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Red Inferno

––––––––

Book 4,  S.T.O.R.M..  

One kiss was all he wanted. And one kiss was the only thing she denied him. 

Dragon shape-shifter Ricardo wakes in a sweat, knowing he has telepathically contacted a woman in trouble. The same trouble he got into a year ago. With the help of STORM, he tracks her, the latest victim of the evil Dr. Bennett. 

But Kristen is no pushover. A bodyguard for the first openly Talented senator, Ricardo’s brother Sandro, she’s used to looking after herself and doesn’t wait for someone else to rescue her. She escapes, and Ricardo finds her naked and shivering on a crowded New York street. 

Need sparks between them; they can’t resist each other. They set the night on fire and Kristen loves Ricardo’s sizzling passion, even as she resists loving him. But Bennett wants her back...which means the lovers could lose everything. 

No part of this book may be scanned, uploaded or distributed via the Internet or any other means, electronic or print, without the publisher’s permission. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously.

Chapter One

When I get out of here, I’ll kill every last one of the bastards.

Ricardo Gianetti woke up gasping for breath, his psi barriers slamming down in an automatic response to the nightmare. The sheets clung, sticking to his sweaty body.

No, not a dream, it wasn’t a dream. He’d connected telepathically with someone in trouble. The kind of trouble he knew about, because he’d been through it too.

He grabbed the cell phone next to the bed, hit Sandro’s speed dial number and only then thought to check the time. Five a.m. Fuck. He’d have to risk annoying his brother.

Sandro picked up after the third ring. “Yeah?” He sounded pissed.

The female voice murmuring plaintively in the background at the other end of the line told Ricardo he might have interrupted at an inappropriate time. “Sorry, bro. Shall I call back?”

He got a heavy sigh in response. “No, spill. Why are you awake at this time?” A pause as the woman spoke. “Megan says hi.”

“That’s good of her, considering you were—”

Sandro interrupted with a quick, “Don’t even go there. Talk to me, Ricardo.”

Ricardo wondered at his impulse to call his big brother. He thought he’d grown out of that a long time ago. Maybe not. But the experience was so similar to what happened last year he’d wanted to contact Sandro to check his instincts. Sandro had been involved in his rescue and rehab. That must be it, he needed to check with someone else. Yeah right. “I had a dream, only I don’t think it was a dream now. I saw the room where they held me captive last year. Remember it?”

“Hold on. I’m putting this on speaker.”

Remembering that Megan had shared some of his agony, Ricardo winced. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

Megan’s voice came loud and clear. “Ricardo, you suffered it, I only tapped into it. I’m glad to help if I can.”

Thank Christ for brotherly love. Ricardo had obviously interrupted something hot between his brother and sister-in-law, and here she was offering to help. In the same situation, he’d have told a caller to fuck off.

He’d do his best to make it fast. The vivid horrors brought back were fading in his mind. He felt like an idiot for calling Sandro at this hour, but he couldn’t go back now, mumble an excuse and hang up. “I saw the room where they kept me. Megan saw it too.”

“I remember.” Megan’s voice sounded somber.

“I shouldn’t have called you.”

“It doesn’t matter, it’s over now,” she said. Her cool English tones calmed him as they had before. They’d persuaded him he wasn’t dreaming at the time because why would he, an Italian American, dream an English accent?

He’d suffered and she’d watched, unable to do anything to help him. He wasn’t sure which was worse—having his veins ripped open and unknown substances dripped into them, or watching it happen.

Who was he kidding? He could still feel the burn. It had taken the scars months to fade, something almost unheard of in a Talent. “It’s not over. There’s someone else in that room. Either that or it’s a nightmare. And now I feel totally fucking stupid.” He saw it now, the steel hospital bed, the plain gray walls, the trays of surgical instruments...

He wrenched his mind away from the recollection and back to the vision he’d suffered tonight. “There’s a woman there. At least there is in my dream. She’s not strapped to a bed like I was. There’s no bed there now, but when I fought them one time, I put a dent in the wall. It’s still there. And on the floor I saw a light shadow on the wood in the shape of the bed. If I dreamed it, wouldn’t I see the room as it was?”

