
	A Soul Forged in Shadow, A Heart Found in the Light

	For years, Apollo was nothing more than a number. A perfect weapon crafted in the cold, sterile labs of the Noah Group. He knew only the grey of concrete walls and the sting of betrayal until the day he finally escaped his chains and claimed his freedom.

	But even though he broke free from the group's stranglehold, he couldn't deny the isolation of being a "mutant" in a world that feared him. Now he's a leader with a fearsome burden on his shoulders.

	Then Rocko comes calling.

	A weary detective who'd walked away from everything, Rocko wasn't looking for a hero. And he certainly wasn't looking for a man who could sense the hum of the world around him. But in Apollo's guarded eyes, Rocko sees a soul worth protecting.

	And in Rocko's steady presence, Apollo finds the one thing the Noah Group could never manufacture: a reason to hope.

	As they lead a band of survivors against the shadowy organization that still hunts them, the battle becomes personal. In the quiet moments between the gunfire and the narrow escapes, a bond forms that is more powerful than any genetic enhancement.

	Apollo has spent his life fighting to survive. Now, with Rocko by his side, he's finally learning what it means to live.
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READERS ARE WILD ABOUT THE FIRE LAKE SERIES

	 

	“What a great beginning to a series! Brick and Roman are perfect together. Add in the murder factor and some well trained military men and you have the makings of an awesome series. It was a well written story that kept me engaged from the first page. Cannot wait for Fletch, Spencer, and Shaw's book.”

	~I Love Books 2005 on Brick

	 

	 

	“Fletcher is the latest in M. Tasia’s Fire Lake series, a lineup of action-packed M/M romances that I LOVE. Fletcher Daniels is a retired Navy SEAL - handsome, brave, and loyal to the military brothers with whom he has formed a security company, and he finds himself drawn to the local sheriff. Elias Cooper is as sexy as he is protective, and he wants Fletch just as much. Just when they decide to see where this burning attraction will lead them, the new couple, along with Brick and the other guys, become immersed in a missing persons case that hits really close to home. Fletch and Elias are equally strong, passionate men with their own demons, and it makes them one hell of a fierce couple. The respect with which Tasia treats these super steamy love stories gives me all the feels, and those heart-tugging aww moments, the sexy bits, and the suspense make it REALLY difficult for me to wait for the next installment. Once again, such amazing work, M. Tasia!” ~Shannon Williams on Fletcher

	 

	 

	“I am really enjoying this series and I look forward to more books to come. I like the nature of these stories. A suspense story along with a romance. I like that the romances are low angst and missing the usual miscommunication or martyr tropes a lot of suspense romances seem to have. I think this author may have created a new sub-genre…a light and fluffy suspense romance if that’s possible! The suspense part of the story has enough intrigue to keep you guessing and the teensiest bit anxious while the romance part of the story is pretty instalove and mostly smooth sailing without cliched complications. We get a loving, caring relationship that we see gradually develop into more. The emotions are always a key part of the developing relationships helping us to see the men. We have new characters added in this book so I look forward to seeing how they fit in with the group and what their stories are. Looking forward to the next book”. ~Beth I-L on Shaw

	 

	"The men of Fire Lake are embroiled in several mysteries at once. What starts as a simple case of a missing girl turns into shadowy characters and government secrets. Once again, the team works well together providing help to the innocent and finding love in the process. Rick's past was heartbreaking, but his relationship with Spence was sweet as they worked together. I loved how the team accepted him and his quirky behaviors." ~Book Addiction on Spencer

	 

	“I’ve thoroughly enjoyed meeting these men, watching them find their matches, and along the way make the world a safer place. Gunner, and the adorable Ben, could not have chosen anyone better than Conor. He’s a treasure and the more I learned about him, the more I adore him. I think my favorite part of their relationship is how they believe in the other and trust. I can’t wait to until the next time we get to visit Fire Lake, and hope it’s a long stay.” ~DR on Gunner

	 

