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  For everyone who stayed until the end.

For every reader who loved Anna’s sharp edges, Kincade’s dangerous devotion, and the impossible bond that carried them through darkness.

This one is for the survivors, the warriors, and the lovers who choose each other anyway.








  
  Behold, I make all things new. Revelation 21:5, KJV

The best revenge is not to be like your enemy.Marcus Aurelius
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Chapter 1 | Anna


The smell of Ludwig’s coffee beans roasting was worse than any dead demon I’d ever encountered. You’d think roasting coffee beans would smell delightful. Instead, it smelled like something burning itself to death inside glass. 
After his first attempt, Grace banned him from the kitchen forever.
By the second, he’d moved his operation to one of the outbuildings—the garage—where he’d claimed an old table as his personal coffee-roasting station.
It didn’t help. The smell still permeated the grounds.
Despite that, Ludwig declared it some of the best coffee he’d ever had.
He guarded it like state secrets, too. When Gremlin tried to steal a cup, Ludwig went full junkyard dog.
Poor Gremlin. 
I had, in fact, created a monster with my thoughtful Christmas gift.
“See what you’ve done?” Ophelia said.
We stood outside the back kitchen door in the early January morning. The garage was some ten yards away, the roll-up door open. And in the far corner, Ludwig was hard at work on his next round of beans. His masterpiece.
“God, it stinks,” she said.
“I had no idea it smelled so bad,” I said. 
“He’s perfecting the roasting times.” 
She watched him intently, her blue gaze fixed on his tall form as he carefully measured the next round of green beans. He already had several piles laid out across the table, resting. Some darker than others. 
“I think he’s trying for super dark roast now,” she said. “Does he want it to be chewy?”
It didn’t escape me that she hadn’t taken her eyes off him since we stepped outside. 
She was dressed for yoga and likely heading to the workout room. Her coat was pulled tight around her frame, her hands clutching the rolled-up yoga mat.
I nudged her with my elbow. “Why don’t you go ask him?”
“No,” she said instantly.
Her cheeks turned pink for half a second before she swallowed hard and seemed to get it all under control. I watched her watch him. Since New Year’s Eve—which was only a few days ago—something had shifted between them. I didn’t know what, and I didn’t have the guts to ask her—yet. But I knew. They were avoiding each other in an awkward way that told me something had sparked between them, and they were both ignoring it.
I knew how that worked. Kincade and I wrote the book on how that worked. We were masterful at avoiding feelings.
“Why not?” I fluttered my lashes, as if this were an innocent question.
It wasn’t.
She shot me a glare. “Anna.”
“What?”
“Stop.”
I looked from her to him again. He stood with his arms crossed, watching the roasting process with the intensity of a man watching a sporting event. 
“I bet he can teach you about the difference in beans, roasting times—”
“Knock it off.”
But she didn’t sound angry. She sounded flustered.
I changed subjects. Sort of. Still needling, though.
“You going to tell me about this gift he got you?”
Because I had absolutely noticed he’d handed her a box on Christmas. And she’d kept it to herself like she didn’t want to share. Like it was some closely guarded secret.
“No.”
I crossed my arms. Waited. Then she cut me a shy glance. 
“Do you really want to know?” she asked.
“Of course, I do.”
She considered. “If I tell you, it’s on the condition you tell me about this razor you got Kincade.”
I laughed. “It was a joke, mostly.”
“But he used it.”
Mm. I thought of his smooth cheeks and chin and tried not to flush. He’d let it grow back to his normal scruff. But that first day... wow. It did things for me.
“He did,” I said, trying not to sound breathless.
“Try not to smile so hard,” she said.
I righted my face.
“The gift?” I prompted, getting us back to the original question.
She looked away from me, back to him. “It was a German candle carousel. Wood. With a hand-painted nativity scene on it.”
I blinked, then looked from her to him. Watching this lethal man, sharp as a blade, and thinking of the delicate, lovely gift he’d given her made something deep in my chest squeeze.
“Oh,” I breathed. “He likes you.”
She groaned. “See, this is why I didn’t want to tell you.”
“Why? Because it was a thoughtful gift? Because he might have a bit of affection for you? What’s wrong with that?”
“Everything.”
“Oh, please,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with it.”
“This from the woman who hates having feelings in public.”
I straightened. “That’s different.”
“No, it isn’t,” she said. “Though since that vicious fight you two had in the war room, I can tell things are different.”
I tried to put that awful day out of my mind. We’d both said horrible things to each other. We’d used our worst wounds against each other in an epic battle of will. Neither of us won.
“Different how?”
“Different, like he doesn’t hide behind his armor anymore.”
I stared at her.
“We all know how far he’ll go for you now,” she added. “And we all know why.”
“Why?” I whispered.
She gave me a flat look. “Because he’s eternally devoted to you.”
I’d never thought of it that way. And as I considered it, the anchor in my chest—where his True Name lived—warmed as if in agreement.
“I’m going to the workout room,” she said then.
I watched her walk across the lawn, one hand in her pocket, the other gripping her yoga mat. The second she moved, Ludwig looked up. He watched her until she disappeared out of sight. Then he turned his attention back to his coffee.
And I knew, as I turned the knob and headed back inside, that something had definitely sparked between them. They were both too stubborn to admit it.
Yet.