“I don’t know, Ric.” Only Sandro called him Ric, and then not always. It took him back to his childhood when they were safe and happy.

Ricardo ran his hand through his hair. Once he’d worn it long, but recently he’d had a buzz cut to signify his change in mind, in life, in attitude. It was growing long again. Too fucking long. Maybe he’d get the razor out and shave it off completely. Artists had long hair and he wasn’t one of those anymore.

“I saw the room and the woman. Tall, slender and muscular, a dragon shape-shifter. I saw the mark on her thigh.” Every shape-shifter bore the mark of their other form. To inexperienced eyes it could pass as a tattoo. This one was very beautiful, with details even the finest ink artist would find hard to achieve. “The mark was blue-green and it shimmered silver when she turned into the light. She had short dark hair and green eyes. Emerald eyes, an unusual shade. She was pacing, walking around the room.”

Sandro interrupted him, his voice sharper. “How did you see the mark?”

“She was naked.” That part shamed Ricardo. His cock had risen when she’d turned around and he’d seen her. Small, firm breasts, slender hips that made her appear almost boyish, but the patch of dark hair between her thighs belied that notion. Her smooth skin, although grubby and marked by bruises and scratches, urged him to touch. She was helpless and all he’d thought about for the split second when their eyes met was fucking her. He must be some kind of bastard.

She’d seen him. Her amazing eyes were dilated, but the gleam of emerald told him their color.

Sandro caught his breath. “Can you describe her more? Distinguishing marks?”

“No. She seemed Caucasian despite the hair, so dark it was almost black and cut short. But her skin was very pale, like moonlight.” He snorted. That sounded too poetic for him these days, reminded him of the romantic sucker he used to be. “She called to me. ‘Help me, help me please. I don’t know how long I’ve been here, or where I am.’ Then I woke up.”

“Kristen,” Megan said.

“Yeah,” Sandro agreed. “Listen, Ricardo. That sounds like one of my bodyguards who just disappeared a couple of months ago. Those eyes, that cap of dark hair and the mark on her leg make it sound like her. Kristen Turner’s a dragon shape-shifter, good at her job. Calm, quiet, efficient, never lost her cool and worked smoothly with everyone. Then she just disappeared.

“I had a letter from her. It said her mother was ill and she’d gone home to see her. I traced the story and it seemed true, but the whole incident didn’t make sense. Kristen might have gone, but she’d have kept in touch to tell us if she was coming back or not. I should have tracked it better, but I’ve been so fucking busy. Can you draw her and her sigil and send it to me? Fax, email or something. Get it here fast.”

Ricardo’s body stiffened. “I don’t think so.” He hadn’t picked up a pencil in well over a year and never intended to do so again. The price of his captivity had been the loss of his artistry, previously the driving force of his life. No more. It had gone. He accepted it and moved on, but he hated the reminder.

“It would help identify her. Help us discover if you’re in touch with Kristen, or if it’s a dream, or maybe you contacted some other Talent in trouble. Don’t you want to find out?”

“Of course I fucking do.” He sighed. “Yeah, I’ll do it.”

“If it’s her, we’ll go from there. If it’s not, you should tell Ann Reynolds anyway. She has lists of all reported missing Talents. I believe you, Ric, so does Megan. We have to get this thing moving. Believe in yourself. Believe in her.”

“Sure.” He believed in nothing these days, but he wouldn’t tell his brother that. He’d told Sandro he’d decided to change direction with his life, not that the horrors haunting him had stopped him putting pencil to paper or paint to canvas.

After hanging up, Ricardo flung back the covers and climbed out of bed. He’d get no more sleep tonight. He opened his closet and grabbed a pair of jeans, but then dropped them. Perhaps a flight would help, get some cool night air under his wings. There wasn’t any need to hide anymore. Not like the old days. He grimaced. The old days being last year.

Sandro had bought this apartment because it contained a living space large enough to fly in, once he’d reduced his size to that of a bird rather than a dragon. It was for the same reason that Ricardo had bought his apartment in TriBeCa. But he’d left TriBeCa behind, abandoned it and his life as a poet and artist. That had died the day he’d watched someone dig a scalpel into his arm and reveal all the sinews, veins and muscles. Without anesthetic. After all, they said, animals didn’t feel pain, did they?

