until tomorrow. We just need—”
“Yeah. Estes is getting it all from Penelope now. He should be there in under four hours.” She tapped her pen against the pad, aware of Braga’s gaze on her. “Has there been anything else hinky?”
“Not a thing. Smooth as glass so far.”
“That doesn’t make me feel better.”
“Honestly, it was freaking me out until this happened. Bad dress rehearsal—”
“Great performance. Yeah.” But she didn’t like it. If she had a choice, she’d pull everyone out of there and postpone the extraction until they knew it would be safe. But they had a very short window to get the asset out. “Okay. Stay alert. I’m trusting you and your team to make the final call on this. But let me know immediately if anything else happens. Otherwise I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
“You got it. Thanks, Max.” 
She disconnected and tried not to frown too hard as Braga got up and came over to stand next to her.
“That sounded ominous,” he said.
She shrugged, not meaning the casualness of the motion. “Things happen. We’re good at adjusting.”
“Of course.” He jerked his chin at the phone. “I obviously haven’t met any of them yet. Can you give me a rundown? Explain the op?”
There was no reason for her to hesitate. Cassandra had ordered her to have him observe the operation. He was a team leader here, new guy or not. It just wasn’t the way they usually did things. Then again, it had been years since they hired a new team leader, so “usually” didn’t apply. 
She took a breath to begin filling him in and a warm, woodsy scent came with it. A memory popped up, every detail clear, right down to the shine in Aunt Kim’s hair as she watched Paul walk away from the table the day she’d introduced him to Max. 
“He’s the one, so I really hope you like him,” she’d told Max, who was too young to care about anything but whether this guy was going to take Aunt Kim away from her somehow. 
“How do you know?” 
Aunt Kim laughed, the sound different from any other laugh Max had heard her make. “He smells so good I want to snuggle up to him forever.”
She blinked away the memory and shifted to put space between herself and Braga. She couldn’t describe how most of the guys here smelled, unless they were fresh from the gym or the shower after the gym. This was starting to become inconvenient.
“Royce Shreiver is team leader for the op overall. Kingston Dyer is backup, on team two at the perimeter.”
He nodded. “Royce has the tracking talent, and Kingston is like Holly?”
That punch stole her breath. She covered by collecting the rest of her stuff and taking a couple of steps toward the door. People didn’t usually take her by surprise, and this was one too many knocks against her balance. It wasn’t common knowledge that the team leaders at Victory had “extra” talents. Abilities that stretched beyond normal. Her own eidetic memory and unlimited computer bank of a brain was the least extraordinary of them. When Royce was within a certain, albeit undefined range, he could find anyone he had previously met. Pinpoint their location like a hound dog, only faster and more accurately. Kingston and Holly were cousins and shared a talent of complete physical control over their bodies, which gave them grace, strength, and speed.
She knew Braga was hired as a team leader, which meant he had to have a talent, too, even if it hadn’t been noted in his file. So maybe Cassandra had already mentioned it to him, but she didn’t remember the others being this up to speed on so many details their second day on the job. And she would.
He seemed to take her silence for acknowledgment and followed her toward the door. “What kind of job is it?”
“It’s a basic extraction. An undercover cop, part of a multi-jurisdictional task force, needs removal from his position without blowing his cover. Royce and his team have things set up in the warehouse district where the investigative target is headquartered.”
“How are you focusing the extraction?” he asked. They paused at the exit. “Arrest or death?”
Letting her know he’d been involved in stuff like this before, she mused. Not a surprise, with his background, but experiences varied. “Abduction. His cover is for a rival who isn’t happy that he switched employers. He needs to stay alive in case the task force needs him again, but the organization has too many small players incarcerated and able to report his status if we fake an arrest.”
“How will they know their ‘rival’ was his abductor?”
“Colors on the vehicle and the jacket one member of the team will be wearing.”
He nodded. “Slick.”
“We’ll see.”
She pulled open the door and motioned him through. “All right, let’s start the nickel tour. You didn’t see anything yesterday?”
He stepped into the hallway and waited for her to turn off the lights and join him. “Nope. It was all paperwork, all day long.” He smiled briefly, a quick flash that lit her up the way sometimes a random, unexpected smile could do, but not at all in that exact way. Or in that same way with extra potency, taking its time to dissipate.
