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Chapter One

The backhand hit hard enough to whip Anna Morgan’s head sideways and send a burst of white across her vision.

Pain cracked through her jaw. Blood flooded her mouth instantly, metallic and thick, sliding over her tongue before dripping from the corner of her lips. She spat onto the concrete floor between her boots and slowly straightened in the steel chair bolted to the ground.

Breathing hurt.

Every inhale dragged against bruised ribs and shoulders strained raw from being cuffed behind her back. Her left eye had swollen almost completely shut. The right wasn’t far behind.

Still conscious, though. Still breathing.

And she was taking that as a win.

The Mack truck-sized man looming over her looked like he’d been built in a military lab specifically to intimidate people. Massive shoulders stretched the seams of his black shirt. Thick forearms covered in faded ink. Dark skin gleaming faintly beneath the harsh overhead light. A black snake tattoo coiled up the back of his shaved head, disappearing beneath his collar.

He smelled horrific.

Sweat. Cigarettes. Cheap cologne. Aggression.

Anna honestly wasn’t sure which one offended her most.

“Let’s try this again,” came the smoker’s voice from somewhere beyond the interrogation lamp aimed directly into her face.

Rough voice. Older. Calm. Smokey the Bear was in charge.

Anna kept her head tilted slightly down while she listened.

Footsteps, air movement in the room, the buzz of old fluorescent lighting.

There was one door in the room, and no visible cameras. No windows. Concrete walls painted industrial gray.

It was the kind of room people disappeared in.

Unfortunately for them, Anna Morgan didn’t disappear quietly.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been there. Long enough for dried blood to tighten against her skin. Long enough for Mack Truck over there to get creative with his fists. Long enough to know this operation had gone catastrophically wrong somewhere between insertion and extraction.

What mattered was this. The mission itself had succeeded and that alone made every bruise worth it.

She’d breached Manuel Cortez’s estate cleanly, bypassed the exterior patrols, ghosted through the fourth floor, and planted two listening devices plus a remote access modem inside his office in under ninety seconds.

Textbook.

Vanta had guided her the entire time through comms. Right up until her implant had shrieked with static beneath the skin behind her ear and gone dead.

That was the moment her stomach had dropped. Blackridge comms did not fail.

Ever.

The implants were shielded, encrypted, buried beneath tissue and virtually impossible to detect, which meant somebody had either developed tech capable of blocking them—or someone had sold information they never should’ve had.

That possibility sat like ice in her bloodstream.

Anna slowly rolled her shoulders against the cuffs, ignoring the flare of pain.

Somebody was going to die for this.

“What’s your name, puta?”

Mack Truck crouched slightly in front of her, thick fingers flexing like he was deciding where to hit her next.

Anna lifted her swollen gaze toward him. “Taylor Swift, but feel free to call me Tay-Tay.”

The punch split her lip open, and her head snapped back. Again 

She laughed anyway, low and rough.

The second hit came faster—that hurt. Maybe not worth it.

“What is Omega?”

Silence.

“Who is Vanta?”

Those nearly got her.

Not visibly. But hearing Omega and Vanta’s name leave this man’s mouth sent a dangerous chill through her chest.

Nobody outside Blackridge should’ve known those names.

Nobody. First the comms piece and now this? Something was wrong on an epic scale.

Anna lowered her gaze before either interrogator could read anything in her expression. The questions kept coming. They wanted names, locations, numbers of people she worked with and every refusal to answer earned another strike.

Her ribs had taken the worst of it. Mack clearly enjoyed body shots. Efficient enough to hurt without killing her.

Professional brutality. Anna had endured worse, but that didn’t mean it didn’t fucking hurt.

“Look,” she rasped finally, voice shredded, “if your interrogation strategy is repeating the same three questions until one of us dies of boredom, I gotta tell you ... I’m not impressed.”

