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Chapter 1

Vin handed the Vice President of the United States off to his waiting Secret Service. “Be safe, Vice President Stone.” Maybe the agents would do a better job and not need Vin’s team, Alpha Squad, for another rescue any time soon.

Stone’s silver tipped head tilted to the side as he paused and extended his hand. Dirt streaked his tanned face but Nick Stone’s infamous dimples flashed. “Thank you and your men, soldier, for rescuing me.”

Vin accepted the firm grip and nodded. Though the Vice President lost the jacket to his navy suit, sported several rips in the white dress shirt and stood covered in blood, he offered Vin a pretty damn good salute before backing away.

Behind them the historical brick building, converted into office suites, gave a warning grumble. Even with the front door blown away, the old fashioned bank maintained a stately air that spoke of times gone by. Another rough rumble followed.

Suit covered men in dark shades quickly hustled Stone into the armored car idling at the curb. No thanks, from that group. A smirk curled his lips as the black sedan peeled out and jumped the curb. Vin maintained his guard, weapon up, until the last car pulled off followed by several black SUV’s in the procession. Hopefully, the Vice President’s detail would get him safely back to the White House.

As the six members of the Alpha Squad approached Vin expecting their next order, he tried to focus and plan their return route to their Command Center but his gaze strayed to the burned out brick and steel office four buildings away from the Community Rec they’d evacuated Stone from. Its frame leaned hard to the left, barely holding up on its supports. Steel beams arched under pressure maintaining weight in a manner it wasn’t designed to hold.

Fire burst from windows, sending shattered glass onto the sidewalk. Employees trickled from nearby buildings but they weren’t his mission. Vin’s team had been sent to rescue Vice President Stone and they had. Yet, Vin remained unmoving among the chaos of a ruined downtown street.

The entire block looked like a damn zoo. Alarms and horns blared as chunks of falling bricks falling battered parked cars. Acrid smoke tinged the air, burning Vin’s nostrils and agitating his enhanced sense of smell.

“Vin?”

The inquiry came from his right hand man Harkum. After only three hours of sleep, Harkum looked as crisp and together as he’d been when they rolled out of their bunks in response to the call from their boss to head to Baltimore and bring the VP out safely. That was typical of Harkum. Nothing disturbed the dark haired laid back giant.

Dressed in their customary black fatigues, a synth shirt lined with protective resisting fibers and military issued boots, Harkum cradled his G32 comfortably. Everyone believed the designers of the latest high tech weaponry who claimed it the best gun on the market. In earlier tests, the automatic assault rifle proved effective in simulated ground attacks. Alpha Squad would be the first to use it in field combat against the new enemy.

The new enemy, Vin snorted. A race of aliens, who referred to themselves as Rekabians, hit several prominent cities across the globe today in a premeditated airstrike. Baltimore was one of those cities. The visiting aliens’ actions today declared an end to any doubt as to why they were here. It seemed the battle had begun.

A battle unlike any Vin and his team were used to. Rescuing prominent civilians in war torn countries or retrieving electronic data from leaders who pushed the edge of good will with their actions was a far cry from what took place here. This fight pit the entire planet against life forms from another world. The rescue in Baltimore proved pivotal since it almost took out the Vice President during a speech to a group of business leaders and political allies. A loss of that magnitude led to disruption and chaos the US didn’t need. Of course, no one knew yet if the alien attackers had known of Stone’s presence when they launched the air strike.

The other members of the meeting had left earlier but Stone chose to stay behind to personally greet a janitor who mentioned a wife who had followed Stone’s career from his time as a young councilman. That gracious conversation almost cost the second man in charge of the US his life.

Vin continued to stare at the building that suffered the most destruction in the wake of today’s attack. The huge plated sign for LS&G Headquarters where his ex-lover worked, tilted on its chrome hinges. Helen Scott was the Director for the North Division of the large apparel retailer. Her role enabled her to report from home but more often than not, his little hellcat came to this building without fail each day. Even on Saturdays, like today when the air reeked of violence. Violence Vin became accustomed to so long ago he never thought about it any more.

Maybe his hunch was off. She traveled to Asia frequently visiting overseas plants and distributors. In fact, according to his mental calendar of Helen’s schedule, her return flight was due home this Monday, which meant she shouldn’t be here.

Vin rolled his shoulders in an attempt to loosen the knotted muscles. One day, he’d stop tracking her travels. Like he’d stopped taking her calls. He probably worried for nothing. Helen could be home, blithely unaware yet of what happened at her headquarters. Still that warning flare in his gut wouldn’t go away. Ignoring it wouldn’t change the feeling.

