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Captured Pair 

Divided Loyalties, Unbreakable Bonds

For Army Specialist Eve Collins, the war was supposed to be over. Reanimated and gifted with extraordinary abilities, she's found a place on a new team and in the arms of her fated pair, Thomas. But peace is a luxury she can't afford.

A desperate cry for help pierces her mind, bypassing technology and striking through a telepathic bond she shares with the soldiers she once called family. Her former teammates are trapped in Erebus, a fortress-like facility where the government experiments on its human weapons. The mission: an impossible extraction. The targets: two of the world's deadliest soldiers and the innocent woman who holds the key to one of their hearts.

To succeed, Eve must lead a covert team into the very system that created her, where one wrong move means not just failure, but dissection on a cold steel table. Some missions are for duty. This one is for blood.
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THE MISSION WAS SIMPLE—RETRIEVE the hostage and get out undetected. Eve kneeled next to Thomas, her gaze locked on the small door camouflaged so well; if she hadn't been looking, she would have missed it. A frisson of unease rolled through her, interrupting her focus.

"Found something?" Thomas asked through their link. 

"Nothing new." She shook off the feeling to refocus. "Soon as everyone's in position, I'll pull the cameras and disengage the locks on the door." She glanced at him. "They're on timers. I'll slow them down to give everyone time to enter. But we'll need to move fast."

Thomas nodded and communicated the instructions to the others. The air changed and stabilized as Lizzie created an illusion of the entire area to give them cover to move. She and Matteo would remain outside, holding the illusion, while Noah, Mia, Pearl, and Ahmed stood guard.

Eve pulled the cameras and unlocked the doors as the team ran toward the entrance. 

No one spoke as they filed into the bunker. The door locked behind them.

"I hear five heartbeats," Taylor said through the group's link before looking over her shoulder at Thomas. 

"Same here." Thomas looked at Max and Kitana seconds before they became invisible and disappeared. "Let's go." Weapons drawn, the others moved forward.

Eve caught the wall as her vision blurred, and a sense of drowning swamped her. "What the hell?" she murmured and waved away Thomas' concern. "Erasing everyone from the cameras," she said through their link.

Thomas nodded, but held her gaze a moment longer than necessary. No doubt he had questions. Hell, she had questions, but now wasn't the time.

"Target secured. Ready to evacuate," Kitana said, through their link.

"Tip and Taylor, do it," Thomas said as Max walked around the corner holding a limp female, and Kitana held a small boy. Eve erased their presence in the cameras and unlocked the door as Taylor created a windstorm to keep anyone from seeing their departure. Thomas tempered the strong winds so they could run to the meetup point where the others waited.

Noah held up the tablet and gave it to Thomas. He read everything before looking at the team. They had been in Canada on Owka Pack land with Alpha Leo and Brix, his mate, for almost a month, training.

"We didn't finish the op within the designated time," he told them.

"What?" Tip's eyes widened in disbelief. "Seems like we had that run on lock."

Taylor and the others nodded in agreement.

"We'll review the tape after dinner and do it again tomorrow, near the lake. Jesse, you and Damali will be on that run. Lizzie, Matteo, I'll show you the image to create. Noah, Mia, you'll be on this op using your mist," Thomas said, his gaze meeting Eve's. "La Patron set this up with Leo so we can get our timing together and iron out any problems before taking jobs again. We've got a few more days to get this done." He waved toward the two vans they had arrived in. "It's been a long day. Dinner, rest, and hit it again tomorrow."

The team's shoulders sagged as they trudged toward the vans. Thomas' fingers wrapped around Eve's arm. "What happened?"

She met his steel-gray eyes, studying the worry etched across his features, then lifted one shoulder. "Felt dizzy. Not sure why."

Leaning forward, he brushed a kiss against her forehead, took her hand, and led her to the van. They settled beside each other as Max started the vehicle and pulled out. Noah drove the van behind them, and soon they were on the road leading to the four houses Alpha Leo set aside for their use.

Exhausted, Eve entered their bedroom and fell face down across the bed. She heard Thomas enter and rolled over. "Are you concerned over the timing?"

He removed his weapons and shoes before settling next to her. "Yes. These mock tests are similar in intensity to some of the jobs we accept. Seconds matter." He brushed a kiss against her hair, moving her single braid to the side. "When you ran ops, how did you handle the timing with new team members?" 