      [image: ]I made my way through the house to the war room where I found Kincade, Ulrich, Silas, and Gremlin gathered over the table. A giant world map was spread across it, various places circled in red and black across the globe. Every continent. 
Kincade looked up when I entered, then straightened.
“Where’s Ludwig?” he asked.
“Supervising his coffee beans,” I said.
He looked mildly annoyed. “This is your fault. He needs to be here.”
“It is,” I agreed. “Is this an official briefing?”
“No.”
“Then leave him alone. He’s busy terrorizing coffee.” I turned my attention to the map and motioned toward the circles. “What’s this?”
“Black marks the Knights,” Gremlin said, like he couldn’t wait to tell me. “Red is the Brotherhood.”
I stared down at the map. There were far more red circles than black.
The Knights of the Holy Lance were butchers. They’d altered both me and my mother. And it irritated me that they were still in play. Still playing nice with the Brotherhood.
“Seems the Knights’ funding ran out,” Silas said, deadpan.
I couldn’t help it. I smiled at that. It made me happy to know they were going under.
“So does that mean they’ll be eliminated soon?” I asked.
“Not if Munich is still operational,” Ulrich said.
My smile faded.
Munich was the facility we’d tried to take out. We’d both been shot—Kincade almost fatally. If it hadn’t been for Ulrich and Ludwig, we wouldn’t have gotten out alive.
“Well, the Brotherhood is hurting for cash,” Gremlin said.
“Good,” I said.
“And I found more donors. Rich men. Shell companies. Offshore accounts. Same pattern every time,” Gremlin said.
“They’re nothing if not consistent,” Ulrich said.
“Ridiculously so,” I added with a nod.
“Can you get to them?” Kincade asked.
Gremlin gave him a flat look. “Is this my first day?”
“How fast?” Ulrich asked.
He shrugged. “Before dinner, if you want.”
“Then the question becomes how badly,” Silas said.
Gremlin flashed a wicked grin. “They’ll be hemorrhaging money so fast they won’t know what hit them.”
“I kind of love that plan,” I said. “Let’s do it.”
“You would,” Kincade said.
Then he gave Gremlin a single nod.
I didn’t take my eyes off the map. “And every cent goes back into Quiet Watch.”
Silence descended.
I felt it before I looked up—that subtle shift in the room. The stillness that happened whenever Kincade felt something hard enough to go quiet.
When I lifted my gaze, he was already watching me.
“What?” I said. “I don’t want it. It’s blood money. Keep using it to dismantle the engine that built it.”
His eyes flared once. Subtle. Brief. But the hit landed. I saw it in the way he went stiller than still, like if he moved even a fraction too much something inside him might show.
His hand flexed once at his side. He started to reach for me, then caught himself. Because despite the fact everyone knew what was between us now, he still didn’t approve of public displays of affection.
Quiet Watch was his war machine. His burden. His promise. The thing he’d built from discipline and fury and refusal to let men like the Brotherhood keep operating unchecked.
And I had already handed him billions. Now I was telling him I wanted more. Not for me. Not to keep. Not to claim.
To destroy them.
Silas exhaled through his nose. “Well. That’s bleakly romantic.”
“Who says there can’t be romance in war?” I countered.
Kincade’s mouth curved enough for me to see. “You’re very twisted.”
“I know.” I smiled.
And deep in my chest, the anchor warmed and hummed. Approval.
Ulrich studied the map. “If we start stripping donor networks, they’ll notice.”
“Let them notice,” I said.
Silas said, “Hit them hard and fast, or let them know we’re coming?”
