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

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

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

      The Obsidian Files are their stories…

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

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

      “Blends an intensely terrifying psychic thriller with a

      mind-blowing erotic romance.”

      —Library Journal, on Fade To Midnight

      “Blasts readers with a highly charged, action-adventure

      romance...extra steamy.”

      —Booklist

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

      —Romantic Times, 4 ½ stars

      “Shannon McKenna makes the pulse pound.”

      —Bookpage

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

      —Fresh Fiction

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

      —RT Book Reviews

      

      “McKenna expertly stokes the fires of romantic tension.”

      —Publishers Weekly

      “McKenna strikes gold again.”

      —Publishers Weekly

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

      –Maya Banks, New York Times bestselling author

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

      —Publishers Weekly on Edge Of Midnight

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

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

      “Aims for the heart with scorching precision.”

      —Publishers Weekly on Ultimate Weapon
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      That voice. Hers.

      Zade isolated that sound from all the others competing to be heard: traffic, gusting wind, cold rain driving down on the black asphalt, dripping off the vinyl awning he lurked beneath.

      Fading out. Fuck.

      Zade listened hard for that free-floating sound thread, thin as a strand of spider-silk waving around out there in the humming urban buzz of Seattle.

      Yeah. There she was. Coming out of the Mercer Center with some people. Adults and kids. Umbrellas whooshed open. Cars pulled up. A few taxis stopped. He heard her, talking, laughing, saying goodnight. A subtle thrill racked him as that low, husky female voice stroked delicately down his nerve endings.

      Simone Brightman. He liked her voice.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket. He checked the display.

      cold out here wtf

      He tapped back a response.

      wait

      Lightweights. His hired goons had been waiting hours in the rain. Boo-fucking-hoo. He was damp and chilled, too, but he wasn’t bitching about it. Nor should he.

      It was what he deserved for prowling around in the dark like a fucking criminal.

      Whatever it took. He’d kill for information about his lost brother Luke. And what he was about to do fell way short of killing. Nobody was going to get hurt tonight. At least not physically.

      Simone Brightman had to know something. And that was as far as he’d gotten. Months had crawled by without a single opportunity for a chance meeting with her. He’d plotted and schemed, increasingly frustrated. But no dice.

      Mostly she stayed stubbornly locked in her house. No errands, shopping, gas stations, malls, post office, restaurants, movies. No workdays at her biomed lab, which used to be the sum-total of her life. This once-a-week math tutoring thing she did with kids was the only reason she’d gone out at all since she and Noah Gallagher broke their engagement.

      She must be depressed. Fine. He could work with that. All she needed to make her misery complete was some mouth-breathing scum menacing her on a dark street.

      Add terror to the mix. And himself, never on the side of the angels.

      He followed a brief conversation she had with some kids on their way out of the Center. He could barely hear what they were saying, but they seemed to really like her.

      “Get home safe. See you next week.” There was laughter in her voice.

      Finally it was just her, making her solitary way toward her car, not knowing that it had been disabled. About three blocks away now. Her rubber-soled lace-up leather boots squeaked.

      Lately, for some unknown reason, she no longer bothered with her ultra-professional ice maiden look.

      At first, he thought he’d miss that super-controlled vibe. It had been stimulating to watch that round, taut ass twitching purposefully along in tight pencil skirts as she went about her business, heels clicking.

      Also gone: her sleek designer suits and smoothly styled hair. She’d been so tightly buttoned up it was actually kinda kinky-porno-hot. He got off on it.

      Now when she got dressed, it was in battered jeans or pilled leggings, sloppy sweatshirts, full-length skirts. Black, horn-rimmed glasses so butt-ugly they passed for aggressively cool. Her curly blond hair—surprise, surprise, not smooth at all—was out of control, unless she bothered to pin it up or put it in a messy ponytail.

      Her new look was as different from the old as it was possible to get. And it jazzed him just exactly as much. Go figure.

      And he looked at her a lot. Getting surveillance vid-cams installed in her place had been a hell of a thing. Her home security was top of the line. He’d finally succeeded in maneuvering a few micro-drones through her front door, two while the housekeeper came in to clean, one while Simone was having groceries delivered. Completely silent, nearly impossible to see. One was perched on the kitchen light fixture. One was on a bedroom curtain rod. The last sat on one of the wall-mounted speakers in her living room.

      She was always in her studio or bedroom. Always working. She slept very little, and ate so seldom it had actually started to worry him. The fuck? An adult human being couldn’t live on yogurt, a slice of toast, and the occasional fucking fruit chunk. It was a miracle that she functioned at all.

      Damn, now he’d lost the sound thread again. He reached for it—listening harder…yes. Rubber boot soles on the wet pavement. He’d know that little squeaky-squeak song anywhere. He’d memorized its exact rhythm and pitch.

      Less than a block away now. He was already getting a whiff of her. Warm, female smells. He seriously dug that honeysuckle shampoo. Couldn’t wait to sniff it at close range.