"We never had new members. It was always just the five of us before Luke's death, and we're linked telepathically. Luke and Ahmed had a deeper connection." She looked at him. "We never understood how the shots joined us since we didn't know each other before we died. Well Luke and Ahmed did. But me, Ronnie, and Skip didn't know anybody until we woke and heard each other in our minds. Pissed me off at first."

"I can imagine." He paused. "Must have made ops easier."

"Yes and no." She met his gaze. "We never told the General or anyone how deep the connection is."

"How deep? What do you mean?" Thomas stared at her.

"We can sense emotions, too. It's how we know if the other is in danger or something's wrong." She closed her eyes and shook her head. "I was asleep the night that asshole tried to rape me. He put tape over my mouth. I reacted. My team knew something was wrong without me calling for help or telling them what happened. They were in the room before I killed him." 

Thomas growled low in his throat.

Eve leaned closer. "Ahmed and Luke put the body in a bag and took him away. Ronnie and Skip cleaned the area and told me to pack. They remained behind so I could leave." She met his gaze. "We respect each other's privacy, but if my life is in danger, they'll know and react. That's how we functioned as a unit."

"Makes sense. This team isn't there yet." He held her gaze. "I don't like someone else being that connected to you. Is there a way to break it?"

She arched an eyebrow. "Luke broke it."

His frown deepened. "When he died? Is that the only way?"

She nodded. "They said we have natural links and ran tests on each of us. The connections are part of the reanimation formulas. They've tried to recreate it and haven't been able to. Pissed them off, too."

He pulled her close and pressed another kiss against her forehead. "Made your team perfect for ops."

She pressed her cheek against his chest, the steady thrum beneath her ear a counterpoint to her own quickening pulse. His palm traveled over the curve of her hip, fingers pressing into yielding flesh. Warmth spiraled through her core as her lids fluttered closed.

She molded herself against him, the thin fabric of her top doing little to conceal the swell of her breasts. His fingertips traced her vertebrae one by one before claiming the fullness below, his grip firm and possessive.

Her lips parted in a whisper as she arched away from his chest. Her exhale ghosted across the shell of his ear, and his entire frame went rigid beneath her touch as his mouth found the pulse point at her throat.

His warm breath caressed her sensitive skin as his lips trailed a path downwards, leaving a trail of desire in their wake. Eve shivered slightly when he paused on her collarbone, the soft touch sending tingles through her body. Her back arched, inviting him closer still.

With deft movements, he pushed her top aside, revealing a black lace bra that barely contained her ample breasts. His rough hands cupped them gently before sliding underneath to tease her erect dark nipples.

Her fingers raked through his thick, dark hair, tugging him closer as he leaned in to take a hardened nipple into his mouth, sucking it deep into his warm mouth.

“That feels so good, baby. Don’t stop.” She held his head in place as he sucked and bit her nipple, sending ripples of pleasure to her core.

Eve slid her fingers beneath his pants, unsnapping the button before pushing down the fabric. Thomas released her nipple and sucked her bottom lip into his mouth, nibbling on it for several seconds before rising to strip them both. 

Within moments, the heat of his hard flesh rested on her. Inhaling, she rested her forehead against his while catching her breath. “Why do I always want you like this? It’s not the mating heat anymore. But that need for you hasn’t changed.” She met his gaze. “I swear I dream about you taking me like this. Sometimes, you're taking me so hard I feel you in my throat.” She laughed at his raised eyebrows.

“Your throat.” Leaning forward. “Right here?” He placed kisses along the column of her neck. “Or here.” He sucked on the side of her neck long and hard. Her nipples hardened. Core throbbed. Thighs became sticky from her vee-jay weeping in need. 

The soft groan that escaped from Eve's throat filled the air as she threw her head back in pure ecstasy. 

Thomas’s hand slid down between their bodies. His fingers slid inside her with ease, her wet heat enveloping him as he began a steady rhythm, matching the pace of his kisses on her neck. “You’re always so ready for me,” he murmured against her skin, feeling her body respond to his touch.

Her body bucked against his hand, craving more than just his fingers inside her—she wanted all of him filling up every inch possible.