A heavy hand slammed into the back of her head and pain exploded behind her eyes. Her teeth crashed together hard enough to jar her skull.

Okay, so comedy wasn’t helping either.

“The bitch thinks she’s funny,” Mack muttered.

“She’ll break,” Smokey replied calmly.

Anna doubted it.

Strong possibility she became more annoying under pressure.

“Bring Koslowski down.”

The atmosphere shifted instantly. Even Mack went quieter.

Anna kept her breathing steady while adrenaline slid cold through her veins.

That name mattered. Not because she recognized it, but because of how the rest of those in the room reacted to it.

“Koslowski knows how to open people up,” Smokey continued.

Anna sincerely hated the sound of that sentence. Mack stepped closer again, crowding into her space. His fingers tangled painfully in her hair and yanked her head back.

The smell coming off him nearly qualified as chemical warfare.

“When he’s finished,” he said softly, “you’re mine.”

Anna stared at him through one swollen eye.

No fear.

No pleading.

Just a long, cold look that made something flicker uneasily across his face. Because predators recognized danger when they saw it. Even beaten half to hell in a chair.

Mack released her with a shove.

Boots scraped concrete.

A door opened, closed, and footsteps faded down the corridor.

Anna stayed motionless.

Listening.

Her pulse thundered loudly in her ears while silence settled over the room again.

No lock engaged. Interesting.

She waited another ten seconds before moving.

Every muscle protested as she tested the cuffs behind her back. Tight positioning. Limited rotation. Enough room to work if she could get the angle right.

Pain radiated through her shoulders while she hooked her fingers around her left thumb.

Deep breath.

Sharp pull.

The joint dislocated with a nauseating pop. White-hot agony tore up her arm and she bit down hard enough to taste fresh blood.

God, she hated doing that.

Her hand narrowed just enough to force through the cuff inch by inch until suddenly her wrist slipped free.

Relief hit almost as hard as the pain.

Anna dragged both arms forward carefully and sat there for a second breathing through the throbbing in her shoulder and hand before resetting the thumb with another brutal crack.

Sweat dampened the back of her neck.

Her body felt wrecked. She was concussed ... probably.

Definitely fractured ribs, but she was still functional, though.

Good enough.

She pushed herself upright slowly, gripping the chair until the dizziness passed. The room sharpened back into focus piece by piece beneath the interrogation lamp.

Bare walls. Steel chair. No surveillance. Fucking. Idiots.

Anna crossed silently to the door and pressed herself beside the frame. Voices echoed faintly somewhere beyond the hallway, but none close.

She eased the handle downward. Bright light spilled across her battered skin as the door cracked open.

Empty corridor, and still no guards and no alarms.

At least, not yet.

Anna slipped into the hallway barefoot and bruised, every instinct sharpening instantly despite the pain clawing through her body.

Somewhere above her, hidden beneath layers of cartel security and concrete walls, the rest of the Omegas were coming. 

Vanessa "Vanta" Black would already be planning the assault.

Jessica "Halo" Allen would be dismantling systems faster than anyone could rebuild them.

Charlie "Tigger" Reyes would create chaos in every direction at once and somehow smile while she did it.

Dallas "Blade" Rourke would be armed enough to invade a small country.

Antonia "Echo" Velez would be standing silently in a corner, which somehow made her the most terrifying person in the room.

They were coming. All of them. Of that she had no doubt. Her chest tightened unexpectedly.

No. Focus, feelings later. Survival first.

Anna slipped into the hallway, every step sending pain through her ribs.

Bright fluorescent lights burned against her battered vision as she moved fast and low toward the service access door at the end of the corridor. Somewhere behind her, voices shouted faintly.

No time.

The heavy steel door marked PARKING ACCESS came into view and relief hit hard.

She grabbed the handle, and an alarm exploded through the building.

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.”

Shouts erupted instantly behind her.

Anna ran.