      He stepped out of the shadow of the awning, and raised his hand to signal the men waiting down the street. One of them lifted his hand in response. They were ready. She was an easy target, parking an almost new Audi on a badly lit street like this.

      His heart raced as his augmented sensory processor kicked into high gear, as if revving for combat. Which was overkill. He didn’t need an ASP jolt for this. The Obsidian researchers had wired him and rewired him during the Midlands experiments on their quest to produce the ultimate, relentless war machine. The data that speed-scrolled over his field of vision whenever he was stressed was a constant reminder of how they’d changed him. Permanently.

      But he ignored it. He’d stolen himself back. He and all the rest of the Midlanders. He was more than what Obsidian had tried to make of him. Fuck them all.

      Tonight—for her—he needed to be funny, smart, and unthreatening, for starters. And good in bed, if he got lucky. Past experience suggested that he would. It was bad form to get cocky about it, but whatever. A guy could hope.

      In fact, he quivered with hope. Watching Simone for two whole months had kept him perpetually half-hard. It wasn’t like she was doing anything sexy. On the contrary. She mostly just sat there on the bed, cross-legged in a thick snarl of wires and cables, surrounded by screens, dressed in leggings and a sweatshirt. Braless. Eyes narrowed with ferocious concentration as she typed so fast and hard the detached wireless keyboard bounced against the mattress.

      He loved how the mad typing made her nipples jiggle.

      He could watch that for hours without losing interest. Simone Brightman’s life was slit-your-wrists boring, yet watching her somehow kept him continually buzzed.

      He was in a groove with surveillance monitoring. Forget sleep. Not happening, even thought he’d sworn never to inflict sentinel sleep on himself again after their escape from Obsidian’s research facility at Midlands. He hated the way sentinel sleep made him feel. Constant vigilance turned even the strongest into a numb, circuit-fried robot, no matter how skillful he might be at alternating his brain hemispheres, resting one while using the other and blah-blah-di-fucking-blah.

      He was good at it, yeah. And so? He was good at a metric fuckton of unspeakable things. That didn’t mean he would ever do them again. He’d won his freedom back. Obsidian could go suck its own dick.

      But he’d do sentinel sleep for Simone. He’d do any number of desperate, unspeakable things for a chance to find out what happened to his brother.Besides, watching Brightman prance around in her underwear was no chore. She was so damn pretty it just turned his head around. Why sleep when he could look at that?

      She was almost upon him. His ASP processor sent a fire-hose of data scrolling wildly up both sides of his field of vision. His senses sharpened to a level beyond painful. He hadn’t expected this. Bullshit timing.

      Her footsteps echoed in his ears, boom-scrape-squeak. Her soft breathing, the quick and steady drum of her heart. He smelled the warm mix of her hand lotion, her wool coat, the leather of her boots, heard the swish of her long skirt, the brush of wool tights between her thighs. He smelled the coffee she’d had not long ago and a hint of the vanilla flavored creamer she’d lightened it with. Whiffs of the perfume she used to wear back in her corporate days wafted out of her purse like little ghosts.

      He also smelled the festering mouth-breathers who waited across the street.

      His heart thudded loudly. In a few seconds, he’d see Simone in the flesh. The mysterious ex-fianceé of Noah Gallagher, Zade’s friend and fellow Midlander rebel.

      A woman who might or might not hold the key to the last possible clue that could lead him to his brother.

      Or to his brother’s bones.

      That thought stabbed through him like a thin blade of ice just as Simone Brightman rounded the corner and hit his line of vision.

      Showtime.
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      Of course she’d left her umbrella in the car on the one night that the rain decided to dial it up from the usual Seattle drizzle and start pelting down. At least she had the right boots for the rain these days. No more fancy designer shoes for her. She was done striving for feminine perfection. Who gave a shit?

      Years of effort, down the drain. She was so done with it.

      She tried to hang on to the happy buzz hanging out with her Sci-Tech team gave her. She loved those kids. Creative to the max. Going places, all of them.

      They were a complicated bunch. Too smart for their own good. Builders, makers, coders, geeks, videogame nerds, hackers. She scrambled to keep their hungry, restless minds busy. They’d had a blast brainstorming tonight. Goofy, giddy fun.

      Goofiness was in short supply in her life. Those kids had taught her how it felt.

      There would be no more fun tonight, that was for sure. Her happy buzz was draining away and that strange roar was filling up her head again. Stabbing pains, flashing lights, and that constant, grinding noise.

      It started last year after she broke up with her first fiancé, Jordan. Then, after the humiliating episode with Noah and his exotic belly dancer, the problem had gotten abruptly worse.

      Stress, her family doctor said, before handing her a scribbled prescription and recommending hypnotism. Not. She did not want Dr. Laera’s flesh-creeping hypnosis sessions, and the drugs the doctor prescribed put her into a robotic fog. She felt like crap most of the time, but she preferred misery to feeling nothing at all.

      Lately, the predominant feeling had been fear. Because Mom’s illness had started like this. Just exactly like this, when Simone was twelve.