“Should we head out, Vin?” Harkum stared hard at Vin, a hint of concern in his blue eyes. Like all of his team, Harkum would follow wherever Vin led. It was how they’d adapted after what the team had gone through and they wouldn’t veer from the pattern today. “Our mission is complete. We need to hurry back.”

Time was of the essence. Their handler, David Slade, would be anxious for details of the encounter. Information and comparative studies would need to be started as they gradually built a case file on the invading Rekabians. But despite knowing the sense of urgency needed for their return trip to DC, Vin couldn’t force himself to turn his head away from the crumbling structure. Couldn’t force his feet to walk back to the armored SUV they’d arrived in. Duty warred with his heart. Concern battled his conscious. 

Turning his back to face the opposite side of the street, Vin surveyed the entire area. It gave him a depressing view of another ruined downtown building damaged by laser fire. Sirens squealed as the ambulance and fire trucks finally cleared out with the injured. The streets emptied, leaving behind a deserted battle zone.

Fuck it. Vin began walking toward LS&G. His men trailed behind him. If the only way he could convince himself to leave involved a thirty second call, he’d make that call. “Give me a minute, Harkum.”

Vin pulled out his encrypted cell and punched in the number he’d memorized long ago. The phone rang twice before a shaky voice answered. “Hello?”

Relief and excitement clashed with fear. Without conscious thought, his steps quickened as he headed toward the once elaborate structure. This was the first time he’d called her in months. Heard her voice outside those first voicemails when he’d initially stopped calling. Vin’s eyes remained on the entry point to LS&G. “It’s me, hellcat. Where are you?” Please be home. The whispered plea meant for whatever divinity available. But he knew her answer before she spoke.

“Oh, God, Vin. The Rekabians have attacked and I’m trapped in my office.”

And just like that, Vin’s senses went on red alert. After all he’d gone through, his only driving motivation was the knowledge Helen Scott was safe in the bubble of civilian life, far away from anything the government forced Vin to endure. He raced toward her headquarters, heart ramping up with the pulse that skipped a beat at her words. Harkum and the others formed a wall behind him, silently offering support for whatever he needed and keeping pace with him.

Vin focused narrowed on reaching the ruined glass and chrome main entrance. The quake in Helen’s voice worried him. No snappish retort for calling her by the hated nickname. No annoyed huff of laughter. Nothing of the woman he’d come to know very well during the time they’d shared together.

“I’m here, baby. It’s alright.” Her fear churned at his gut. He liked ball buster Helen better. This version had him playing hero with every intention of charging into the building without a plan to rescue her. Rash actions like that would see one of his men hurt or worse.

Vin spared a glance for the man at his side only to see Harkum raise a questioning brow. The delay almost cost Vin. He watched in horror as the bottom of the building shifted further.

“Vin!” Helen’s scream followed a loud rumbling groan.

Vin launched himself toward the entrance. Pounding steps behind, confirmed his men raced right along his side. He didn’t waste time telling them to go back. The sidewalk shook and rolled beneath their feet. The hair on the back of his neck curled. Already compromised from the previous hits, concrete and steel battled uselessly. Struts buckled further and the end crashed loudly on its sides, leaving the building even more off kilter than before.

“Vin!” Helen’s second scream sent chills racing up and down his arms. His grip on the phone tightened.

“Vin, what the hell, man?” Harkum barked out the words but Vin couldn’t explain yet. No time as his attention focused on saving the one bit of softness to ever touch his life.

Helen’s choked cry spurred him on.

“Helen, stay with me.” Vin switched the call to his ear com and dropped his cell into a pocket on his belted waist. The com device relayed her rapid breathing loudly in his ear. Every delicate pant increased his worry but at least his hands had freedom of motion. He shifted his weapon in his grip.

“I’m scared.”

“Nah,” he tried to joke as he jumped over what used to be a glass doorway into the building. Glass crunched under his boots. “You’re not allowed to be scared.” His men jumped lithely behind him as they stormed onward without a moment of hesitation.

The lobby was a dangerous minefield set to explode any moment. Lights and wiring hung from the ceiling causing an eerie halo effect. Sharp crackling in the air attested to the danger of those swinging strands as well as the two bodies laying on the floor. Perhaps, killed by laser blasts as they pierced the building walls or trying to escape the debris of a ceiling that now sported a humongous hole.