“Yassss,” she gasped out between breaths. 

Every nerve ending sparked alive when one finger entered slowly, followed by another, stretching out tight walls ready for what comes next. With deliberate strokes, then faster ones.

“Yes, baby,” she breathed as he took her higher. Higher. Lost within sensations taking her to the summit, waves crashed around her, tossing her body into a sea of pleasure. Shaking, she held onto him as he moved. With one deep thrust, he filled her in ways his fingers and mouth never could. 

“Ah, baby,” she moaned. “This is what I need. Give it to me.” She held on tighter, her nails digging into his biceps, feeling every inch of his hardness inside her. 

He groaned in response, thrusting deeper, claiming her body completely.

“Harder,” she panted, meeting his gaze with a fierce hunger. “I need it harder.” 

He obliged, slamming into her with a force that left them both gasping for breath. Their bodies slapped together in a rhythm only they knew, the sound echoing around them like a drumbeat. He grabbed her hips, pulling her against him as he drove deeper still, claiming what was his. She arched her back in sweet surrender, moaning long and low as their bodies became one. 

She whimpered in delight at the intensity of it all: the rough hands on her hips, his harsh breaths in her ear...this was what she craved—what she needed.

"Yes! Yes!" she screamed as he finally released himself within her—filling every corner of her being with raw passion and unadulterated love for this man who owned every part of her heart and soul...and body, too. 

She convulsed around him, drawing out his own climax as they rode the wave together until both were spent and breathless. The room was filled with their exhausted breathing and damp skin.

Thomas shifted, easing off Eve but keeping close enough that neither lost contact with each other’s presence or warmth. 

“See what I mean?” she teased when another shudder ran through him. “I can’t stop wanting more with you.”

He placed his large palm on her stomach. “Since we both feel that way, it’ll never be a problem, love.” He pulled her close and brushed a kiss against her temple. “You’re my heart, Eve. I love you more than I thought possible.”

Her eyes filled as she snuggled closer. “Love you too, Thomas. More than anything.” She placed a kiss on his chest and closed her eyes as sleep claimed her.
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THE NEXT DAY, THE VAN'S tires crunched on the gravel road, the crisp Canadian air filtering through the open window with the scent of pine and damp earth. Thomas glanced up from his tablet as the secluded waterway came into view, morning light glinting off the mist that rose from the water's surface. Dressed for the field in dark khakis, boots, and a fitted polo that stretched across his broad chest, he scrolled through the day's objective: 

Locate and destroy a shipment of illegal bio-weapons hidden in cargo containers before they leave the dock.

As they arrived, he was pleased by how fast Alpha Leo's people moved to bring the containers he had ordered before their arrival. These training sessions weren't cheap and would put a small dent in their joint fund. But the alternative of being unprepared in real time sucked the worst. They all agreed to keep at it until they moved as smoothly as before.

He glanced at Eve as she watched the others read their assignments—she wore fitted black jeans, black ankle boots, a snug black tee, and a black cap, her thick hair pulled back into a long ponytail. She met his gaze with a question in her eyes. They had been together all night. 

"When did you plan this?" she asked, her hazel gaze met his.

"All the tests were planned and paid for before we arrived. Leo held these containers somewhere and moved them here last night."

"My man is a genius." Smiling, Eve winked at him. 

"Any questions?" Thomas asked the team when they stepped out of the vans and circled him.

"No. Looks like fun. I'll take the guards to get in position," Kitana, their second in command, said.

"Lizzie prepare the area first. I don't want any of us seen." Thomas returned his tablet to the backpack to be left in the van and stepped next to Eve. "How're you feeling?" She hadn't said much to anyone this morning, which was unusual.

"Not sure yet," she said, surprising him. "I'll let you know."

"If you don't feel well—"

She spun and faced him. "I'll let you know." They stared at each other for a few moments before he nodded. Together, they walked toward the rocky outcroppings to get in position. 

Lizzie raised her hands, fingers dancing as low hums vibrated through the air. The cargo containers shimmered like heat haze before vanishing entirely, swallowed by an illusion of empty dock space. Around them, pack members passed by without hesitation, their gazes sliding right over the invisible team as they advanced. 

Crouching low, the team watched the massive cargo containers half-submerged near the dock, the murky water lapping against their rusted edges.