“You sure you have time?” he asked.
“Yeah, it won’t take long.” 
They fell into step side by side. His footfalls were surprisingly quiet on the industrial-grade carpet, considering the heavy boots he wore. Most of the guys here wore boots like that. Gave them a solid base, well-balanced and sturdy. But not all of them could be this quiet. She had to take a longer look at his training record.
His dark brown jacket was familiar, too. Lots of pockets, made for any weather, zip-in lining for when it got cold again. DC’s mild mid-April weather didn’t require it. The jacket hugged his shoulders and tucked at his waist like it was made to. Under it he wore comfortable-looking jeans with a soft, dark green button-down shirt. He carried himself with a confidence that showed in his stride and the way he reached to open the glass door at the end of the hallway before Max could touch it. No hesitation, even though he hadn’t been down here before. The effect was diminished by the door being locked, but she appreciated the gesture.
She indicated behind them, and he turned to look the way they’d come. Soft gray walls lined the wide corridor marked with three doors, plus an exit at the far side of the building. “There are two conference rooms down here, one for company meetings and one for confidential consultations with private clients. That has its own entrance from the parking lot.” She tapped her code on the lock next to the door, then led him into one of her favorite areas. “This is the tech vault and armory.”
His eyes widened as he took it all in. The room was divided in half, and they stood in a small antechamber that led to both. Locked gates kept them from the tech vault on the left, the well-stocked armory on the right. 
“You’re not coded for these yet, so I can’t take you in. The system only lets through one person at a time. If you tried to follow on my access, the alarms would go off and we’d be locked inside.”
“With the weapons.” 
Her lips twitched at his tone. “You’re thinking that’s dumb. That the intruder is then capable of arming himself and causing severe damage to those who rush down here, whether or not he manages to get away.”
“Or herself, but yeah, that’s pretty much what I was thinking.” He smiled at her.
She smiled back. “Okay. Let’s show you why Victory is what it is.” She laid her palm on the scanner, using her fingertips to add her personal staccato rhythm that they used in lieu of a numbered keypad. Her two-fingered drag down the glass would alert the others that she was running a test, which they’d be expecting to happen at some point with a new member of the team in house. 
When the screen glowed green, she leaned forward and let the retinal unit do its thing. The door clicked. She twisted the handle and went inside, motioning New Guy to follow.
Instantly, a red light flashed and a whooping alarm sounded. The door yanked itself out of her hand and slammed shut, locking. But the part he obviously hadn’t been anticipating with his implied criticism was the barred gate that slammed together from both the ceiling and the floor, sealing them into a three-foot area between entrance and room.
Max cocked her head, adding data to her mental file on New-Guy Braga. He hadn’t jumped when the alarm went off or flinched at the gate slamming closed inches from his vulnerable parts. He simply nodded and pinged a finger against a bar. “Impressive. I didn’t expect the divided gate. I thought there’d be a fraction of a second that could be timed to get under as it came down.”
“Nope.” She flipped open the cover on her tablet and accessed the system to shut down the alarms. “If it was coming from only one direction, yeah. To eliminate the chance of a quick, prepared person getting through, the amount of force needed to close the gate quickly would cut off a limb or something. So we did this.”
“Closes in half the time, and it’s harder to get over something than it is to get around or under it.” He nodded again. “Clever.” He wrapped both hands around bars and tested their wiggle. “What would have happened if my arm or foot was in the way?”
“The gate would stop before harming you.” She tapped her foot against it. “It’s asymmetrical. If your foot got in the way, the top would come down further while the bottom slowed down. It wouldn’t squish you, but you’d be trapped.” Some would call it overkill. They’d never had reason to use any of it except to impress the new people. But Cassandra and her partner had known Victory’s work would make enemies. Enemies meant the possibility of attack or infiltration. So they all spent a lot of time over the years coming up with scenarios and then devising solutions before they needed them.
“Cool.” New Guy… No, she admitted his implacability had earned him use of his name. Sebastian peered through into the other room. “This side is the armory.” He whistled. “Nice stock.”