“I’m not...allowed to be scared. Really?” Her tone dipped, signaling a spark of anger. Helen hated to be contradicted.

Vin chuckled. Anger was good. The best part of riling his hellcat was being the one to soothe her. In the past, he’d soothed her against the wall, bent over her kitchen table and up against the counter in her bathroom. Those days were gone though. “Well, if I wasn’t around, I’d tell you to scream your head off for rescue.”

“Hmph, and what exactly are you suggesting this time? Vincent.” Vin’s cheeks warmed. Only Helen dared call him by his full name. He never should have told her it was alright when she asked but she’d caught him at a man’s weakest moment. Right after she’d blown him away with a soul shattering orgasm. At the time, it seemed a fair trade. Sex with Helen would make the staunchest man agree to foolish choices.

Bransen snorted after hearing her remark and bit off a grin. The pretty boy of the group should be glad Vin stood too far away to punch him. A black eye would ruin Bransen’s caramel skin tone and the green eyes the women whispered over. Or maybe a fat lip to keep him from speaking in Spanish and French to impress any of the ladies who managed to get close to them. The rest of Vin’s team didn’t bother to hide their smirks at a woman calling him by his full name.

“I need a way up,” Vin murmured to the group. He slowed his pace and studied his surroundings, hands braced on his hip, weapon slung over his shoulder. The once beautiful ceramic tile with its sunburst pattern protruded from the floor in jagged pieces making every step a hazard. The main lobby elevator dinged as its brass doors opened and closed repeatedly.

What had once represented a grand foyer now resembled the wreckage of a construction site gone bad. An impressive reception desk keeled on its side, a giant split down the middle of the expensive cherry wood. Papers fluttered in the air to join magazines and other debris on the ground.

Curtis, his go-to scout, retraced their steps from earlier, shaking his blond head when he returned in a no go gesture for the main stairs. Vin signaled to his men and they fanned out leaping into action, no questions asked. He needed a way to get to his hellcat.

If she were one of his soldiers, he’d instruct her to make her way down. But this was Helen. A woman he’d caught in her backyard feeding a stray cat with a crooked tail and a missing ear. The same woman who couldn’t start her day without caffeine. She was also his former lover who silently cried when she climaxed and surreptitiously wiped the tears in the dark as if he wouldn’t hear her sniffles.

“I’m coming,” Vin assured her.

Silence wavered on the line and then, “You’re here?” Doubt and hope filtered through the ear com. His men, able to listen to the line avoided his gaze. Joking and finding humor in his birth name was one thing. A woman scared to death in a volatile situation like this wasn’t something any of them would find funny.

“Downstairs as we speak.”

Harkum gave a short whistle and Alpha Squad hustled through the decimated lobby. Jackpot. To the left, he recognized a secondary stairway. Burned out bulbs lent shadows to the narrow space. An emergency exit sign tilted on the door. “Are you in your office, baby?” Maybe luck would smile in his direction and she’d admit to being on a lower level.

A shaky gasp then she cleared her throat and triumph soared through Vin. Those sounds gave credence to Helen Scott getting herself together. “Yes...um... I was down the hall from my office in the break room getting coffee when everything started.” ‘Everything’, euphemism for shitty alien attack with piss-poor timing.

Shit, her office. Apparently, luck decided to smile at another bastard while Vin rolled on. He remembered the layout from his rare visits. Eleventh f-ing floor.

Vin signaled his men with a hand gesture and received six nods in return. Their boots rang overloud in the hollow stairway, the echo coming back at them in stereo. Curtis flinched but continued on. Sounds occasionally gave his boy problems. Curtis' enhanced hearing tested as the strongest of the group after the experiments they’d endured. Vin studied his scout a moment longer confirming his fitness. Curtis didn’t hesitate and offered Vin a chin lift. Good enough, he’d let Vin know if he had issues.

Considering the state of the building, this particular stairwell remained surprisingly intact with only cracks in the pale green walls hinting at the damage sustained on the outside. Helen’s breath hitched in his ear.

“Okay, I have a couple questions for you while I make my way up.” Time to distract her with meaningless chatter before she broke down.

“You’re serious. You’re really here, Vin.” Relief crashed through her tone. The strong façade she’d mustered weakened. None of his men could miss the fine tremor in her voice. They exchanged glances. How many times did they perform what was to be a simple in and out only to have hysterics throw a wrench in the works? Damn if that didn’t speed up their pace.