	“This book was a great addition to the Fire Lake series. I loved getting to know Jason and Gator better, and seeing how they fit together. The story was exciting and moved the overall plot of the series along very well, with wonderful characters, old and new, a very engaging storyline, a lot of heat between the MCs, and a very satisfying conclusion for the book. I love everything about this series and can't wait for the next book!” ~Romantic888 on Gator

	 

	“’Stryker had the face of an angel and the body of a god, but his gaze told of demons lurking within.’ I’ve been curious about Stryker since he showed up and he did not disappoint. He’s every bit as protective and mysterious as I hoped, but it’s his softer and gentler sides that won me over. John was a true joy to get to know. So brave, strong, and yes protective, he is the real star of this book for me, and now this wonderful found family has grown again.” ~ DevotedReader on Stryker

	 

	“M. Tasia has woven yet another wonderful story set in the world of Fire Lake. The romance is hot, the suspense is gripping, and the paranormal elements are so well done as to be almost real. The story is a real treat and I am already looking forward to the next one!” ~EmilyWMims on Harris

	 

	“Wow, loved Ghost and Ray’s story. It was the best to date, and a fitting end to this magnificent series. Highly recommend, and wish I could rate more than five stars.”

	~ Angel13 on Ghost
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	To my family for their unwavering support.

	I love all of you to the moon and back.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Apollo

	 


PROLOGUE

	Apollo

	 

	The screaming never ended.

	Apollo stared at the same gray concrete ceiling, every crack memorized, every inch mapped and logged. Eighteen years, one hundred and ninety-eight days, six hours, forty-two minutes, and thirteen seconds. The sum of his life so far had been spent caged in four concrete walls apart from the mandatory education he’d received at the hands of the facility.

	One-on-one tutoring, no one else there but the tired-eyed teacher whose job was to help him grow up into a performing human being. Well, that was what they called it. 

	Apollo thought it was more like being a trained monkey with an organ grinder. There were no windows, no sunlight. Stale air was pumped in through small vents, undoubtedly recycled from other, more important parts of the facility. Places where decisions were being made about who lived and died, what subject would be cut open next, who would have their body, and DNA, sliced and diced in an endless search for perfection. Creating the perfect weapon.

	Am I next? Apollo had been in and out of sterile operating rooms more times than he cared to admit. His only warning he was chosen came from those same vents carrying not only air but something more sinister. Nitrous oxide, a sedative. It was sufficient to incapacitate him long enough for the goons to come in and inject him with the hardcore tranquilizers. The bastards had learned early they couldn’t take Apollo head-on without risking themselves in the process. He waited for the first hints of that sweet-smelling gas and began his countdown.

	How long can I stay conscious this time? Breathe. In, out. Slow, steady. I need to get my recovery time down. Apollo had been testing his body’s ability to withstand the gas while never allowing the guards to suspect he was still awake when they came into his cell. He’d use that to his advantage someday soon. Until then, he’d have to restrain himself from showing the extent of his newfound abilities, no matter how much he wanted to use them on those motherfuckers causing those screams echoing throughout this level of the facility.

	Apollo knew he wasn’t the only one down here. Still, exact numbers eluded him because every time he was removed from his concrete cell, apart from his solo sessions of education, he was unconscious, at least until recently, as his immunity to the sedatives grew. Roughly seven months ago, Apollo began noticing a new sense forming alongside his human five. During periods of intense concentration, he swore he could feel or, better yet, sense the other mutants like him, being held here.

	The screaming stopped. That meant one of two things. The test subject mercifully passed out or was dead, which in Apollo’s mind was an even greater mercy.

	However, mercy would be the last thing on Apollo’s mind when he broke free of the Noah Group and their disgusting project. No, there’d be no mercy given to those involved. His only wish when it was all said and done would be to take as many of those assholes to hell along with him before being taken down. Hell didn’t scare Apollo. He was already there, and as the air around him took on that familiar sweet scent, he began to count and wait.

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	Rocko

	 

	“Put your motherfuckin’ hands up, or I’ll end you where you stand, you asshole cop,” someone slurred.