      You either inherited the gene mutation or you didn’t. Don’t anticipate the suffering. That way you suffer twice. Simone repeated that silent mantra as she turned the corner and hit the button on her key fob. The car squawked and flashed a greeting. Rain was beating down even harder now, so she made a dash for it, splashing through dirty water rushing through the gutter.

      She pulled open the door and plopped down into the leather seat, shivering as she listened to the rain drumming on the roof.

      Breathe. Think of nothing. Or just good things. She’d enjoyed four great hours with the Sci-Tech team. She could try to call Megan, her oldest friend ever since that first Mayburg summer internship years ago. They had shared an apartment through college and grad school. Two girl nerds against the world. The original idea had been for Megan to fly in to visit her and hold her hand while she got the test results. Then Megan’s asshat boss insisted on sending her to some conference in England.

      Still, evening in Seattle was morning in England. If anything could make her feel better, it would be hearing Megan’s voice.

      Get that heater going. She shuddered, teeth chattering, thinking of the hot tea she’d make at home. Honey and lemon, to warm her from the inside. Her hand was so cold and numb, she couldn’t get the key into the ignition.

      After a few stabs, it went in, but all she got when she turned it was click, click, click. No purr of a motor humming to life, no lights, no heater’s comforting hum.

      She tried again. Click. Click. Her car was dead. But it was an excellent car. Almost new. Recently serviced. What the hell?

      She popped the hood and the trunk and got out. Rummaged through the odds and ends in the trunk until she found the flashlight, a super nerdy one that she could strap to her head like a spelunker. She grabbed a heavy wrench, just in case something needed banging back into place.

      Lifting the hood, she saw the problem at once. The battery cables were ripped off the battery and cut so that they couldn’t be reattached.

      Someone had sabotaged her car.

      Then she heard them. Men’s voices, low and indistinct, but with an aggressive tone that made her skin crawl. They smelled. Armpit fug and cigarette ash.

      Simone straightened and turned, shining her headlight into the reddened eyes of a beefy, thick-faced guy with patchy stubble. The man beside him was taller. Lanky and balding.

      She tucked the wrench under her arm and yanked out her phone, backing away, but the first guy darted at her and knocked it out of her hand. It hit the brick wall behind her with a sharp crack and broke apart.

      “Shit,” he muttered. “Coulda sold that.”

      He followed her, his gag-inducing breath a hot cloud in her face. She waited one more moment ... then whipped the pepper spray out of her pocket.

      She blasted him right in the eyes.

      He screamed and lurched back, pawing at his face. The taller man froze for a second, then his mouth twisted with rage. He leaped at her with a shout.

      She slammed the wrench down across his forearm with all her strength.

      He howled. Walloped her with his good arm across the side of the head. The wet street swung up and body-slammed her, knocking out her breath and her senses. Everything went dark.

      When her hearing slowly came back, what she saw and heard made no sense.

      A huge dark silhouette in violent motion. Arms, legs, moving too fast for her tear-blurred eyes to follow. Kicks and blows. Choked squeals of pain.

      She focused on a huge, long-haired man in a black leather coat crouched near her, holding her second attacker, his arm clamped across the tall guy’s throat. The trapped man thrashed, clawing at the powerful forearm that barely let him breathe.

      “You laid your hands on her, asshole,” the big guy said. “Bad call.”

      The guy coughed, sputtered. “But she hit me with a—oof!”

      His voice cut off as the leather-clad man rose and let go suddenly. The guy stumbled, arms pinwheeling.

      An enormous leather boot connected with his jaw. He yelped and hit the pavement, sprawled in a puddle.

      Suddenly the leather-coat man was beside her, sliding an arm behind her back and propping her up. She realized, dazed, that she was lying in a puddle of rain.

      “Hey,” he said. “I saw that guy hit you. You okay? Are you hurt?”

      She blinked, dumbstruck. The man before her was unbelievably handsome. Not a hallucination. She caught his scent. Leather, salt, musk. She drew it in again, greedily. “Y-yes,” she stammered.

      She did a swift inventory, assessing herself for damage. She was bruised and shaky. Her ear had gotten a sharp, head-ringing whack, but the sensation was fading, driven away by excitement and astonished goggle-eyed gawking.

      “How’s your head?” he asked. “Let me look at it. Any bleeding? A bump?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, meaning it. “I’m not concussed. I’m really okay.” She looked around for the glasses that had been knocked off her face when she fell.

      Her rescuer spotted them before she did and handed them to her. She dug around in her pockets for a tissue to dry them with. Too bad it was still raining hard. She longed to find out if sharp focus made him even more gorgeous.

      A sound made them look around. The jaw-kicked attacker was dragging himself onto his knees. In the dim light from the streetlight, he ran a careful hand over his jaw. Then he spat out a bloodied tooth and stared at it in slack-mouthed disbelief.

      The other man was rubbing his pepper-stung eyes. “Goddamn fucking cunt!” he howled, lurching toward her.

      The man in black leather leaped up and blocked him with an uppercut that sent him flying backward into his companion.