Gremlin leaned over the table. “Hard and fast means collapsed accounts, frozen movement, burned infrastructure. Full panic. Very expensive.” 
“Subtle,” Silas said, “means we bleed them slowly. Let them feel the net tightening.”
“Fear makes men sloppy,” Ulrich added.
“So does panic,” I said.
Gremlin pointed between the clusters on the map. “If we do this right, we can have both. Pick one target, make it devastating, then go quiet long enough for the rest to start tearing at each other.”
My gaze dropped to Munich. Still operational. Still standing. Still there after everything it had taken from us.
“We start there.” I pointed at it.
No one argued.
Kincade finally looked down at the map, then back at me. His voice was low when he said, “You mean that.”
I held his stare. “Every word.”
Because I had a personal vendetta against that facility in Munich. 
Something in his face shifted. Not enough for anyone else to notice. But I saw it. The pride. The heat. And beneath both, something rawer—like I’d reached into the center of him and touched the part that still couldn’t quite believe I was choosing this war with him on purpose.
Gremlin cleared his throat. “To confirm, are we all comfortable with me ruining rich men financially before dinner?”
Silas nodded. “Deeply.”
Ulrich said, “Yes.”
“Wreck them,” I said. “Make them bleed.”
Kincade’s mouth twitched, but his eyes stayed on me. “Quiet Watch gets everything.”
“Yes,” I said. “And then we use it to tear the Brotherhood apart.”
The back of his hand brushed against mine. Acknowledgement and restraint. I knew that look. I knew what he was thinking.
“Please stop doing emotional synergy over a live ops map,” Gremlin said. “It’s weird for the rest of us.”
I laughed.
Gremlin looked unimpressed. “I’m serious. Some of us are trying to conduct class warfare with focus.”
Silas snorted.
Kincade finally dragged his attention from me and straightened, the commander settling back over him like armor. “Gremlin, start with the donor networks tied to Munich. I want names, accounts, and every back channel they’ve used to move money in the last five years.”
Gremlin gave him a mock salute. “On it, Raid Leader.”
I snickered at that—Raid Leader. Kincade didn’t look amused but let it slide. Which was basically saying that he tolerated it.
“Ulrich,” Kincade said, ignoring the feral IT menace, “pull everything we have on the current facility layout and security rotations.”
Ulrich nodded once. “I’ll have it within the hour.”
“Silas, check the guard rotations. Find out what’s changed from the prior operation. I want to know before we move.”
Silas pushed off the table. “Consider it done.”
“And Ludwig?” I asked.
Kincade gave me a look. “You created this problem. You can drag him out of the garage.”
I smiled. “He’ll come in if I tell him there’s a war crime map and a fresh opportunity for vengeance.”
Gremlin perked up. “That is, honestly, a compelling pitch.”
Kincade folded his arms as he stared down at the map with that lethal gaze. “We move carefully. Munich first. We strip the money, collapse the support, and then we make them understand exactly who’s coming for them.”
A dark thrill moved through me at that. “It’s incredibly attractive when you say things like that.”
Kincade pretended not to be affected by that.
Gremlin groaned.
For one brief, dangerous moment, standing there at the table with these men and that map and the smell of burnt coffee still drifting in from the grounds, it all felt almost simple.
We had a target. We had a plan. And we had each other.
I should have known that kind of peace never lasted.
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Chapter 2 | Ophelia 