It took him some time to track down drawing materials. He’d left his canvases, his charcoal sticks, his paints, every fucking reminder of his previous life, in his TriBeCa apartment for the next lucky occupant to deal with. He made do with all he could find, a fine-tipped pen and a pad of yellow legal paper.

For the first time since his captivity, Ricardo Gianetti began to draw.

Chapter Two

Kristen paced around her cell one more time, then changed direction just for the change of view. It didn’t look very different. The little red eye in the corner followed her every move, and when she moved into its blind spot, the one in the opposite corner took over.

Not knowing who watched her was probably the worst. As far as she could tell, she’d been here two months. Since then, they’d injected her every day with Cephalox to stop her shape-shifting, and forced her to eat their terrible food. Oh yes and they’d stripped her naked and treated her like an animal. She mustn’t forget that. Nobody spoke to her, nobody met her gaze. She’d never felt so alone in her life.

She rubbed her arms, trying to force some extra warmth into them. They kept her somewhere cold or they put the AC too high. Probably on purpose.

She winced when her palm coasted the surface of her latest bruise. That wouldn’t stop her fighting back, even though she couldn’t shape-shift to heal her many superficial hurts. When she stopped fighting, then she’d know she was ready to die.

The door opened silently and four white-coated men walked in. Three to hold her, and one to inject her. If she could isolate the one with the needle, she might have a chance. But where would that leave her? She’d be addicted to Cephalox by now, so she’d need that dose. If Cephalox was all they put in the syringes.

She knew they’d put her to sleep a time or two and the thought of what they did to her while she was under, how helpless that made her, haunted her fevered dreams.

A big strong bruiser headed confidently across the room to her. She wouldn’t back off or cringe, not for that bastard, so she pulled her shoulders back and lifted her chin. Even if it did push her breasts up too. His gaze went to them and she wanted to die.

A sneer curled his thick upper lip, and he copped a feel before he grabbed her arm. Kristen twisted it out of his grip, but it did her little good. He already had her other arm in a hold she found harder to break.

The fucker was skilled. If they broke her arm, they’d have to let her shape-shift if they wanted her to heal. Everyone who’d held her for the jabs had given her plenty of collateral damage, but nothing serious.

She felt bereft without her dragon. Her other half. While she went through the struggles that would lead to that sharp prick in her arm, she mourned her dragon. She might leave her. The thought kept her awake nights and terrified her more than anything these bastards could ever do to her.

She kicked out, a sense of achievement filling her when her heel made contact with something soft. The second man’s upper thigh. Pity. She’d aimed higher. Without pausing in her kick, she swung her leg back toward the man holding both her upper arms.

Bingo. That was definitely a nut under her foot. She managed a couple of grinds against it before the son of a bitch smacked the side of her head and made her see stars.

When she’d recovered her senses, she was alone again. The fresh sore spot in her arm told her they’d jabbed her and gone.

She didn’t know their names or what language they spoke. Apart from a few cries of pain when she hit her mark, they’d said nothing. For all she knew, she could be in Timbuktu.

Lying on her back on the cold, hard floor, Kristen closed her eyes, willing back the vision of two nights ago. The face she’d seen swimming in her imagination had to be just that. Imagination. He was far too gorgeous to exist.

His hair was near black, short, but unkempt, as if he’d just run his hands through it, and his jaw was firm and square. He even had a trace of a dimple in his chin. She loved that in a man, loved to lick the indentation, shock him, make him laugh. This man had dark, dark eyes, with red glints in their depths that betrayed his dragon nature.

She’d seen the sigil in his mind, a dragon in flight, the shape that must be limned somewhere on his body. Although she’d only seen his head and shoulders, those shoulders were broad and muscular. Just the kind she liked, so long as a decent human being came with it.

Thinking of him made her forget her new bruises, the sore spot on her arm and the painful lump on the side of her head.

Her captors could have raped her while she was under. They could have done anything. But her pussy didn’t feel wet or used, and she smelled nothing that indicated sex, so she’d have to assume they hadn’t, even though they’d done it a time or two before.