“On the other side is the tech vault.” She pulled out her buzzing phone and answered. “Yeah, Cor, it’s me. Showing New Guy around.”
“Stop calling them all New Guy,” Corin chided over the clatter of keys on her keyboard. “It’s not like you don’t know their names.”
“When they earn it, I use it. Fluffernutter.”
“Gotcha.” The doors beeped, and the gate retracted. “I’m changing your safety confirmation now, so come see me before you take anyone else down there.”
“You got it. Thanks.” 
She started to pull the phone away when she heard a faint, “Wait!”
“What?”
“Is he cute?”
Max spun away from him, as if that would prevent him from hearing Corin. Or seeing her cheeks go red. “Stop.”
Corin whispered, “Just say yes or no.”
“You were in the meeting this morning,” she reminded her.
“I didn’t think to look at him. Just say yes or no.”
Lord help her for indulging this stuff. “Yes.” 
“On a scale of Lucas to Royce.”
“Cade,” Max couldn’t help saying. “Plus a couple.”
“No way,” Corin breathed. Max hung up before her geek friend could say anything else.
“Okay. So now you know I wasn’t lying.” She went back into the antechamber. “The other side is the tech vault, which holds pretty much any gadget you could ever need in the field. You’ll get rated on all these by Holly later. But Penelope is the tech manager, so once you’re cleared, she’s the one who’ll equip you.”
“Holly’s one of the team leaders, right? She was at the coffee station earlier.” He joined her, raising his arm to brace it overhead and look over her into the organized space beyond.
“Yep. She helps our resource team develop stuff that goes in here. Everyone has a PCU—personal communications unit—and a couple of other things. The rest gets signed out for specific jobs. You’ll probably get all that tomorrow.”
He looked around again. “Shouldn’t Penelope be in here, getting Royce’s stuff?”
“Nah, she’d have finished that while we were still in the meeting.” She nudged him back into the hall and secured the entry. “So that’s it for the basement.” 
“No firing range?”
“Couldn’t build it right with the existing structure. We use a place a couple of miles away.”
They walked silently out of the secure area and up the stairs at the other end of the hall, which took them to the main corridor on the first floor. He’d have seen the office shared by HR and payroll already, and they needed to speed this up. She wanted to confirm Estes’ progress and talk to Penelope about what could have caused the failure in the first place. “Offices, smaller break room, restrooms. Upstairs is all our office and work space. Except for the geek force. They like it dark and cool, so they’re down here, too, at the back of the building.” 
She led him up the stairwell from the entrance hall. The building was a huge mansion built a couple hundred years ago of now-faded red brick. The inside had been completely gutted, but they’d kept much of the flagstone and hardwood flooring and used some of the original beams in the reconstruction. Matching wood gleamed around doorways and the big, tall windows that flanked the entrance and let in tons of sunlight at the right time of day. Like right now, when it gleamed on Sebastian’s thick, golden hair. The brightest, most hopeful area of headquarters smelled of lemon polish and history.
“What’s Tori’s talent?” he asked as he followed her. “She’s not just a receptionist.” 
Max leaned over the railing to make sure no one was nearby. All the employees knew about Victory’s secret weapons, but they didn’t publicize them to outsiders, including clients. 
“Executive manager. And she exudes patience.”
“Seriously?” He laughed. They reached the landing and stopped. “That’s it?”
“Don’t knock it. When someone comes half an hour early for their appointment or we’ve got one of those ‘I’m more important than you’ people sitting there waiting for Cassandra’s time, it becomes very valuable.”
He half shrugged. “I can imagine. Does she use it on the team?”
“Sometimes.” They walked into the main room that took up nearly the whole second floor. Small offices lined each side, all with windows and doors into the main area, and most were dark right now. Sebastian would be assigned to share one with another team leader eventually. Open desks and tables filled the rest of the open space. A couple of grunts hung out, checking equipment or working on their computers. Everyone else was out on today’s assignments or had gone elsewhere. Field hours were unpredictable, so they didn’t exactly hold to a regular business schedule. 
They went up one more flight and paused briefly in the training room, where they watched two sparring pairs in silence for a moment until one slammed his partner to the mat with a resounding thud.