      The two men hit the ground together, sprawling and rolling.

      “Get lost.” Her rescuer’s low voice was menacing. “And stay lost. Unless you want me to kick you down into the sewer. Got that?”

      The men struggled hastily to their feet and broke into a shambling run. The pepper-sprayed guy banged into a street sign, bounced off, and reeled away into the darkness.

      Simone stared after them, speechless. Her mind was blank.

      The mysterious man crouched next to her again. Rain dripped over his starkly chiseled cheekbones and down to his jaw. He didn’t seem to notice or mind.

      His eyes were intent on her face. His hand came to rest on her shoulder. Through layers of cloth, the gentle contact felt like a bright electric shock, releasing a sweet shiver of goosebumps. Her spine straightened. Her chin rose.

      She just stared, not caring how bedraggled she must look. Her mind was empty of such considerations. Even the scary, shocking thing that just happened had been pushed to the side. There wasn’t enough space for that and this man to coexist in the same thought cycle. One thing at a time. Him first. For sure.

      He waited. Patiently. A faint smile formed on his sensual lips. It suggested that he’d been through this before. Probably rescued spaced-out women from muggers all the time. He just crouched there and let her gawk, his face spotlit by the flashlight that had somehow stayed on her head.

      Self-consciousness came flooding back. Shit. She must look crazy in that thing. She pulled it off. Her crocheted hat came off with it and she tried in vain to smooth down her hair. Her gaze darted around the empty street. Her hands had begun to shake.

      “You okay?” he asked again. “I can take you to the emergency room.”

      “No,” she said. “I’m fine. Thanks for…uh…that. What you did.”

      “It’s nothing. I’m sorry it happened to you. Having trouble with your car?”

      “Don’t worry,” she said hastily. “I’ll take care of it.”

      He stepped toward the open hood. “Can I take a look?”

      She tugged her hat back down over her damp hair. “No need,” she told him. “I know what the problem is.”

      His eyebrow shot up. “Already? Really? You do your own car repairs?”

      “I’m an engineer,” she said. “I like knowing how machines work.”

      He nodded, thoughtfully. Then his gaze was caught by something on the ground gleaming wetly in the streetlight’s glow. The wrench.

      “Oh. That’s mine,” she told him.

      He picked it up and looked it over. “This is what you used on that fuckhead?”

      She nodded.

      “I have one just like it,” he said conversationally. “Engines turn me on. I like tearing them apart and putting them back together.”

      “You’re a mechanic?”

      Her incredulous tone made him grin, which carved deep, beautiful grooves into his cheeks. “What? I don’t look like one?”

      No. You look like a sexy movie vampire, a famous extreme athlete, a billionaire rock star. Somehow, she managed not to blurt it out.

      He changed the subject. “So what’s the problem with the car?”

      “The, ah, battery cables were cut.”

      “I see,” he said. “So that’s that. You’re not going anywhere in this car tonight.”

      “Nope. I need a tow truck and a taxi. But those guys trashed my phone.”

      His face darkened. “Use my phone. I’ll make the calls for you if you want.”

      “Thanks, but I still want my phone. Even if it’s in pieces.” She tried to get up, but her legs wobbled and she thudded down into the puddle again.

      “Let me help you.” He rose to his feet, bearing her up with him in an effortless anti-gravity surge. She floated up and just kept on floating. At least that was how it felt. Even the waterlogged skirt that clung to her legs couldn’t weigh her down.

      He helped her collect the pieces of her phone. The screen was broken and the battery knocked out, but she found all the parts and slid them into her coat pocket.Then she just stood there. Foolish, half-frozen, and tongue-tied.

      “I have a suggestion,” he said. “You’re soaked. There’s a bar down the street. Let’s go in there to warm you up while we call the tow truck and the taxi. I’m Zade, by the way. Zade Ryan.”

      She took his hand. The zing that raced up her arm from contact with his warm palm was just like the thrill she’d felt when he touched her shoulder, but a hundred times stronger. “Ah…I’m, ah, Alison,” she lied, on impulse. “Alison Wilson.”

      “Alison.” The fake name was a velvety caress coming from his mouth. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      Her voice was locked in her throat. A barrier between two warring realities.

      True Fact #1: Not smart to go to a skeevy dive bar with a huge guy in black leather who appeared out of nowhere on a dark street corner in a bad neighborhood. In the driving rain. Next to her dead car. Her shattered phone. Even if he had rescued her. Not smart at all.

      True Fact #2: He had rescued her.

      True Fact #3: It was impossible to look away from him. A diamond stud earring glinted between the thick wet locks of his black hair. The effect was intensely masculine. He wore a metal pendant in the hollow of his collarbone, which caught the light, flashing like a mirror. Raindrops made their slow, loving way along the bold slash of his dark eyebrows, over his cheekbones, his hawk nose, his sensual mouth.

      He stood there dripping, pulsing waves of raw sexual energy at her. What in the freaking hell would she do with all of that?