Nothing could happen to Helen. Vin managed to wake up every day and face the changes in his life because he’d tasted happiness once. Happiness from spending time with this woman who had no idea of the power of the gift she’d given him.

Vin needed her alert and strong. A frightened victim was liable to make bad decisions in a situation like this. “Hellcat, I promise, I am here and I will get you out. But you have to promise me something in return.”

Curtis paused on the second floor landing. Harkum came up on his left, dark head cocked to the side. Vin listened and they all heard the same thing. Running water. A quick glance down showed dry ground around their boots. Pipes busted somewhere. Combined with the live wires this place just became even more of a death trap to the unwary.

‘Keep moving,’ Vin mouthed. He added a hurry up gesture. They double timed it around the next set of stairs, a breeze whipping over his face from the increased speed that was in no way natural.

“What do you want me to promise?”

Such acceptance and faith. Had anyone else every given Vin that same level of honesty and trust?

“Promise me that no matter what you hear, you won’t panic and run out of your office. I know where you are right now but if you move from your position, I can’t guarantee I’ll know how to find you.” That was a lie. He’d find her if he had to take what was left of the building apart, cement block by cement block.

A sniffle and then an unladylike snort. “I’m not going anywhere, Vin. I have some sense.”

“Good.” Fourth floor. They all came to an abrupt halt. The dark gray fire door leading to this level lay on its side blocking the turn to the next set of stairs. Snapped hinges spoke of the force of the blast hitting this area.

Curtis tapped it with his foot to check how secure it was. It rocked under his boots.

“Over or remove?” The lean blond asked.

Vin tapped his ear com, muting their conversation from Helen. No need to freak her out more than necessary. “Over. We don’t have time to clear it.” The jump was at least a  six foot leap. Easy for them with their enhanced musculature.

Curtis went first, landing with bent knees on the third step of the next level. Harkum went next, hitting the stairs with a loud thud. Nathan chuckled and the others joined in. Big bastard. Harkum stood an easy six-seven and had the muscled weight to support his frame. Tallest one of Alpha Squad and hell of a man to have in a gun fight.

Vin waved for Nathan to take his turn with Nathan’s twin brother a shadow at his side. Zander timed his jump and the dark haired brothers landed silently together right behind Harkum and Curtis. Vin shook his head. He still couldn’t figure out how the spooks did it. No matter the task, they were always in harmony as if more than the genetic mixed stew they’d gone through governed their actions.

“After you, sir.”

Rockland stood relaxed beside Vin, holding a modified G32. Whatever weapon the government issued their special ops group, Rock modified it. Vin had to give him credit. He’d seen Rock’s weapon in action in testing and would request they all got their weapons modified as soon as they had down time at Command Central.

“I’m last, Rock. Don’t argue.” Gray eyes glared in his direction but Rock took a running jump crossing the downed door in seconds. Vin prepared to join them when the low whine of engines at maximum thrust filled the air. Their glances darted around the stairway landing at the same time on the lone window six feet up from the corner wall of the stairs.

“Down, everybody.” Vin snapped the order out while dropping to his knees by the side corner wall. Pressed firmly against the concrete, he confirmed his command had been followed.

They followed his order instantly, huddling together back to back and providing cover for one another. The short stutter of Helen’s breath in his ear caused Vin’s throat to lock up. An unfamiliar sensation expanded in his chest and sweat trickled down his temple.

Vin unmuted his ear com. “Baby, you there?”

“Yes.” More rapid pants. She recognized the overhead sounds as well.

“I need you to get down on the floor and get under your desk if you can.” She had a huge beast in black taking up a fair portion of her luxury office. Some protection beat none.

He heard her scrambling around and then. “Are they coming back?”

Vin hoped not. “Shhh. Tuck your head down and make sure you’re covered.” He needed her to remain calm.

Laser fire sounded seconds later from outside. Engines whined and the sound of multiple air fighters joined the mix. An explosion boomed, causing the building to rock. Helen squeaked in his ear.

“Steady, hellcat,” he murmured, tightening his hold on his weapon. What he wouldn’t give to be at her side holding her. If she let him. So far neither of them mentioned Vin’s absence over the last six months. She’d texted him in the beginning. Voicemails followed her texts and with no less class than he expected, she acquiesced to his silent message to fade away.