	Rocko had to admit this might be a record for the fastest he’d been mugged getting off a damn plane, and he had to wonder how whoever this POS was knew he was a cop. But when he looked behind him, no one was there.

	“I’ll do it,” the same voice slurred even louder. “I’ll fucking fill you full of lead.”

	Turning slightly to the left, Rocko looked back at his rent-a-car, behind which the sign declaring the rental company wasn’t responsible for lost or stolen goods seemed past ironic. Beside the sign stood a man with half a handcuff dangling off his right wrist. In his other hand, he held a Glock 19. 

	The rootin’ tootin’ cowboy was wearing what had to be the most threadbare jacket Rocko had ever seen. In front of this joker stood a slender man in a police uniform. The kid was no more than five years out of puberty and barely out of the academy, which spoke volumes about his empty holster and his face full of fear and frustration.

	“Great. Just fuckin’ great,” Rocko muttered under his breath before setting down his duffle and approaching the driver’s door of his rental as if he was oblivious to the situation unfolding behind him.

	Not only had he sat through the flight from hell on his way to New York from Texas, but now he had to deal with some drunk idiot who decided to play tough guy. The rookie stood frozen like a deer caught in headlights. If this was any reflection of how this trip to meet Apollo and his crew was going to play out, Rocko was inclined to head back to the terminal and suffer being pretzeled into another airplane seat.

	He jingled the rental’s keys to make sure the man who’d likely already racked up enough felonies to keep him incarcerated for at least twenty years registered Rocko’s presence. The dude spun around and pointed the gun at him.

	“Stay where you are,” the felon warned.

	“Or what?” Rocko asked.

	The guy’s glazed eyes widened, and it took him a second to register what Rocko had said.

	“Better do what he says,” the rookie advised Rocko. “Don’t be a hero.”

	“Yeah, that was never my strong suit. How long have you been on the job?”

	“What?”

	“Hey, over here,” the asshole shouted. “I’m the guy with the gun. You do what I tell you.”

	“Again, or what?” Rocko twirled the keys around his finger, watching numb-nut’s pinpricked eyes zero in on the tinkling sound. Wasted, high, and stupid. The trifecta.

	“Whatcha do?” Rocko looked up and pointed at one of the many cameras posted throughout the parking lot.

	Since it wouldn’t be long before this bozo caught the attention of innocent bystanders, Rocko had to move this along. Casually, he took a few steps closer, still twirling the keys. His body was nonthreatening, as if he didn’t give the slightest fuck that he was only a few feet away from the business end of a shaking gun.

	It wasn’t the first time, and he doubted it’d be the last. Slowly, he moved the keys to his right, watching as asshat’s gaze followed them. Captivated by the movement and tinkling sound, his mind was too fucked up to look away. Hook, line, and sinker. How the hell did the rookie manage to get outmaneuvered by someone this baked?

	With a simple flick of his hand, Rocko tossed the keys into the air, and as the guy turned to follow their flight, Rocko made his move. Grabbing the gun and the guy’s wrist, he twisted his arm, took the gun, and had the genius face-planted against the wall before his keys hit the pavement.

	Rocko snapped the loose handcuff around the guy’s left wrist, then handed the gun back to the rookie. “You might want to consider another line of work,” Rocko told the rook.

	He didn’t need to get involved, but here he was bending to retrieve his keys at the same time a cruiser pulled up. He needed to get on the road to Ticonderoga. He was already running late.

	“Get on the ground,” the second cop ordered.

	Rocko spun around to find another gun pointed in his direction. He looked over at the rookie, who was busy picking the drunk up off the ground. The fact that the guy wasn’t looking at Rocko told him everything he needed to know.

	“Fucker,” Rocko growled before lowering to his knees and placing his hands on the back of his head.

	This shit day kept getting better and better.

	 

	***

	 

	Apollo

	 

	“You’ve gotta be shittin’ me,” Apollo spat into the phone. “How the hell? Fine. Yep. Got it.”