Adrenaline drowned the pain as she burst into the underground parking structure. Ahead, the spiraling exit ramp climbed toward daylight—and the security gate at the top was already descending.

No. Fuck no!

She sprinted harder, lungs burning, vision blurring at the edges.

Boots thundered behind her and a gunshot cracked through the garage.

Concrete shattered beside her foot.

Anna hit the bottom of the ramp at full speed and drove upward, every breath tearing through bruised ribs. The opening beneath the gate kept shrinking.

Too fast.

Too fucking fast.

Traffic moved beyond it. Freedom. So close she could taste it. Another shout behind her.

Anna threw herself forward.

Metal scraped brutally across her back as she slid beneath the closing gate and out onto open asphalt.

Straight into traffic. Brakes screamed. A horn blasted.

Headlights flooded her vision.

Then everything went black.

****
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“So,” Sully said over the scream of the ambulance siren, his thick Brooklyn accent somehow cutting through absolute chaos like a chainsaw through drywall, “you finally gonna come out for a drink after shift, or are you committed to dying alone?”

Zach Sheridan snorted softly as he threaded the ambulance through late afternoon Manhattan traffic at speeds that would’ve made most sane people reconsider every life decision that led them onto the road.

The rig lurched hard left around a delivery truck.

A horn blared.

Someone yelled something deeply offensive out a window.

Just your average Tuesday in New York, really.

“I’ve got shit to do,” Zach replied, eyes locked on the traffic ahead as he downshifted smoothly and shot through a narrowing gap between a taxi and a city bus.

From the passenger seat came Sully’s dramatic sigh of disappointment.

“Kid, all you ever got is shit to do.” He pointed accusingly at him with a half-eaten protein bar. “Work. Study. Gym. Repeat. It’s unnatural.”

“Pretty sure that’s called being responsible.”

“It’s called wasting your twenties.”

Zach grinned despite himself.

Mark Sullivan had been an EMT in New York longer than Zach had legally been allowed to drink. He was built like an aging dockworker, complained like it was an Olympic sport, and somehow still moved faster than medics half his age when things went bad.

Married fifteen years to Lily Sullivan and still talked about her like they were teenagers. They also had enough children running around to populate a small militia.

Zach had genuinely lost count somewhere around kid four.

“You know what your problem is?” Sully continued.

Zach sighed. “This should be good.”

“You don’t sow seeds.”

Zach nearly missed the next light from laughing. “Oh my God. You did not just say that.”

“I’m serious,” Sully insisted. “No woman wants a guy who looks like he’s permanently on his way to a funeral.”

“I’m literally in an ambulance.”

“That ain’t the point, kid!”

The ambulance surged forward through the intersection, sirens tearing through the late afternoon noise as Zach’s focus narrowed razor sharp. Traffic thickened the closer they got to the industrial precinct where their patient waited for them. People were already spilling onto sidewalks ahead, pointing frantically down the street.

Not good.

“Rig 195 to Base,” Sully said, grabbing the radio.

“Base to 195.”

“On scene.”

“Copy that, 195.”

Zach brought the ambulance to a hard stop behind two police cruisers angled across the road. Before the wheels had fully settled, both men were out of the rig, grabbing trauma kits and a stretcher.

The scene hit fast.

A crowd had gathered, and several vehicles were stopped.

A woman was crying near the curb, and police were trying to push civilians back. And in the middle of the street—a body lay beneath a gray blanket. There was a black sedan sitting crooked nearby, stopped less than a meter from where the victim lay.

Jesus.

This had almost become a fatality.

Zach exchanged a quick look with Sully, then dropped beside the patient. She was young, barefoot, and one arm was twisted awkwardly beneath the blanket.

He reached for her carotid pulse automatically, thankful that it was strong.

Steady.

“Pulse is good,” he muttered.

Sully was already stabilizing her neck as Zach carefully peeled the blanket back.

The first thing he noticed was the bruising. Not impact trauma. Not road rash. This was very clearly something else.