“I didn’t hear that downstairs.” Sebastian eyed the floor. “Soundproofing?”
“Cassandra had it put in a week after the rest of the remodel was done and we’d moved in. Normally training areas are in a basement for this reason, but it fit better up here.” They walked the perimeter and she showed him where towels, water, and training weapons were kept. Of course, he had to handle the short swords and make manly noises over them.
Max unwrapped another lollipop and folded her arms, leaning against the wall. Holly made fun of the guys and their love of “penis extenders,” but Max got a kick out of the swords, sai, batons, and poles, too.
“You seriously train with these?” Sebastian spun a baton and slammed it through the air in a few well-practiced moves.
“Well, the field people do. And some of the rest of us. It’s good for versatility, balance, stuff like that. And you never know what a client’s going to get you into or what kind of found weapons you’ll need to improvise with.”
His eyes shone, probably imagining fighting a dragon or something, but after a glance at her face, he shut it down and replaced the pieces. “Cool.”
“Yeah. So, we have two trainers on staff and available to any of us. When you’re not on assignment, you’re expected to have some kind of workout every day. There’s a computer log, and if you don’t remember to use it, you get demerits.”
He laughed. “Are we in Scouts?”
She shrugged and rolled the tiny lollipop. “Enough demerits, your pay gets docked. But I doubt you have to worry.”
“No, I’m good at documentation.” They headed back toward the stairs. He tapped the end of the lollipop when they reached the top. “You’ve been sucking on these nonstop since I saw you. Ex-smoker?”
“No.” She always thought better with something in her mouth, and during high-stress moments, they relieved the pressure. In between, they were just habit. She’d endured a decade of innuendo because of it, but here at Victory, the people she worked with had learned not to ridicule the results.
She went down three steps, then stopped. “No jokes?”
“I’m not twelve,” he retorted, going past her a couple of steps and stopping to look up at her, eyes twinkling again and sending another zing through her middle. 
Max didn’t say anything, just followed once he’d started moving again, but she wished this wasn’t happening right now. It had been a really long time since she’d been attracted to anyone, and never someone she worked with. And she wasn’t sure which unusual element was more unsettling—the attraction, or the way Cassandra was acting about him. She could deal with that, but things were too stressful right now to give it her attention. Not her usual MO, but she was just going to have to ignore it until it went away.




Chapter Three


Bas followed Max down the stairs as if no one-liners about oral fixation were riffing through his head. Truthfully, he hadn’t been thinking that way until she called his attention to it. He  couldn’t think that way. So he’d made a joke, but it had landed awkwardly and now the camaraderie he thought they’d started to build was gone.
He followed her through the bullpen. Neither of the operatives looked up as they passed, one engrossed with his computer even more intently than before, the other on her phone, murmuring in a low voice. So neither would likely notice how much he was enjoying following Max Landford around.
Which was not a good thing. Nor was his appreciation of her humor and her direct approach. And the way her jeans hugged her long legs—legs so long they belonged on someone his height, not hers. He’d spent a lot of their walking time trying to figure that out, but he kept getting distracted. He was nearly six-two, and the top of her head was just about at his jaw line. Subtract a couple of inches for the heels of her boots, and she wasn’t particularly short-waisted, best he could tell with the loose tunic-style sweater she wore, but her legs ended…
That was where he lost it. They never ended.
He was finally able to shake that off when the legs in question disappeared behind Max’s desk. She’d shut her office door when they came in, and he sat in a moderately comfortable chair in front while she dropped into the ergonomic marvel behind.
“Most of the team is out on assignment right now. I’d give you a rundown, but it seems like you know everything already.”
She sounded a little perturbed, which was what he’d been going for. Emotion tripped people up. But he also wanted to know her perspective on the people she worked with. At least the way she’d describe them to a new employee. 
“Not everything, just a couple of bits of information.” He leaned forward expectantly. “I noticed some of the regular operatives are on solo or two-person jobs?”
She nodded. “A woman’s ex is harassing her. Her friends hired us to deter him. A couple are doing situational awareness presentations at area schools this week. The rest are on more standard security-related assignments.”