	He disconnected the call with Brick and looked up to find Griffin not-so-patiently waiting for the update. 

	His SEAL team member cocked an eyebrow. “What’s up?”

	“The moron got himself arrested,” Apollo grunted. “He’ll be late.”

	“The detective from Florida got arrested. How the fuck did he manage that?” Griffin asked, not bothering to hide his amusement.

	“Apparently, he came to the aid of a wet-behind-the-ears rookie who neglected to inform his buddies that Rocko was the good guy. He’d disarmed a guy who was holding the cop at gunpoint with his own gun in the car rental parking lot.”

	“Why the hell did he bother getting involved?”

	“He’s a detective. It’s in his blood. Anyway, the situation got cleared up fast enough after they confirmed Rocko’s ID and got ahold of the security video.”

	“Brick said he’s on his way, so we’ve got a couple of hours before meeting him in town.”

	Brick Matthews was a former Navy SEAL lieutenant commander and the head of an elite investigative group based in Texas that Apollo had encountered during a recovery mission in New Orleans. From that point forward, the two teams kept each other in the loop.

	“This proves my point. We shouldn’t have some fuckin’ stranger poking his nose into our business. He should take the hint from the local PD and go the hell back to Florida. Pansy-assed beach cop.”

	“The only reason I agreed to any of this was as a favor to Brick. If the guy didn’t come with a tight background, he’d be out on his ass.”

	“He still might be if I get the slightest hint Dee-tec-tive Rocko isn’t the real deal. If he’s not, he won’t have to worry about getting a return ticket. I’ll dump his ass in the lake, and I’d make sure the pieces would be small enough to feed the fish.” Griffin chuckled as he extended his canines and claws.

	Apollo couldn’t help but grin. They’d been through hell and back over the years since they’d started fighting the Noah Group. A war with no end in sight, and more bodies piling up daily, meant they needed Dee-tec-tive Rocko’s help.

	The Noah Group originated in the 1950s as a military operation aimed at creating the perfect warrior as a weapon to use against their enemies. Unfortunately, the lead scientists, including Isabelle Noah, who, thanks to Brick and his team, were deceased, and Dr. Frauste, currently missing, didn’t follow any kind of ethical guidelines.

	It had resulted in extreme mutations that crossed the spectrum from physical to mental, and what could be best described as supernatural powers in the test subjects.

	The Project had been discovered and shut down by the Navy, and in an effort to make the program disappear as quickly as possible, the survivors were shipped across the globe without any consideration for their futures. They’d been offered no help in assimilating into the non-mutant world and everyday society.

	Apollo’s and Brick’s SEAL teams had encountered them and made it their mission to destroy the Project completely and intended to find the survivors and give them peace and a place to live.

	“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Apollo said. “For now, we go forward as planned. Show him the basics, get a feel for who he really is, and go from there. We owe Brick that much.”

	“The fuck with owing people. That kinda shit causes more problems,” Griffin huffed.

	Apollo hated owing others anything, but in this case, Brick and his team had earned the right. They’d saved his sister, helped take down the local Noah group in New Orleans, and provided invaluable information on an ongoing basis as the number of mutants kept rising.

	This raised another question plaguing Apollo: how many more survivors were waiting for help? 

	After a bloody battle, escaping the group’s holding facility, and gaining his freedom, Apollo had dedicated his life to this quest, and he’d been picking up survivors and team members ever since. Some in his military group came from closed labs. Others were former military personnel, commandos, and security-for-hire types who worked outside societal norms because they couldn’t function within conventional society.

	All test subjects of a megalomaniacal desire to improve what nature had built.

	“Facts are facts, whether we like them or not. We’re better off working together with them in this fight than working alone. Until that statement is proven wrong, we continue with the status quo.”

	“Fine,” Griffin growled as he paced over to the office window. “But this Rocko got no claim to past debts or arrangements, and if it comes down to him or anyone on our team, then he sleeps with the fishes.”