Thomas raised a hand. Everyone stilled. The clock started.

Beside him, Tip’s eyes flashed as he tuned into the subtle vibrations of the area. The faint skittering of his insect scouts reached his mind, mapping out movement across the facility.

"Guards rotating in sets of three. One inside the main office, two patrolling the dock," Tip whispered through the team link.

Thomas gave a curt nod. "Pearl."

Pearl stepped away from the shadows, her body rippling as she took on the appearance of a dockworker—complete with stained coveralls, a radio clipped to her belt, and a weathered face that looked like it had seen too many years at sea.

She strode toward the dock, her posture perfect. She was the worker. The two patrolling guards barely spared her a glance as she moved past them, heading for the main office.

Inside, a single security officer sipped his coffee, his attention half on the flickering monitors in front of him. Pearl leaned against the doorframe, voice gruff, the cadence a perfect match for a male in this area.

"Shipment’s already on the move, ain’t it?" she grumbled.

The guard did not look up. "Yeah. Caught a tide an hour ago, heading west. But there’s still some sitting in the containers. You’d think they’d move the important shit first."

Pearl’s heart kicked up a beat. The shipment was leaving. Nodding, she muttered something about lazy management before stepping back outside. "They’re moving it by boat," she whispered through the group link. "If we don’t act now, it’s gone."

"Change of plan. We intercept on the water," Thomas informed the team, watching their reactions. Taylor's brow furrowed before moving with Tip. Jesse and Damali rushed into the water to churn the waves. Dark clouds moved in. Thunder rent the skies as Taylor and Jesse worked on the weather and water.

Thomas glanced at Eve. She pressed a finger to her forehead before moving toward the dock. Frustrated by her obstinacy, he followed.

Somewhere ahead, the boat’s engines rumbled, struggling against Jesse’s influence over the water. The strong current brushed against the vessel, slowing it without setting off any alarms.

“Thirty seconds before they notice,” Jesse advised.

Thomas said. "Damali, go."

Damali exhaled slowly, her hands clenching into fists. The oxygen levels in the ship's cabin dropped just enough to make the crew lightheaded, dizzy, and on the verge of passing out. No alarms. No warning.

A soft thud sounded as one of the crew collapsed against the railing.

Tip moved first. A blur in the night. His feet barely touched the metal deck as he darted between them, incapacitating the few still standing with lightning-fast strikes.

Ahmed followed, raising his hand to the ship’s console. His fingertips pulsed with energy, the charge sparking into the system before frying it completely. The boat lurched, lights flickering and dying.

"Eve, confirm the shipment," Thomas ordered.

When she didn't respond, he looked around and saw her crumpled on the ground. "Eve!" Thomas yelled as he ran toward her. "Kitana take over," he told his second in command.

"On it." Kitana ran toward the dock. "Focus on the mission." Jesse and Taylor continued manipulating the elements while Damali, Ahmed, Pearl, and Tip removed the contraband.

Thomas swept Eve into his arms, her body weightless against his broad chest. Her head lolled back, thick dark hair spilling over his forearm like silk. The glow had drained from her olive-brown skin, leaving behind a sickly gray cast. She hung limp—no muscle tension, no flutter of her lashes, no rise or fall of breath.

"Breathe, baby. Breathe." He pressed his hand to her chest and pushed energy into her.

She took a deep breath.

He raced across Pack lands, his boots pounding against earth and stone. Towering pines whipped past in dark streaks, rocky outcroppings became mere blurs, and winding paths that would wind normal humans through hours of hiking disappeared beneath his stride in minutes. His gaze swept left and right, tracking every rustle of leaves and every shift of shadow that might signal a threat or pursuit.

Within minutes that seemed to stretch like hours, the Pack's main compound materialized through the trees. Thomas's boots struck gravel, sending small stones skittering across the courtyard as two familiar figures stepped from the administrative building. Leo and Brix moved with the fluid precision of wolves who'd weathered countless crises, their casual stride faltering the moment their eyes locked onto Eve draped across Thomas's chest, her arms hanging limp at her sides.

"Is she alright?" Leo asked.

"I don't know. She fainted." Thomas shouldered past them, making for their assigned house, cataloging Eve's symptoms, running scenarios.