“And the team leaders?”
Her reluctance to give him specific information was clear, but she apparently took Cassandra’s instructions to heart and complied. “We have five team leaders. Holly VanEvery and Kingston Dyer are cousins and share a talent for exquisite physical control. Royce Shreiver, as mentioned, can detect and track a person’s location. Lucas Fieldstone and Cade Balassone are the other two.” She paused, as if waiting to see if he’d volunteer his awareness of their talents. When he didn’t, she said, “Lucas is an empath and Cade has a touch of clairvoyance.”
“I met Cade,” Bas said. “Seems like a good guy.”
“They’re all good guys.” She shuffled some files and papers on her desk. He assumed she was thinking about tomorrow’s op, but there was a chance he was making her uncomfortable. Good.
“Other people here have powers, right? Not just the team leaders.”
Her eyes flashed. “We don’t call them powers. They’re talents.”
“Sorry. I didn’t know that,” he lied. “What’s the difference?”
“‘Powers’ implies superhero crap. Our team leaders have talents that don’t just happen. They have to be understood, practiced, honed to be of any value. Just like throwing a football or firing a sniper rifle.”
Hmm. Not coincidence that her examples were two things he’d done, and yes, with thousands of hours of training and practice. He wanted to be flattered that she was that familiar with his file, but he knew it wasn’t personal. It was just her brain. “So it’s more genetic evolution than mutation. Slow, subtle changes—”
“Rather than sudden jumps.” She smiled, and he quickly shifted his eyes away from her rosy lips. Were they always that glisteningly red, or was it the watermelon lollipop scenting the air?
He fought his mind back to the conversation. “Interesting that the male team leaders have mental talents and the women have the physical ones.”
Max tilted her head. “The gender split isn’t that clear.”
“Right. You said Tori exudes patience. And you…”
This time she didn’t bite. “So the team leaders are in charge of any larger operation we run, and the operatives carry out specific duties within the mission. They have their strengths, but we mix and match the teams depending on the job.”
“Do the operatives—I think Holly called them grunts?—have talents?”
Max leaned back and reordered a stack of files on the desk. Yeah, she was definitely getting impatient. “Cassandra doesn’t like us to use that word.”
“Grunts,” he clarified, though he’d already been corrected about talents.
“They’re operatives.”
“But you call them grunts, too. And operatives, not operators?”
She sighed. “We all call them that. Just don’t do it around Cassandra. Not until you’ve been here a while, anyway. Get to know Victory first.”
He already knew a lot more than she thought, and he had to learn more, fast. Especially about her.
“And we work with a lot of different kinds of people, all considered operators, so we use operatives for our own people.”
“Okay.” He shifted, pretending he wasn’t squirming under her apparent disapproval. “You mentioned I’ll be working with Holly on the tech, right? Her physical control makes her stronger?”
“And faster, stealthier. She’s not the Hulk, but not what she appears, either.”
There was a note in her voice that Bas couldn’t decipher. He wasn’t sure if it was irritation at him for asking so many questions, for asking about Holly in particular, or something else. He decided to test her. “Envious, huh? I mean, I bet everyone is.”
“No.” Max sat forward, her chair snapping upright behind her, and there it was. The telltale sweetness that made him think of butter cream frosting on his mother’s cake. But before he could call her on the little white lie the scent indicated, she sighed. “Well, yeah. Of course there’s envy. Like, every time I bang my thigh on the donut table in the break room.” Her arm moved, her hand rubbing that thigh. The sweet scent faded.
“I don’t know, you’re plenty graceful,” he said. What? How had that gotten past his censor? Dammit. He rushed on. “So five team leaders, a couple dozen operatives.” He emphasized the word and was rewarded with another smile. “The trainers, I’m sure I’ll meet them. And who let us out of the armory earlier?”
“Corin. IT and head researcher. Data whisperer.” 
Bas had heard Corin’s side of the conversation when they were downstairs and knew that was why her answer was so staccato. Corin’s reaction told him Max’s grade was high. He wasn’t sure if it was objective or something more. If the latter, would it help or hinder him?