They thought of her as just a dumb animal. Some men enjoyed fucking dumb animals. Oh Christ, she’d go mad before they let her go. Or killed her, and right now she didn’t much care which option they chose.

She went back to her beautiful man. Please God, let him be real. Before she’d landed in this hole, she had known she could transmit limited psi signals at an unusual level. It would equate to using ultra-high-frequency radio waves. The dog whistle of telepathy. Two days ago, desperate to make contact, she’d tried it, and she’d seen him then. Since then, nothing.

She let her mind float free, waiting for the clear streak of fresh air. It helped her to picture the sight of clear blue sky between tall buildings. Her captors used sonic jamming to close telepathic communication, the hum she felt in the air nearly drove her mad some days. She hadn’t found a way of communicating other than that clear break, a narrow streak of white in a dark field. That meant that either they kept no other Talents here, or each cell had its own electronic field.

There it was. She concentrated, imagining herself flying through the fissure to freedom. And found him.

Don’t you do anything else?

His voice, soft and seductive, answered her immediately. I’m waiting for you, my sweet. Do you think anyone is overhearing us?

I’m sure they aren’t, otherwise they’d close us down.

Do you know where you are?

She bit her lip. No. There are no windows here and I have no clue. But I have to be close to you, don’t I? Telepathy didn’t work long distance. He could be a Sorcerer, which would mean a bigger radius, but still that would only be around fifty miles. So where am I?

Somewhere in New York. I’m on the Upper East Side. I have a Sorcerer friend here, and he’s going to try to get to you through me. How long can you keep talking to us?

Not long. It—it hurts. It hurt her head and drained her energy to communicate like this.

I know.

That meant it hurt him too. She hated that. I don’t want you hurt.

That’s nice of you, tesoro mio, but I can take it. We want to get you out of there.

You’re Italian?

I was born there, a long time ago. I’m American now.

She grimaced, remembering the struggle that Senator Gianetti and his allies were having in Congress. Their enemies had resurfaced and wanted to repatriate Talents or deny them full citizenship. Problems were growing day by day. That was why the senator had needed protection. I’m American too, but I was born British. She wouldn’t tell him her age, not yet. How do you plan to get me out of here?

His voice changed to a grim tone. Any way we can. If we charge in, we could push them into killing you, so we’re planning something a tad more subtle. I know you can fight, Kristen.

What? Their last communication had been fast and dreamlike and she hadn’t believed it. You know my name? You’re real?

You’d better believe it. That’s the answer to both.

Who is ‘we’?

STORM.

The organization her boss, Sandro Gianetti, had belonged to before he’d become a senator. With a shock, she realized who the face she’d briefly seen reminded her of. Him. That image looked like Sandro. The same strong jawline, the shape of the eyes, the thick dark lashes.

And who are you?

Ricardo Gianetti.

Sandro’s brother?

The same.

That was incredible. Could she have built up a pattern, something that connected her to the Gianettis? How can that be? I work for your brother.

I know you do. It’s a coincidence maybe. We’ll work it out after we get you out of there. But at least you know I exist.

Yes. She recalled the few pictures of Ricardo that she’d seen. She’d never met him, but Sandro had photos of him. Not that Sandro had talked about him too much. Bodyguards didn’t encourage too close a connection with the boss, at least the company she worked for didn’t.

Ricardo was a stunningly handsome man, hard jawed, dark eyed, but with a harshness about him that attracted and repelled her at the same time. I’m going mad here, she told him.

How long have you been there?

Since they took me, I think. It’s always been cold.

They’ve kept you alone?

Always.

Silence. She thought he’d gone and she panicked. Are you still there?

Yes, tesorino mio, I’m here. She could listen to that soft, deep voice all day. Listen, we need to keep you talking, so keep your presence in my mind. Our Sorcerer is trying to track your location. Tell me what you’re doing.

I’m lonely and bored. It might not sound like much to you, but the boredom is killing me. I fight when they bring my Cephalox and make things hard for them. She stopped. He couldn’t help her with that. Time to think practically. This room is featureless, without furniture.

I know. I saw it briefly. Like a hospital room?

Without the bed. Without the sink. She stared around her. Ricardo, do you like women?

Assuredly I do.

I like men.