"Do you need our healer?" Leo asked.

"No." Thomas's response came sharp and quick. La Patron's arrangement with the alpha was need-to-know, and the five-million-dollar bounty on Eve made every stranger a potential threat. Hawke would be the only person to examine her. He softened his tone. "No, thank you. She's probably just overheated or something." 

"Let us know if you need anything," Leo said before leaving and closing the door behind him.

Thomas pressed his palm to her forehead—skin like marble beneath his touch. A cold weight settled in his gut. He stripped away her shirt and jeans, his fingers working fast, urgent. Get her comfortable. Check for injuries. Do something useful. "Come on, baby," he murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. He stroked her cheek, searching for warmth, for movement. Her eyelashes trembled but remained closed. 

She's in there somewhere. 

He pressed cold compresses on her forehead, the cloth dripping between his fingers. Maybe the fever broke. Maybe she's cooling down.

He reached through the mental link, grasping for Hawke and La Patron, words spilling through the connection as he recounted every detail—her stumble, the way her knees buckled, the silence that followed.

"She was dizzy?" Hawke asked.

"That's what she said." Thomas stared at his woman, wishing he knew more.

"I would need to examine her to understand what's happening. Eve's biology is different from everyone else's. Her maintenance shot is specific for her abilities," Hawke said.

Thomas knew all of that. None of it helped him now.

"Was she doing anything?" La Patron asked.

"No." Thomas ran a hand through his hair, his fingers digging into his scalp. "She trained with the team last night. Today was just cargo duty—nothing strenuous." He leaned in, studying her face, his pulse hammering beneath his skin. "But something’s wrong. Her eyelids... they’re moving too fast." His stomach clenched, a cold weight settling in his gut.

"Moving fast? Let us see," La Patron’s tone sharpened.

A rush of energy passed through Thomas as La Patron merged with him, linking their visions. Together, they focused on Eve’s face—her closed lids flickering in rapid, unnatural spasms.

Silence stretched.

"That is unusual," Hawke whispered.

Thomas traced Eve's cheek with trembling fingers, his thumb ghosting across her lips before he pressed a gentle kiss there. A single tear escaped, hot against his cheek. He tried to speak, but his throat constricted, words stuck behind a grief he didn’t want to name. "Come back to me, baby. Please come back to me." Each heartbeat felt like lead in his chest. 

A small sound—a cough, rough and strained—broke the silence. Eve stirred, her body shifting as she rolled onto her side, one hand pressing to her forehead. Relief punched through Thomas so hard he almost collapsed. He grabbed her, arms tightening around her as if letting go would send her slipping away again. He held her close, rocking slightly, his breath coming fast and uneven.

"Thomas?" Eve said after a few silent moments. 

Thomas exhaled a shaky breath, his chest tightening as he stared into her open eyes—finally open. His throat burned. He clenched his jaw, but the tremble on his lips betrayed him. "You wouldn't wake up." His voice cracked, raw with something he wasn’t ready to name.

Eve reached for him, her fingers threading through his hair, pulling him close. "Baby, I’m sorry." Her voice was soft, unsteady, as if she, too, was grasping for control. "I don’t know what happened, but I swear, I’ll figure it out. Seeing you like this..." She shook her head. "I can’t stand it."

A strangled laugh escaped him—short, bitter. "I don’t do this." He swallowed hard, tightening his grip around her, needing to feel her warmth, needing proof that she was there. "Growing up, life was shit. You learned what to expect and took the hits." His fingers dug into her back. "But this? You? I can’t take losing you. Not even for ten damn minutes."

She kissed him and then held him tight. They remained close together for several minutes.

"Do you know what happened?" he asked after drying his eyes.

"I think it has something to do with my team. Something's wrong." She held his gaze.

His brows furrowed. "Your team?"

She nodded. "It's possible there was an energy drain."

His eyebrows shot up, and his mouth fell open, but no sound escaped. "Energy drain? Has that happened before?"

"With Luke and Ahmed, so it's possible. But for it to hit me that hard, something bad happened with Skip and Ronnie. We've never tapped into each other like that before," she said.

Thomas understood the needs of teams, and sometimes things happened. "Why you instead of Ahmed?" 