	Apollo couldn’t help but laugh at Griffin’s attempt at an Italian mafia accent. “Been watching The Godfather again?”

	“No one does it better than Don Corleone. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. The man knew his shit,” Griffin said with his usual bravado.

	“Yeah, yeah. If we ever find ourselves in a firefight with the mob, I’ll keep that in mind. For now, let’s go welcome our new visitor and leave Don Corleone and his mafioso friends on-screen. We’ve got enough to deal with shutting down the Noah Project.”

	 

	***

	 

	Rocko

	 

	Damn, his neck ached, and his patience had reached its limit. He hoped his temporary detainment wasn’t a precursor of what to expect when he arrived at the compound. The rook’s superiors would have to think long and hard about what to do with him. Personally, Rocko would love to see the guy busted down to parking meter duty, but that wasn’t up to him. It was one thing to have a suspect get the jump on you, but a completely different realm of fucked up to throw the man who saved your ass under a bus in an attempt to keep your secret. Asshole. Christ, even though he’d pointed out the security cameras to the addict, the rook had been oblivious to his reality.

	More or less, he had a two-hour drive from Albany to Ticonderoga, where he was set to meet with a team member of Apollo’s at the Burleigh’s Luncheonette on Montcalm Street, and then to follow them out to their new property.

	When he asked why he couldn’t simply drive directly to their property, he was told point-blank he’d never find it. As a survivor of the Noah Group, Rocko could understand and even respect their need for security and living off-grid. Still, he was extremely resourceful, a fucking detective after all, so yeah, he could’ve found the location. 

	However, Rocko could also see the benefits of vetting every person who came into contact with their team members, and how it would essentially protect them from any kind of threat. He knew it wasn’t uncommon for folks to set up compounds to avoid contact with outsiders, the law, and government. Being out here in the thick of the forest was a favorite retreat.

	There’d likely be a shit-ton of work ahead of them clearing the land Apollo had inherited, bequeathed to him by his Iroquois grandmother. The area was being developed into a safe place for Apollo’s people, which included his team. They were building new structures, installing a septic system, electricity, and installing a clean water supply. And that was only the beginning of building a place of safety beyond the clutches of the Noah Group.

	Hell, he might find himself sleeping in a damn tent in the bush for all he knew. Then again, it wouldn’t be the first time he’d roughed it in the middle of nowhere, and likely not the last. As a previous test subject of the Noah Project, Rocko had mutations he’d used throughout his career in the police force while staying off the Noah Group’s radar.

	He’d been six when he was cut loose and thrown into an orphanage. Part of his ability, beyond his knack for finding people, was a memory beyond photographic or eidetic, surpassing hyperthymesia. This ability allowed him to recall all past experiences in extreme detail. Down to the date, time, weather, smell, feel, people, words spoken, locations, and so on.

	At times, it became almost too much to handle when Rocko’s brain reached overload from storing so much information. The interior noise was deafening, and things got so bad that even knowing it was a stupid move, he’d turned to alcohol in an attempt to drown it all out.

	He’d always kept his distance from close friendships. Even with Ray, a fellow detective, though they were friends and fuck buddies when available. No one knew the true him.

	Ray called him the easygoing optimist. He doubted his friend would say the same if he got a look inside the true Detective Rocko Owens, with his overworked brain and the lengths he went to silence it. At times, the only thing that mattered was dulling the pain in his head, as he’d done too many times to count over the years.

	 The drive wasn’t as horrible as he’d expected, and Rocko would have actually enjoyed it if he’d been here to take in the beautiful landscape and cozy vibe of small towns and villages. He glanced out of the passenger window at the passing wall of foliage. Upstate New York was filled with expansive green forests, tranquil lakes, and winding roads that trailed off the main highway, leading to unknown places deep in the wilderness.

	This place was a paradise for backpackers, homesteaders, and explorers set in the Adirondack Mountains. He’d done his research: Ticonderoga had approximately five thousand full-time residents and a Star Trek Original Series Set Tour in its museum
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