Amusement laced his tone. That’s good to hear. Do you have large breasts?

Shock sent her rigid. Why do you want to know?

To keep you thinking, to keep you with us. Chase says the stronger the emotion, the more likely you’ll be able to keep going at a strong enough level for him to track you. Ask me something about my body. About myself. Anything. His voice softened to a caressing tone. You have beautiful breasts.

Shock, then amusement lanced through her. Don’t you like large breasts?

Not always. I like breasts. Soft like a pillow after I’ve made love to a woman.

You always make love?

Sometimes I fuck them. Sometimes they fuck me. It depends on what we both want.

Warmth spread through her, the first touch of heat she’d felt in months. I fuck. She didn’t make love. Just took her pleasure and helped her partner take his. She never allowed her bed partners closer than that, never dared. She had too many secrets she wanted to keep.

Maybe we’ll fuck one day. Would you like that? He must know that her arousal warmed her thoughts now and softened her tissues. To her amazement, she felt moisture gather between her thighs. She thought of that sharp-boned face, those seductive eyes, and the moisture flowed.

A chuckle. I think you would. We could do that if you wanted. I’d take you back to my place or stop at yours. We’d share a bottle of wine. She hadn’t had wine for a long time. She could taste the tart fruitiness on her tongue. Was he doing that for her or were her memories enough?

But he didn’t stop. She loved this. Like phone sex, only more intimate because he could sense her responses.

She rolled to her side, as far away from the cameras as she could get, and tucked her hand between her thighs. She often slept that way, so maybe the guards wouldn’t notice. Right now, she didn’t care. They’d gotten off on her naked body before, jerked their cocks above her and daubed her with their cum. She’d love to see that look in their eyes just before she killed them.

Hey. Just think about me and our date. It’ll happen. We’ll go somewhere intimate for dinner, to the kind of place that doesn’t play canned music and serves good food, then we’ll go home. Maybe we’ll walk hand in hand and stop in shop doorways to kiss.

She wanted more. She pushed one finger into her cleft and felt her labia cling to the digit. It felt good. So skip a half hour. I’m in your bedroom. You’re undressing me.

What happened to seduction?

She made a rude noise, but only in her head, for him. That’s for the shy and the uncertain. I usually know what I want and right now I want us both naked. I hope you don’t mind small breasts.

Tasty. He went right along with her fantasy. Sweet little nipples. I’ll suck them, bite them. Put my hands around your waist, touch your ass, nice and round. She started to protest, but he continued right on. I’ll push into your pussy with my finger—two fingers. It feels good. Hot and wet. She suppressed a moan. When I slide my cock into you, you’re more than ready. You’re hot for me, but not as hot as I am for you. He was losing his American accent now, his words gaining a foreign lilt she liked.

Are you feeling this too? What are you doing?

I have my cock in my hand. I’m pumping it, pretending it’s buried inside your hot, sweet body. I want to know what you taste like, but I’d have to pull out if I wanted to drink from you, so I won’t do it. I have to push to get inside, and then the tension releases and I’m sinking deep into you. So deep. It feels so good. Every inch of my cock is inside you. Your juices are soaking my balls and I just want to keep pushing. I pull out nearly all the way and push back in. Then I do it again.

She suppressed a moan. She had two soaked fingers inside her pussy, her juices abundant and flowing. Twisting carefully, she found her clit with her thumb.

Come for me, sweetheart. Do it quietly, but think of me in your body, pushing you higher with every stroke.

The walls of her vagina contracted fiercely around her fingers. She pressed her face against the unyielding floor to stop herself from making any noise above the small whimper she couldn’t suppress. Three sharp contractions wrung her out. She lay still, letting the warmth and the intimate connection wash over her.

Ricardo?

Silence. Nothing.

Jolted cruelly back to her situation, Kristen forced herself to concentrate, but the rift had gone as if it had never existed. She kept her eyes closed and mentally scanned the area. All blank, all nothing, the block to her psi sense like going blind.

They’d deprived her of part of her nature. She had no idea why they’d taken her because they’d asked nothing, taken nothing, and if she didn’t get out of here soon she’d go stark crazy.