She had been beaten.

The realization landed like cold iron in his stomach.

Swollen cheekbone, split lip, and dried blood along her jaw. She had finger-shaped bruises blooming around her throat, dark beneath pale skin.

Rage flickered instantly through him.

“What the hell...” Sully muttered beside him.

Then Zach saw the handcuff dangling from her wrist and everything inside him went still.

His fingers froze against the edge of the backboard as dark hair slid across the woman’s face while they repositioned her.

And the world tilted violently sideways.

No.

No fucking way.

His breath locked in his chest. “Riana?”

The name escaped him rough and disbelieving.

Sully looked up sharply. “What?”

Zach barely heard him, because he was staring at a face he hadn’t seen in eight years.

Eight years since standing beside a grave with rain soaking through his suit while they lowered an empty coffin into the ground. Eight years believing she was dead.

Her hair was different now. Longer. Darker. Black instead of soft brown. Her face older somehow, sharper around the edges, but—those lips, that jawline, that tiny star-shaped scar near her eyebrow, eight freckles by her right ear.

Jesus Christ. It was her.

“Zach!” Sully’s voice snapped through the shock hard enough to drag him partially back to reality. “You know her?”

“I...” His throat felt tight suddenly. “No. I mean—she just looks like somebody I used to know.”

Weak lie. Terrible lie.

Sully knew it too, judging by the look he shot him.

Zach ignored it and turned sharply toward the nearby officer taking witness statements.

“Officer,” he called, forcing professionalism back into his voice through sheer effort. “Did any vehicle make contact with the victim?”

The officer shook his head. “No confirmed impact. Witnesses say she came out from beneath a security gate and rolled directly into traffic. Closest car braked in time.”

Zach glanced back at Riana’s injuries.

Not traffic related. Not even close.

Sully followed his gaze. “What do those bruises say to you?”

Zach’s jaw tightened hard enough to hurt. “Somebody beat the living shit out of her.”

The fury in his own voice startled even him, because it wasn’t clinical anger. Wasn’t professional outrage. It was personal.

Violently personal.

They moved fast after that. Secured her to the board and had her vitals monitored. Then they had her loaded into the rig within minutes.

“You drive,” Zach said tightly as the rear doors slammed shut behind him.

Sully studied him for half a second before nodding once and climbing into the front.

The ambulance launched back into traffic moments later, sirens screaming.

Inside the rig, Zach focused on muscle memory to stop his brain from completely detonating.

IV line ... blood pressure ... neurological checks. Respirations elevated but stable. His hands stayed steady because they had to.

But inside? Inside he was spiraling. Because Riana Miller was dead.

He knew she was dead. He’d mourned her. Buried her.

Spent years trying to claw his way past the hole she’d left him in. And now she was lying battered and unconscious on a stretcher in the back of his ambulance, looking like every ghost he’d ever failed to escape.

Her face tightened slightly in pain, and a soft sound escaped her throat. Without thinking, Zach brushed damp hair back from her forehead.

The contact nearly destroyed him.

Her eyelids fluttered slowly. Corn flour blue eyes stared up at him. Still the same impossible shade he remembered from when they were eighteen and stupid and hopelessly in love.

Recognition hit her instantly.

“Zach,” she whispered.

Her battered face softened faintly as she turned instinctively into his hand.

Then her eyes closed again.

Gone.

Zach sat frozen beside the stretcher while the city blurred past outside the rear doors.

His pulse hammered hard enough to feel painful. It was her. It was actually her.

Questions crashed through his head faster than he could process them.

Where had she been? Why had everyone believed she was dead? Who the hell had done this to her? And why did she have a handcuff attached to her wrist?

The ambulance hit a pothole hard enough to jolt the rig.

Zach barely noticed.

Because for the first time in eight years, Riana Miller was breathing in front of him again. And he was not letting her disappear twice. 
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