"It's my team." She held his gaze until he nodded. "No one understands how any of this happened. It's just the way it is. I need to contact them for answers." The way she looked at him made it seem as if she wanted him to agree, but would do it anyway.

"Yeah, the sooner we know what's going on, the better," he said. When she smiled in relief, he realized he had said the right thing.

Eve leaned forward and kissed him. How could she not? If she wasn't irrevocably in love with him before, seeing and feeling his distress over her condition would have taken her over the line. Passing out in the middle of an op had never happened before and could never happen again. She refused to ever take her man through that again.

"Skip?" Eve called through their link. When no answer came, her frown deepened. "Ronnie?" Still silence. She turned to Thomas, worry etched across her features. "They're not responding."

"That doesn't happen?" Thomas leaned forward, his brows furrowed.

"It has." Eve pressed her fingers against her temple. "But not in a long time." She bit her lower lip, anxiety building. "What's going on?"

"Would Ahmed know?" Thomas asked.

Eve met Thomas's concerned gaze with a slight smile, appreciating his attempt to help. "Maybe, but doubtful. When he returns later, I'll ask him."

"Why'd you smile like that?" Thomas captured her hand in his, bringing it to his lips. He pressed a gentle kiss on her palm while holding her gaze.

"Because that's like La Patron asking you if Lizzie or Kitana knew something critical about your team that you didn't know." She watched understanding dawn in his eyes as he nodded.

His lips curled into a slight smile before he nodded again. "Good point."

An hour later, Skip responded. "Eve?"

"Yes. What happened?" Eve asked through their link.

"Ronnie... his pair... she's here."

Eve gasped.

"Ronnie says they picked her up somewhere and are holding her against her will. She's scared and hurt herself trying to leave," Skip continued.

Thomas looked at her. She told him what happened.

"Picked her up?" Dread rolled down Eve's spine as she recalled the dragnet the military used at the mall. She and Ahmed escaped with their pairs, but there were other altered humans inside. 

"Yes." Skip coughed for several seconds. "They moved us to another facility."

"What? Where? When?" Eve's heart ached for Ronnie and Skip. Two men who loved their country and got screwed. But pairs were a different matter altogether. She could imagine the women's fear.

"Erebus Complex. Been here a couple of days. That's... that's when things went to hell," Skip rasped. 

"Ronnie sensed his pair, you mean?" Eve rubbed her forehead to ease the lingering discomfort.

"Yeah. Went berserk. Tried to break out to get to her," Skip said.

Eve closed her eyes. An enraged Ronnie was not a good thing. He could do major damage. "Is he alright? Physically, I mean. Mentally, he won't be okay until he's with her." 

"Don't know. They placed him in solitary with an IV drip. The only way to bring him down." Skip snorted. "Ronnie's a slow burn, but when fired up, he's deadly."

They had all seen Ronnie's anger explode over two MPs abusing a local on a job. By the time they pulled Ronnie off, both men were broken in ways that dental records were required to identify them.

"Why are you sounding like this?" she asked Skip.

"He pulled energy from me, fighting to go under, and I'm wiped. Can't hold my head up, yet." Skip sighed. "He's afraid of what'll happen to her."

"He did the same to me," Eve whispered, meeting Thomas' heated gaze.

"What? No. He'd never do that," Skip said.

"Unless his pair is endangered. Rules fly out the window when a pair is involved." She cupped Thomas' cheek as she spoke, knowing he didn't like it, but understood.

"Are you alright?" Skip asked.

She explained she had fainted and was out of it for over ten minutes. 

Skip let loose several curses, then questioned, "Does the pairing connection have that much power? I mean, he's hooked up to drugs that eventually knocked him out and still floored me while fighting it. I gave permission - you weren't given a choice."

Eve shared the question with Thomas, and he nodded. "I'd tear a building apart to save you."

She nodded, squeezing Thomas's hand. "Same here." Taking a deep breath to center herself, she answered Skip with careful honesty. "If he's worried about her, he's not thinking about the overflow or how it's affecting us. Once he wakes, we'll talk to him about it. Until then, rest and take care. Now that I know what's going on, I'll handle things differently until we talk to him."

"Shouldn't be much longer. They know his body will become immune if they continue shooting that shit into him. Once he wakes, I'll tell him what happened and we'll talk. Try to work out something. Ahmed, okay?" Skip's concern echoed through their connection.