Had he cut off from her or had her concentration gone? Or something else? She had no idea. The channel had been cut as quickly as a phone line sliced with a pair of clippers. Gone. It just wasn’t there anymore.

Her bad, probably. After all this time, maybe her abilities were waning along with her shape-shifting ability. The thought of never shape-shifting again terrified Kristen until sweat broke out on her body, cold though it was in this room.

She tried to block it out, but she was tired. As a bodyguard, she’d slept in some weird places, but this situation, being watched all day, not knowing where she was or who else was here, freaked her out big time. Everything she knew had gone.

Shit, she hadn’t even cleaned her teeth for two months, much less washed. She probably stank like a sewer, or like the animal they called her. It was lucky she hadn’t had a period in that time. Either her limited diet or the Cephalox had stopped menstruation, she wasn’t sure which. She’d be lucky if Ricardo came within three feet of her.

And oh yes, using the bucket in the corner as a toilet. That didn’t help. It wasn’t fair that she could still smell. She should have been able to block it out by now. Tears stung her eyes, but she kept her hand tucked between her thighs, the residual warmth bringing her some comfort.

Nothing else she could do now. Kristen curled up and slept.

Chapter Three

“We’ve cut it down to here and here.” Andros circled two areas on the map with his electronic pen. The clear screen before them obligingly changed color, the highlighted parts into red.

Chase groaned. “That’s the Village, Chinatown and Little Italy, plus most of Harlem. What’s wrong with the part in between?”

Andros shrugged. “I took Ricardo’s biorhythms and the known parameters of his telepathic abilities and created a 3-D representation—”

“Okay, kid, we know you’re bright. No need to prove it.” Ricardo’s head throbbed. He’d allowed Chase into his skull to map his telepathy until he couldn’t give any more. He’d shut down now, but it hadn’t stopped the headache trying to pound its way out of his forehead. Right now he didn’t need all that mathematical crap. Andros was a clever kid, anxious to prove his worth in STORM.

An ex-film student and musician, Andros had graduated and then let his inner mathematician emerge. No longer able to play any instrument except the computer keyboard, he assured them he was fine with that. His short spiky hair, now back to its original silver-blond, gleamed in the bright overhead lights.

He glanced at the vampire member of their team. Johann also happened to be Andros’ brother-in-law. Johann grimaced. “Andros took an interest in this case. It’s a good exercise for him, he says. But you’re sleeping after this, kid, if I have to push you into it.”

The kid gave him a wry smile. “Isn’t that compulsion? Don’t you people call that illegal?” No, not a kid. He was twenty-five, but next to a Talent, he looked so frail, they tended to think of him that way. Andros’ muscular dystrophy had progressed rapidly recently, and he’d lost weight and muscle tone.

“Not when it takes just a little persuasion. Clear?”

Andros shrugged and then winced. Everyone pretended not to notice. “Okay. Deal. But Kristen needs our help.”

The door opened, but Ricardo didn’t need to turn his head to know who it was. He rose from his chair and pivoted, opening his arms to give his brother a hug. “Sandro!”

Sandro embraced him and they slapped each other’s backs, man-style. Ricardo held him at arms’ length and looked him over. “The senator look makes you killer chick-bait, man.”

Sandro gave a shout of laughter, recognizing the joke in the outdated slang. “I thought Studio 54 closed a long time ago. Good to see you, Ricardo.”

But he didn’t say as he usually did that Ricardo looked good. Too many sleepless nights had ringed his eyes. Two nights had passed since his last contact with Kirsten, but he kept trying.

Then Ricardo turned his attention to the elegant woman standing just behind her husband. He swept her into his arms and gave her a smacking kiss. “Megan, you’re looking lovely!”

And she did. As the wife of a senator and an archivist, Megan had a style all her own. She gave her suits and simple dresses a twist, adding a splash of bright clashing color or a string of oversized pearls, Chanel style. But underneath she was the same feisty woman he’d contacted during his captivity.

She smiled, her softly glossed lips pure temptation. If Sandro had been into sharing, Ricardo would have been first in line, but sadly, that didn’t happen. Sandro could be a selfish bastard. “I wish I could do more. I knew Kristen wouldn’t have walked away like that.”

“Are you sure you can do this?”