      Which brought her around to True Fact #4: She was a repressed, workaholic nerd with no life, and this astonishing man-god seemed to be almost, well, coming on to her. At least she was about ninety-five percent certain that he was. She’d never been great at decoding nonverbal male/female interaction.

      Maybe he flirted with every woman he saw. Some men didn’t know any other way to relate to a woman. Maybe this was just him being nice. Could be that the whole thing was just a hopeful fantasy on her part. Maybe she was projecting all this.

      Then he smiled down at her. Mmm. Maybe not.

      Besides, she’d now inevitably arrived at her ultimate destination, which was True Fact #5. Nobody got out of this world alive.

      Tomorrow she had an appointment with Dr. Gregory Fayette. He would give her the final word on whether she’d inherited the gene mutation that would change everything.

      If the news was bad, well, rolling around with a red-hot leather-clad bad boy was a bucket-list classic.

      One night. No names. No numbers.
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      Black coffee for him, black tea for her. Fetch, Zade. Good boy.

      He wove his way through the crowd at the bar, feeling like a jackass for carrying steaming stoneware mugs to their booth when everybody else in the place was downing boilermakers, cheap vodka, and beer. The bar was a seedy dive with a neon sign outside that blinked intermittently, but she needed to get warmed up fast.

      She could have been hurt. It would’ve been his fault. He had to make amends.

      His instructions to those buttheads had been so simple any fool could have followed them. He’d drilled them for different scenarios and been right on hand to monitor the situation. They were supposed to approach her, act vaguely menacing, and then fade away when he showed up. A hint of danger, swiftly averted. Easy.

      He hadn’t imagined a scenario where Simone fought back with pepper spray and a wrench. She’d pissed them off. Stung their macho pride. Put herself in danger.

      The least he could do was bring her a hot drink.

      She was focused on her phone conversation, ignoring his approach. Shaggy, cold-eyed biker types looked him over as he sidled around the pool table and made his way to their booth in the back. He set the cups down on the table and slid into his seat.

      Hannah, a fellow Midlander, had told him about Simone when her brother Noah got engaged to her. Ms. Perfect, Hannah called her. Brilliant, beautiful, and cool as a cucumber. Unfailingly polite to everybody all the time, but distant. Chilly.

      Based on that, he thought he’d be dealing with an attractive female-shaped popsicle. One who would freeze in shock and stay conveniently in place until he gallantly rescued her, according to his brilliant fucking watertight plan.

      That was not this woman.

      His mind kept replaying that blow to her head. Seeing her fly through the air and hit the ground hard. Fuck.

      She closed her call with the tow company and pushed his phone back across the table toward him. “Thanks for the phone,” she said. “And thanks again for helping me out with those guys.”

      “No big deal,” he said.

      “It was for me.” Her voice was quietly emphatic.

      “Yeah, well. I’m glad to have helped. No honey for your tea, by the way. They were out. Plenty of lemon, though.”

      “Sugar’s fine.”

      He gazed into her eyes. Beautiful, like the rest of her. Gray-green irises, streaked with gold. She lifted one well-shaped dark eyebrow.

      Uh-oh. She was on to him.

      “Looking for something?” She took off her glasses, leaned forward, and opened her eyes wide. “I checked myself for signs of concussion already, if that’s what you’re wondering. Took a close-up selfie.”

      “You did?” Then he had a photo of those beautiful eyes on his phone to remember her by. Sweet.

      “Don’t worry. I deleted it,” she said briskly. “And I’m fine.”

      “Ah. Okay.”

      She smiled at him, which momentarily affected his ability to reason.

      Then it dawned on him. Fuck a duck. What else had she been doing while his back was turned? His phone was full of unique apps, encrypted messages, secret functions that ordinary smartphones didn’t possess. And for some inexplicable reason, it hadn’t even occurred to him that she could snoop into it. He just had to be a goddamn gentleman. Offer up his unlocked phone, and then walk away from her.

      The brain-dead idiocy of that move took his breath away.

      “Really,” she assured him. “No head pain. No double vision. No nausea. I’m perfectly fine.”

      She’d mistaken his dismay for concern. She took a sip of her tea and smiled at him, studying him serenely. “Mmm,” she murmured. “Warms me right up.”

      Full lips, made rosy by the heat of the tea. Calm, level gaze. Zade took a gulp of his scorching coffee. He was up against a woman who could swing a wrench, maybe hack an encrypted phone, and maybe lie through her perfect pearly teeth—unless he was being paranoid.

      Too bad he couldn’t just bring her a nice hot cup of truth serum and find out what she was really up to. How much she knew about Luke. And Obsidian.

      Patience. He looked at her gleaming pink lips, her brilliant eyes, and flexed his hands under the table. This was a long game, and he was totally up for playing it.

      “You look fine,” he said. “But I can still take you to the ER.”

      “No,” she said, stowing her glasses in her purse. “Don’t suggest it again.”

      “What about the police? You want to report this?”

      “No, those guys are long gone. And besides, that’s not how I want to spend my evening.” Her eyes glowed at him over the rim of her cup.