Vince cursed the stupidity of his actions now. He missed her more than he’d ever missed any other woman who shared his bed in the past. Doing what was necessary cost him endless sleepless nights but his options at the time were limited and some days he still seemed to be paying. Helen deserved better than a worn out soldier with a dose of fuck up thrown in the mix. Vin still wondered why she’d ever made that first phone call to him.

But Vin was grateful. Like a dog trained to sit, whenever she called him in the middle of the night, he’d made the long drive from DC to Baltimore without qualm for the chance to spend a few hours in her bed. A few hours of escape that suited both of them over the last two years.

In her arms, Vin found peace and a small slice of contentment. Peace he probably hadn’t earned but he’d eagerly soaked it in. And it saved his soul. It was hard to believe how close he’d rode the edge until he wasn’t standing on the cusp of self-destruction any longer. Thanks to Helen.

She never complained. No feminine hints to change the status of what they had. No pressure when he didn’t talk about what he did for the military. Not once did she question his long absences. Helen gave Vin freedom to just be and in return he hoped he’d given her a small measure of the same.

Of course, all of that changed when Slade offered his whacked out version of a government pardon six months ago. Vin and the men on team Alpha Squad became something more. Something powerful and dangerous. Each day, they discovered abilities the doctors in the lab hadn’t predicted. Super strength only. Yeah, right. What about the psychic extra bullshit appearing left and right?

Too late to complain now. The junk in their veins was permanent. So Vin had purposely called it quits to any chance of a relationship with a woman. Specifically, with Helen.

Wind rattled the lone window above them followed by the screech of fighter jets. Gunfire sounded followed by silence as the battle traveled further away from them. “Let’s move,” Vin ordered, jumping to his feet. He wanted to get to Helen as soon as possible. That was too close for comfort. If the Rekabians decided to level the building they were all done.

“Helen?”

“I’m okay.” Clear and crisp.

Vin released a relieved smile. “That’s my girl. On my way, hellcat.”

Chapter 2

Helen tried to make herself as small as possible in the awkward curl under her desk. Not an easy task in the hip hugging gray skirt. She’d long since kicked off her heels though one bore a nasty scrape along the side from when she’d fallen during the onset of the Rekabian attack.

Pushing back a fall of hair behind her shoulders, Helen tightened her grip on the cell. With the phone pressed to her ear, her connection to Vin reassured her. Vin. Just his name created a haven in her mind and heart. He’d come get her, of that, she had no doubt. When Helen first met him, she’d been drawn to the brimming strength of purpose in his gaze.

Their eyes clashed in a coffee shop of all unlikely places. Confidence and stern military bearing had made him more attractive to her than any of the numerous suit clad men present. Not her usual type, Helen had stared nonetheless as he ordered a plain cup of coffee which he proceeded to drink black before even walking away from the counter.

When he caught her watching his every move, he’d winked one of his gorgeous blue gray eyes. Instead of ducking her head and pretending she hadn’t been ogling him, Helen had waved her finger at him in a come hither gesture while the heat of a blush burned her cheeks. The move surprised her because she liked men to approach first but something about his looks tempted her to tease.

His blond brow had hiked in surprise and then with a rueful shrug and the prowling walk she loved, he’d approached her. Nothing about the day had been normal. After mild flirting, mostly on her part as she chattered about nonsensical stuff while he’d continued to watch her as if trying to figure her out, awkward silence fell between them.

Helen refused to speak more. She’d been overly aggressive in making her interest known. Something she’d never done before. But every inch of him screamed come get me if you want and oh how she wanted. His looks possessed a hint of danger laced with an edge of strength Helen envied. Finally, he’d reached into his back pocket and handed her a small silver business card with only a number printed in black ink.

“Vin Michaels. Call me if you’re serious, baby and not playing games.”

Helen almost swooned on the spot. Instead of being offended by the generic endearment, her panties had dampened. Then, he walked away without a backward glance, leaving her standing there mouth open and more turned on than she ever had been in her life.

Not one to waste time, Helen called him that night and the next. When he returned her call two days later, he’d extended a dinner invitation that she accepted immediately. Dinner led to other things and she’d fallen fast and hard.

Totally unlike the narrow focus and detail she applied to everything else in her life, Helen delved into the sporadic nature of their affair full on with no questions asked. Passion and hunger governed her actions and Vin as a lover exceeded her expectations with his instinctive ability to give her pleasure. Drunk on the feelings Vin invoked during the times they were together, Helen never questioned his past or his job.

She knew all about leaving unwanted thoughts of a tainted past behind. Eight years at her job and
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