"Far as I know, he wasn't affected," she said, rubbing her temple where a dull ache persisted.

"Tough being the top dog. Still, I hate that happened to you. Food's here. Talk to you soon." The mental link dissolved as Skip withdrew, leaving Eve to process everything they'd discussed.
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TWO HOURS LATER, RONNIE reached out through their link. "Eve? Skip? Ahmed?"

Eve looked at Thomas and nodded. "Hi Ronnie, how're you feeling?"

"Like someone gutted me in my chest with a rusted knife. My... my pair is here. Somewhere in this fucking building, they're doing shit to her." He broke off on a sob.

"Shit," Ahmed whispered. "Man, I'm sorry I didn't know. When did this happen?"

"They moved us to another building. Consolidating or something like that. Once we arrived underground, I sensed her. Freaked me out because it's been the five of us for so long. To feel someone else..." Ronnie whispered.

"What do you mean? You're linked?" Eve asked. She had sensed Thomas before they met but hadn't known who he was. But the need to find him took her across the country.

"Not linked like we are, but I feel her in my mind. She's confused and hurt. I feel it. I don't know how else to explain it. I've tried talking to her, but it's like there's a wall between us." He released a long breath. "Skip said I caused you to black out, Eve. I'm sorry. I didn't realize... forgive me. It wasn't intentional." He screamed. "This is driving me crazy."

"It's because you're an empath and feel things a thousand times more. Do your abilities work on her?" Eve asked.

"I tried to absorb her pain, then redirect it, but nothing happened. Plus, I'm picking up residual shit in this place that's messing with me. They did some serious shit in this building," Ronnie said.

"Man, I don't know what to say," Ahmed said into the silence.

"Is this what pairing means? Maybe she's not my pair, and I'm picking up on someone's pain?" Ronnie begged them to agree.

"Have you ever become sick or overwhelmed by anyone's emotions outside of our team, or if we were on a job?" Skip asked.

They all knew the answer, yet waited for Ronnie to acknowledge his own truth.

"No," he said. "Is this pairing?"

"Tell me how you feel," Ahmed said. 

Eve was grateful because what she went through for Thomas was a lot different from Ahmed and Pearl.

"My body aches with a longing I never knew existed. She haunts every breath, every heartbeat. It's like someone I didn't know was missing until now. This connection pulses between us - even if she can't feel it yet, it's real. I've survived war zones and hell, but nothing prepared me for this raw, desperate neediness. A piece of my soul is missing. I'm incomplete without her." Ronnie's voice cracked. "How can I explain something that changes everything I thought I knew about me?"

Well, damn, Eve thought. That's where she was with Thomas.

"You put into words how I feel about Pearl," Ahmed whispered. "She's your pair. How did they find her?"

"I don't know," Ronnie said. "We've only been here a few days. She may have been here before that."

"Is she military?" Eve asked.

"No. She's scared," Ronnie said.

"Hell. We've all been scared in military installations," Skip said.

"Not this kind of fear. She's confused and pissed," Ronnie said. 

"Can't be another soldier, we knew those involved in the project," Skip said.

"That leaves altered humans," Eve said.

"What?" Ronnie said.

"Humans with additional abilities. I told you about them when I was on the train," Eve said.

"Right. I remember," Skip said. "If that's the case, how did she get here? Where'd they find her?"

"It's possible she was picked up at the mall. I was there with Thomas, shopping, and saw Athena and a few others. The military was searching for us. But we slipped away," Eve said, giving a brief explanation that didn't scratch the surface of everything that happened that day.

"Those fuckers," Ronnie yelled.

Worse, altered humans had very few rights because they weren't completely human, but Eve didn't mention that.

"Good thing you escaped, but stay on guard. They won't ever stop hunting you down, Eve," Skip said.

"Yeah, they still want you. General Williams asked if I heard from you. He thinks you're the reason I'm flipping out because I won't talk to them about her. Fuck if they'll use us as guinea pigs," Ronnie said.

"That's a good idea, Man," Ahmed said. "The less they know about pairs, the better for us. How can we help?"

The question didn't surprise Eve; she had planned to ask the same thing. But Ahmed saying 'we'
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