“I have to,” she said. “You and I are the only people we know with the ultra-high-frequency telepathy, so we have to try. Perhaps together we can do more than we can separately.”

“And we might get Bennett this time.”

The atmosphere in the room dropped with the mention of the name, but they had to consider it. Dr. Bennett had been responsible for Ricardo’s capture, and if Ricardo was right and they had Kristen in the same room, it was likely that Bennett was involved again.

A mortal, moreover a mortal with leukemia, had eluded them all. Every one of the powerful beings in this room had connected with him and lost. Not this time. If Bennett was behind this kidnapping, they’d find him. Nobody here would stop until they did.

“We’ll get him,” Ricardo said, speaking for them all.

“Or you’ll die doing it?” The crisp tones of Ann Reynolds broke the sudden silence. Sandro stepped aside to let her enter the narrow room and he exchanged a smile with her. Before he’d become a senator, Sandro had led Team Red. Ann was one of his closest friends, and Sandro didn’t let many people into that protected circle, even these days.

Her short trim figure dominated the room. While Ann wasn’t a Talent, her charisma was almost otherworldly, drawing people to look and listen, and Ann used that with great skill and precision. Everyone stopped what they were doing and waited for her.

She surveyed the room, showing no expression other than exasperation. “One mortal has kept all of you hopping for the last year. After you’ve rescued this woman, I’m closing the operation down. I won’t have some of my best operatives chasing a dying man around the globe for the sake of revenge.”

Sandro opened his mouth and then closed it. Nobody else moved, but they didn’t have to. Bennett had damaged everyone here in some way. Jack, jaguar shape-shifter, had lost his love, the woman who’d converted him. Johann’s wife, Ania, had all her belongings destroyed in a firebombing attempt and Johann had nearly lost his life rescuing Ania and her brother, Andros. Chase’s wife had been captured and brainwashed. Sandro, Megan and Ricardo had their scars. Revenge sounded good.

Ann surveyed them. “But don’t think you’re going off on some extracurricular hunt either. I have plenty of other things for you to do. After this assignment, we’re following the money. Bennett won’t have the resources to get his cure for leukemia. You might not want him to end his life in a hospital bed, but it’s going to happen that way. Our medical experts give him around six months. He’s finished, too weak to undergo conversion and unable to find a bone-marrow donor. We have everyone who might be a match. They’re all protected. All three of them.”

“So he’s a dead man walking?” Ricardo didn’t believe it. That little shit had more will to live than ten other men. Having an ego to match must help him with that. Ricardo wouldn’t be happy until Bennett was dead and he’d seen the body. Preferably helped to burn it.

“Very amusing.” But Ann wasn’t smiling. “I mean it. We’re shutting Bennett down the most efficient way.”

“Pity.” That came from Sandro. When Ann turned her flinty gaze on to him, he spread his hands in a gesture of conciliation. “I can’t deny I’d like to administer more primitive justice.”

“And you one of our representatives. I can’t think how you attained such a high position.” Then they did see a glimmer of a smile. Since she had been instrumental in recommending him and provided a lot of help in the election campaign, she probably knew more than most. She gave a sharp nod and went toward the door, which Ricardo opened for her. “This is your last chance. If you don’t get him this time, forget it. Or forget STORM.”

That was the trouble. In this time of transition, from living hidden to coming out into the open, Talented society needed all the help it could get from its trained agents, politicians and educators. Ann wanted to keep STORM squeaky clean and give the authorities no chance to shut them down. And she’d follow through.

Which meant they had to get Bennett this time. Had to.

A small stone dropped into the pool of silence that followed Ann’s exit. “We’d better get moving then,” Megan said. “You need to find out what you need to know in the fastest way possible, so let’s do this thing.”

Chase walked down the narrow room to her. Johann moved his feet off the desk in front of him to let him pass. “We’ll find her if we have to tear down every building in our way,” Ricardo said.

Sandro shoved his hands in his pockets and perched his ass on the side of the long desk that lined one long side of the room, next to one of the monitors Andros had installed there. “Go to it, guys. Just make sure Megan isn’t tired out.” He gave his wife an intimate smile, then turned his attention to his brother. 
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