      Heat roared in his groin. Whoa. Down. It wasn’t remotely safe to read sexual innuendo into random small talk.

      He’d keep it gentle, keep it simple, keep it classy. Keep her close. He didn’t want to take his eyes off her for one single goddamn second. Not after what had just happened out there.

      But forget about getting lucky. After a fuck-up like that? No way. Certainly not until he combed through his phone in private looking for her digital fingerprints. And the photo she thought she’d deleted? He was totally fishing that image out of his phone’s deep memory. It was there, and he wanted it.

      He could look at those eyes for hours.

      Simone pulled off her crocheted cap. Her hair was a long, tousled mass of undulating curls and waves. She was pretty with no makeup. The shadowy fold of her eyelid looked incredibly soft. He wanted to touch it.

      Simone—no, Alison. She was Alison tonight. He had to stay on top of that.

      She squeezed a wedge of lemon into her tea and he got a heady whiff of lemon peel. The fragrance drifted around her like a tangy cloud. It suited her somehow.

      She wiped her fingertips on the napkin, then rested her hands on the table. No jewelry, no nail polish. No-nonsense hands that got things done.

      She pulled out her broken smartphone case and pieced it deftly back together. The faceplate had a starburst crack, but the touchscreen actually still worked.

      “What were you doing wandering around in that shit neighborhood?” he asked.

      Her eyes narrowed. “I tutor a group of kids,” she told him. “We meet at the Mercer Center.”

      “Oh. What subject?”

      “Science and math. This week, we covered zero. In depth.”

      “Huh. Sounds interesting.”

      His lack of enthusiasm wasn’t lost on her. Her lips curved. “Zero is a very big deal, numerically speaking.”

      He harrumphed. “If you say so.”

      She was on a roll. “It just so happens to represent a transformative moment in the evolution of human thought. Zero is very exciting.”

      “Okay. That’s good to know. But park your car closer to the Mercer Center next time. It’s safer.”

      Her eyes slid away. “I know.” She hesitated, and he heard her heartbeat rev up as if she was scared. “There’s more to it.”

      He hadn’t expected her to go all honest on him. He studied her for a moment. “You can tell me,” he said.

      “I was, um, hiding,” she blurted. “Someone was following me.”

      Alarm jangled through him. “Who? A stranger? An ex? Sorry, didn’t mean to get personal.”

      “It’s okay.” She stared into her tea, fiddling with her lemon peel. “It’s my stepdad. He’s very controlling. Sometimes he sends a guy from his security staff to monitor me.”

      He waited a careful moment before replying. “And this bugs you.”

      “It does,” she agreed fervently. “Our meeting got moved to the Center and I didn’t want them to get a fix on the new location. Of course, they will eventually. Not right away, though. I’m so sick of it. Like they think I’m going to freak out and do something dangerous.”

      A charged silence fell between them. He slid his hand across the table next to hers without touching it. Several moments passed before he made contact. Just barely. The side of his hand brushed the side of hers. Her heart tripped over itself, then set off at a wild gallop.

      “How about you tell me all about this jackass stepdad of yours and the evolution of human thought over dinner?” he offered.

      She froze, mouth open. Eyes wide. Heart still thudding. Excited. Scared.

      “Bad idea?” he asked, but he didn’t move his hand away. “Look, I’m sorry. We don’t know each other, and sometimes I don’t know when to shut up. And you’ve had a rough night.”

      “Ah…not really,” she said. “It got off to a rocky start, but it seems to be looking up. So don’t apologize.” Her voice gained strength. “You stepped out of nowhere and saved my ass. Which puts you in a special category.”

      A huge grin wrapped itself around his head. “Yeah?” Special category sounded good. Until he remembered her checking out his phone on the sly.

      Allegedly checking it out, that is. He had no proof.

      “Yeah.” Her chin was high.

      So was her color. He could kiss that pink in her cheeks, her lips. If she’d let him.

      “Don’t treat me like a victim,” she said. “Thanks to you, I’m not one.”

      “I don’t think you’re a victim,” he said, with absolute sincerity. “I think you’re a terrifying hell-cat. I mean, underneath. Not on the outside. Trust me, it’s a compliment.”

      That surprised a peal of laughter out of her. “Nobody’s ever said anything like that about me in my life.”

      “Nobody’s been paying attention.”

      Her smile swiftly faded. “You got that right.”

      Aw, fuck. He’d chased the beautiful smile away. He turned his hand, clasping hers completely in his own. “Let’s go someplace else and keep talking,” he suggested.

      She looked like she wanted to reply, but the words had gotten stuck in transit. She stared down at their clasped hands.

      Then she blushed.

      He actually sensed the sudden release of emotions that made it happen. She got even pinker, and that hot, sweet woman scent intensified. Fucking delicious.

      His short hairs stood up on end in stiff salute. Everything saluted. The same rush of blood that happened to her was happening to him in equal measure—but down on the basement level. Swelling his dick to massive proportions.

      Down. Chill. Control.