That wasn’t the topic at hand, he reminded himself. “I met HR and accounting. Their talents are paperwork.” That got him a tiny smile. “You have interns, too?” He’d already ruled them all out. They used a few local college students on a rotating basis. They were always supervised and had no electronic access. The administrative staff, according to Cassandra, had almost nothing to do with operations. That was all Max.
“Those are short-term assignments.” She opened a drawer and pulled out some papers, obviously wrapping up and getting ready to dismiss him. “The op tomorrow starts at nine. Cass wanted you to observe, so we’ll want to get you set up in here ahead of time. I’ll see you at eight-fifteen.”
Okay. Not just a dismissal, but a “get out of my face for the rest of the day.” Bas stood, but didn’t leave. “You didn’t ask me my talent.”
Cassandra hadn’t wanted him to reveal it, but he’d insisted that keeping it a secret would hamper him too much. No talent, no lead role. He’d be a grunt, expected to pull his weight at the bottom of the ladder, and they didn’t have time for that. So he had to be hired as a team leader. The need to get acclimated into their processes would allow him to interact with the people he needed to get close to. People like Max. But he’d never have been able to sell a talent he didn’t have, so honesty—to a point—was imperative. 
Max looked at him with steady, solid blue eyes that revealed nothing. It burned him a little that she wasn’t more curious.
He shrugged. “I can tell when people are lying.”
“Oh, really.” She sat back and folded her arms, a disbelieving smile tugging the corners of her mouth. It was a familiar reaction. She was about to test him.
“So if I told you I was a prodigy and graduated from college at sixteen?”
Frosting, barely a hint. “Little lie. It was seventeen.”
She scowled, and it transformed her no-nonsense competence into something…adorable. He made a note never, ever to tell her that. He’d known her about an hour and already knew that was a no-brainer.
“I embezzled a million dollars from my father’s company.”
Suddenly Bas was drowning in donut grease. “Huge lie, but it’s too outrageous of one to test me right. You have no agenda with that lie. Nothing at stake behind it. Try again.”
She waved him off with the fingers of one hand, opening her laptop with the other. “Later. Go get a workout in or something.”
This time, he did as she’d instructed and left. The bullpen had filled up a little. A team must have come in from a job. Going by Max’s rundown at the meeting and the way people had grouped as it broke up, he was guessing this team had been the one doing a systems test on a business’s new security protocols. Three women and two men were on computers or phones or shuffling papers. They all gave him nods and smiles, and he returned them, but no one came over, probably because he’d barely settled his butt into the curves of the memory-foam cushion when Max came out of her office. Half the heads dropped over paperwork or keyboards, while three people snatched up the phone to look busy. Evidence of the firm hand Max ran this place with.
She didn’t look at anyone as she strode across the big room, so Bas didn’t bother trying not to watch her. Man, he loved those legs. They ate up the ground and gave her hips just enough swivel to soften her demeanor. The blue-gray tunic sweater she wore wasn’t tight but still managed a little cling. Her hair was a streaky blond pulled back in a braid. As he’d followed her through the tour, he’d counted six different colors, from butter to caramel. Similar to his, actually. His was so thick and unruly it lightened unevenly in the sun, and his mother said it made him look like he spent a hundred bucks in a salon. Max didn’t seem like the type to color her hair. Lack of vanity for sure, but mainly he doubted she could sit still long enough. Look how quickly she’d left her office. Her braid bounced between her shoulder blades as she started down the stairs. 
He had a pile of marketing materials and reports to look through to familiarize himself with his new employer, so he dug into that. It didn’t take a lot of concentration, so he paid attention to the rest of the room, seeking the rhythm of the workspace. The more he understood what was normal, the better he could identify what wasn’t. A couple of people, likely filling out a report, discussed the details of their op in a verbal shorthand that told him they’d worked together for a while. There was a little of the usual jawing and teasing, and a lot of clacking keys. Traffic in and out of the break room was sporadic but steady, without much lingering.
After about twenty minutes, someone stopped next to his desk. Bas glanced up, then leaned back when Cade propped himself on the corner. “Hey.”
“Hey.” The guy flashed a million-watt smile. He was blonder than Bas, about an inch taller and twenty pounds more brawny. He held out a hand, but Bas didn’t take it. He’d noticed yesterday that Cade was casually physical and wondered if contact triggered the guy’s visions or whatever he called his flashes of clairvoyance. If personal contact was required, Bas wasn’t giving it to him. 
Cade didn’t seem insulted by the slight. “Didn’t get a chance to really welcome you yesterday, admin had you so mired in paperwork. What brings you on board?”
“Expansion, I guess.” There wasn’t a lot of turnover at Victory, most of it at the operative level. So prepping to be a team leader would raise eyebrows.
“Cassandra doesn’t advertise. How’d you hear about the job?”
Cade was keeping it friendly, but his interest level hovered side by side with Max’s suspicion. “A general I worked under knows her partner. Word goes around in the right circles.”
“Sure, sure. I was recruited the same way. Colleague of a client, actually. Long time ago. What’s your thing?”
Bas quirked one side of his mouth. “You’ll see.”
Cade laughed and kicked his leg in the air. “I’m sure we will.” He shifted the stapler, then bounced a finger on top of it. “You got family?”
“Not a wife and kids, if that’s what you mean.”
“That helps. Well. It helps when you’re on an op or working security at weird hours. Doesn’t help with interoffice relations so much.”
Bas couldn’t tell if that was a personal comment or a warning. Had Cade noticed Bas’s interest in Max? He wasn’t sure how skilled he was in hiding that kind of thing, since it rarely happened on a job. These were people well-trained in paying attention without looking like they were. 
“Yeah? You got something going?” he asked.
“Hell, no.” But Bas caught a whiff of garlic that had just hit hot butter. Interesting. Cade had the hots for someone in here, but strongly wanted Bas—or anyone, probably—to believe he didn’t.
“Against the rules, then, huh?” He wanted to know for general purposes. Interoffice dynamics were at the heart of many possible motivations, after all. 
His inner voice snorted at him. He just wanted to know if he had a chance with Max, which was stupid because he already knew he didn’t.
Cade shrugged. “Not officially. Cass met her husband on the job, before she started Victory. They worked together as partners. She won’t be a hypocrite. But it’s heavily discouraged, because his death shredded her. Maybe worse than if their lives hadn’t been fully intertwined, you know? She doesn’t want to see that happen to any of us.”
Bas nodded and kept to himself that if he loved someone enough to be shredded, it wouldn’t matter where they worked, and it would affect his job or not either way. And he didn’t need a rule to keep his attraction to Max tamped down. He was a professional, and he had professional reasons for not exploring it. 
Even if taking advantage of their attraction would make his job a whole lot easier.
[image: image-placeholder]Max paced in front of Tori’s desk, frowning every few seconds at the glowing red button on the desk phone that showed Cass’s extension was in use. Who was Cass talking to, anyway? She hated the phone and kept conversations as short as possible. Maybe she was faking it. Maybe she knew Max was out here waiting to pin her down about the new guy.
“You know she’ll be with you as soon as she can.” Tori made a brief second of eye contact when Max spun by the door, but it was enough. Her impatience fizzed out like a fresh-poured soda, a slow, deflating process. She dropped into one of the waiting chairs and slumped on her spine, folding her arms.
“Dirty pool,” she grumbled. Tori smiled, but Max’s annoyance couldn’t overcome the balm that had been laid over her. It was more pleasant to wait without the frustration, dammit.
The light blinked off and Tori nodded at her. “Go ahead in.”
“Finally,” she muttered. Tori cast her a chiding glance, and Max shrugged. She still knew how she should feel. 
“Max, thanks for waiting.” Cassandra turned over a pad of paper on her desk and set a pile of folders on top of it. 
Max sat in front of the desk and leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “So what’s the deal with the new guy?”
Cassandra swiveled in her chair and tapped a key on her computer keyboard. Total avoidance tactic. Which didn’t make sense. Cass was always one hundred percent convicted about every decision she made. Or at least, she acted like she was. Max had never seen her uncertain or pretending…anything. Not this obviously, anyway.
Which set Max back on her heels a little. She’d been half afraid coming in here was her own avoidance tactic, thanks to the energy zinging between her and Braga. But Cassandra’s reaction told
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