      His face was hot now, too, as his ASP sputtered to life again, like it always did when he was rocked by any strong emotion. It flickered and scrolled wildly on his field of vision, spitting up random bits of irrelevant data. After years of practice, he could mostly ignore it, but he did not appreciate the distraction right now.

      He breathed it down. Kept on holding her hand. Playing it cool.

      “So?” he said carefully, after a few moments. “Dinner?”

      He heard her heart rev again in response. She took a breath to reply—

      And her phone rang.

      Four chiming tones. Strange, out of tune intervals. The volume was so low he was surprised she heard it at all. It was below the threshold of normal unmod hearing.

      Her reaction was sudden and violent. Her pupils contracted to pinpricks, her face went white, and her hand ice cold. Her body suddenly vibrated with tension.

      The chimes sounded again. Her hand jerked away from his, white-knuckled.

      Chimes, again. Her lips had gone purplish-blue. Sweat shone on her forehead.

      Holy shit. He recognized that look. That fixed stare. Frozen on the outside and screaming mortal agony inside. He recognized it viscerally. He’d been there. He knew.

      He could hear the huge grinding, screeching noise in her head, echoing through his memory. Felt the lethal grip of terror.

      The Midlands stare, they called it. Body systems on lockdown. Brain about to explode. One of the painful consequences of fighting an active compulsion pattern.

      No. No way was this even remotely possible. Simone couldn’t have been modified with a slave soldier compulsion pattern. His logical mind dismissed the idea. It was total bullshit. Simone had family, money, status. She was no discarded stray kid without any official identity who could be viciously used without protest or consequences.

      It wasn’t possible that she’d ever undergone anything like what they’d—

      Her spoon rattled violently in the cup she held as the chimes sounded a fourth time. Hot tea sloshed heavily over her hand. She made no sign that she felt it.

      He steadied her cup, set it back on the table, and tried to take her hand, but she jerked it away. The table jiggled and shook.

      Chimes, again. Her lips were blue now. He could hear and feel her blood pressure drop. No air going into her lungs. Shitshitshit, she was losing consciousness, and that was just for starters. He couldn’t bear to watch this. Not tonight. Not her.

      “You going to answer that?” he demanded. “Alison! Your phone!”

      “Don’t…want…to.” Her voice was strangled.

      “Pick up. You can’t do this right now. You’re not ready. Go on. Answer it. Right now!”

      Her lungs strained for air. She stared into his eyes, desperate. Still fighting it.

      Fighting an active compulsion pattern took all you had. It required a plan, a strategy, a system, support. You had to work up to it slowly, or you could fucking kill yourself. He’d seen it happen. It was sad and ugly.

      “Answer it!” he hissed into her face. “Goddamnit, Alison. Now!”

      She picked up the phone with a shaking hand.
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      The instant Simone answered, the agony relented. Just enough to let in a life-saving gulp of air. Then another. And another. She concentrated on keeping her voice from quavering. “Hi. Rand?”

      “Simone? What the hell? I’ve been calling every five minutes for the last half hour! You never picked up! What the hell is going on with you?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine. I was just, ah…busy.”

      “I’m not buying it.” Rand waited expectedly for another round of excuses from her, but she didn’t trust her voice yet. After a few seconds, he barreled on. “I understand you need time to process what happened with Noah, but you’ve been holed up in your house for months and you have symptoms that need to be addressed.”

      She clenched her teeth against a fresh, nauseating wave of pain. “And?”

      “I made an appointment for you with Dr. Laera. She’ll see you tomorrow morning. A car will pick you up at eight.”

      “Cancel it,” Simone said. “I’m not going to see Dr. Laera.”

      The grinding noise began to swell even as she said it. She put her hand to one temple, bracing herself for the pain that she somehow knew was going to follow.

      And oh fuck…It did. Like an icepick to the head. She wanted to vomit.

      Rand was the last person on earth she wanted to talk to right now. Particularly right after that panic attack, or whatever the hell it was. Right in front of the hottest, most intriguing guy she’d ever seen in real flesh and blood.

      Her neurological symptoms were getting worse. All at once. Fate was such a spiteful bitch.

      Rand’s voice faded in and out. “…hate to lecture you—”

      “Then don’t,” she said, gasping at a fresh stab of pain.

      Through the wobbly haze of pain-tears, she could see the alarm in Zade’s face. Shit. Pull yourself together. She tuned back into Rand’s yammering. “…so unprofessional to abandon your colleagues mid project!”

      “I haven’t taken a day off in years,” she blurted.

      “But you can’t just disappear!” His voice distorted again into meaningless sound as she clenched against another wave of sickening pain.

      His voice blared suddenly loud in her ear. “…prototype of the latest neurostim wand for my meeting with Phillip Holt tomorrow. You know Holt needs visual aids to pry his mind open to anything new.”

      “I need more time,” she whispered. “To work out bugs. Not ready.”

      “I need to have the latest version. For security’s sake.”

      “Soon,” she said. “Gotta go, Rand.”

      “Come back to work, Simone,” Rand lectured. “I insist.”

      She was intensely conscious of Zade listening to her side of the conversation. His clear, attentive gaze had a strange effect. It made the brain-numbing buzz ease.

      Great. She’d take it. She just kept staring at him. Whatever helped. “I’m moving forward,” she repeated. “Everything’s all on track.”

      “That’s good, but you have to see Dr. Laera.”

      “No. I refuse to go back.” She braced for the pain…and there it was, right on cue. A flare of searing, white-hot agony. Longer than before.

      Her hand jerked, knocking the mug over. Tea spread over the table.

      “Where are you, Simone?” Rand demanded.

      She stopped even trying to keep her voice from shaking. Lost cause. “Home,” she told him.

      “Don’t bullshit me.”

      Amid the pain and the noise, a stab of clarity. Rand knew she wasn’t home. That sneaky son of a bitch. “One of your security guys found me, right?”

      Rand didn’t deny it. “Yes. Kruger found you, after wandering in circles all evening to track you down. Who’s that man you’re with? Kruger sent me photos. I don’t recognize him.”

      Another knifelike jab of pain as she forced the words out. “None of your business.”

      “This is no time for adolescent rebellion. You’re not well. Dr. Laera can—”

      She ended the call and turned the phone off before the next wave of agony.

      She braced herself for it, fists clenched.

      It hit, and her vision went dark.
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      Lost in the noise, the pain. She may have fainted. There was only darkness, torn by jagged, blinding lights. Pain. Deafening hurricane noise.

      At one point, she felt and heard sounds that might have come from her own mouth, but she had no control over them. Someone held her. She didn’t know who. She smelled damp leather. Fresh male sweat. Felt strong arms circling her. Zade.

      His physical presence was a sensory anchor in time and space. The universe lurched sickeningly as she spun at its edge.

      But with Zade holding on to her, she wouldn’t fly into a million pieces. He wouldn’t allow it.

      A low, crooning rumble of sound vibrated through her. She couldn’t make out the words, but the sound soothed. He gripped her shoulders, kneading her back.

      Such a strange sensation. She hadn’t been touched in so long.

      She felt a kiss against her forehead, warm and soft. The point of contact glowed like a star. He kissed her again, on the top of her head. His voice was becoming audible again. She could almost understand him. He cupped her face, looking into her eyes, but his voice phased in and out. Blaring intensely loud, then fading away completely.

      “…talisman. Listen.” His voice was urgent and soft. “Think of something beautiful. Something you love, something that makes you feel strong. That’s your talisman, okay? Focus on it. Make it the only thing you can see in your mind. You following me? Can you hear?”

      She nodded, dragging precious air into her constricted lungs.

      “Good.”

      She blinked rapidly, staring at him. Your talisman. Something beautiful. Something that makes you feel strong. The only thing you can see in your mind.

      His dark eyes, so piercingly deep and intense. She was going to see them whenever she closed her eyes anyway.

      “Got your talisman ready?” His voice faded out, lost in the noise.

      “Yeah.” Her voice was a thin, papery croak.

      “Good. Close your eyes. Focus on that one beautiful thing. It’s all around you. Go inside. You’re safe there. No one can mess with you in there. Can you do that?”

      She concentrated for a moment, visualizing his face. Filling her mind with it.

      Her head still hurt, but when she breathed, more air came in. She nodded.

      “Good. Just stay in there. You’ll be fine. Wait it out.” His voice was low and soothing.

      She leaned her forehead against his chest and did exactly as he said.

      And it actually worked. She concentrated on his eyes, his voice. Him. His face glowed in the darkness inside her mind.

      The storm still raged around her, but it had retreated slightly. She could wait, quiet and safe, in that still inside place.

      Shelter. He’d created it. Out of nothing. Out of nowhere.

      He continued to knead her shoulders and nuzzle her hair. The caress of his breath moved the hairs against her neck. An intimate, delicately ticklish contact. His strong, gentle fingers stroked and squeezed through her coat, soothing and comforting.

      The pain had not disappeared, but she could hold herself apart from it. She wasn’t lost in it. The panic began to ease.

      Breathe. She could do that. Slowly.

      “Okay,” he murmured. “That’s good.” His encouraging voice warmed her.

      She didn’t want to look up. She hated to imagine what she must look like.

      “Better?” he asked.

      Simone nodded, rubbing her eyes. Braced for the expression that was sure to be on his face. That trapped look. His mind racing frantically for a way to unload the scary chick, but let her down gently. Get out of a situation that was way over his head without being a total asshole.

      Tall order. Poor guy.

      But she could help him with that. She could be generous. God knows, he had been. He’d saved her ass twice now. First with those guys. Now with his mind trick.

      She wasn’t going to make him suffer. He didn’t deserve it.

      She’d outdone herself this time. Way to lure a hot guy into her bed. Display her weird mental wiring before the first date. Great. Cue the slow clap.

      She might have known she’d fuck this up before it even got started, but maybe it was better this way. Her awkward attempts to hook up always crashed and burned. She intimidated guys. Or made them nervous. Or worse, bored them.

      She couldn’t bear
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