I tried to pretend Ludwig didn’t exist. Not an easy thing to do when he seemed to be everywhere. 
I also tried to pretend New Year’s Eve never happened. Because we’d gotten close—so close. He’d given me his coat because, like an idiot, I’d walked outside without one. He’d tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. He’d stepped into my personal space. Then… that almost kiss ruined by the illegal fireworks of his men.
A mixture of relief and disappointment had pounded through me.
And I couldn’t forget it. How could I?
How could I forget the way his coat warmed me? Or the way that heady masculine scent clung to the fibers? Or the brush of his fingers against my ear? Or the way his dark eyes had gone soft in the pale moonlight?
God, this was driving me mad.
And no amount of yoga or pretending he didn’t exist was working.
When I left Anna at the back door and walked across the lawn, I was aware of his eyes on me. I knew he watched me until I was out of sight.
Worse, I wanted him to watch me. I wanted him to come after me.
A small, traitorous part of me thought he might.
But no. He was busy tending his precious coffee beans.
The thing about that was whenever he ground them... I’d never smelled anything like it. It almost made me want to be a convert.
Almost.
I was halfway through my morning yoga routine when the workout room door banged open and shut.
And then he was there.
As if all this mental torture I’d been putting myself through had somehow conjured him.
For fuck’s sake. Why was he here? Not that I was upset about it. I wasn’t.
I held Warrior I and pretended he wasn’t there. He stood by the door, silent, watching me. It was a little unsettling.
“Enjoying yourself?” I snapped.
“I’m observing,” he said.
“Well, could you observe somewhere else? You’re messing with my chi.”
I moved into Reverse Warrior. Held the pose. Breathed in through my nose, out through my mouth. Tried to keep my pulse steady.
Not working. Absolutely not.
“So... yoga.”
Oh, God. “Yes.”
He stood there a moment longer, like trying to decide why he was here and what he wanted to say. Like his feet led him here, and he didn’t know why, and now that he was here, he had to engage. 
His gaze lingered on my form while I breathed through it. It was unnerving.
“Who trained you?”
That caught me off guard. I cut a glance toward him. “No one really trains you in yoga. A few YouTube videos will do it.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Then what?”
“You have a broadsword.”
“So?”
“Who trained you to use it?” he asked. “You gave it to Kincade at the warehouse.”
He was interested in the shimmering broadsword?
“That’s a very long, very boring story.”
He moved closer, his boots thumping softly across the floor, and watched me with those dark eyes that were unsettling in the best possible way.
“You clearly have the strength to wield it. And you don’t pick one of those up and start using it without knowing how.”
One quick glance toward him and I saw he was measuring me. Watching my arms. My hands. The way I held myself.
I shifted into Warrior II and tried to ignore him.
“Did you come in here to bother me about the sword?” I asked. “I thought you were babysitting coffee beans.”
“The last batch is cooling.”
He circled me like he was assessing my form.
Not in a predatory way. In a worse way. In a way that was entirely too interested.
And I was cursing the yoga pants and fitted tank top for hiding absolutely nothing.
“What do you really want, Ludwig?” I asked.
He moved to the opposite side of the room, leaned against the wall, and crossed his arms.
I inhaled through my nose and exhaled through my mouth, but my pulse was erratic now, my heartbeat no better.
“The long, boring story,” he said.
I did an extended side angle pose hoping I wouldn’t have to look at him.
“Not much to tell. I was in Hong Kong. Killing bad guys. Someone noticed. She gifted me the sword. The end.”
“That’s not long. Or boring.” His gaze was still fixed on me. “Kincade said he found you there and recruited you.”
“You two sure gossip a lot.”
“We don’t gossip,” he said. “We exchange relevant information.”
I snorted. “That’s gossip in combat boots.”
“It can kill immortals.” He ignored my quip.
“Don’t worry,” I said. “Your pretty head is safe with me.”
He chuckled.
Instant regret.
Something in his mouth shifted. Not quite a smile. Worse.
“And Hong Kong?” he asked.
I finally looked at him. “What about it?”
“You said someone noticed. Who was that?”
“Doesn’t matter. Doubt she’s still alive. She was old back then.”
Back then. Which seemed like a lifetime ago. And I hadn’t thought of Li Mei in so long.
I wondered if she was still alive. Still in Hong Kong. Still putting holy blades in the hands of renegades like me and Anna.
I moved back into Warrior II.
As I did, he pushed off the wall and approached. Got close. So close his scent was there. The one that was in the fibers of his coat on New Year’s Eve.
“Are we going to stop pretending there’s nothing going on here?” His voice was dangerous, low. 
Cold settled in my chest. “What are you talking about?”
“You know.”
I refused to look at him, but it was hard since he was standing in front of me. Like he waited for me to do this exact pose when he knew I couldn’t avoid him.
“I’m not pretending anything. And why are you so interested in my sword?”
“I’m interested in more than the sword.”
Oh, shit.
It hit me then. This was why he was here. He wanted to talk about what was happening between us, and there was no way in hell I was going down that rabbit hole.
I had the terrible feeling he was going to bring up New Year’s. That he almost kissed me. That I almost let him.
That I wanted him to.
The door banged open before I could decide how to answer that. Anna stopped dead and looked between the two of us. 
He stepped back. Two slow, methodical steps. 
“Oh,” she said on a breath. “Am I interrupting?”
“No,” we both said at the same time.
“Good.” She smirked. “Ludwig, you’re needed in the war room for a briefing. There’s a war to plan and rich men to ruin.”
His gaze lingered on me for one long second before he turned away. 
“We’ll finish this later.”
Great.
Anna’s brows lifted as he banged through the door and was gone.
“That was—”
“Don’t,” I said.
Her eyes sharpened. “Interesting,” she finished.
I blew out a breath. “Now that my morning routine has been ruined by both of you, perhaps you can let me finish in peace?”
“As you wish.” As she pushed open the door, she said, “But I want the details later.”
“Fat chance.”
The door closed on her laugh.
And now that I was alone, Ludwig’s last words we’ll finish this later kept ringing in my ears. 
It was going to be hard to keep avoiding him. 
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Chapter 3 | Kincade


Ludwig strolled into the war room, trailing after Anna after she’d dragged him in from the garage. Late and smelling faintly of scorched coffee. 
“Nice of you to join us,” I said.
He spared me one look, then eyed the map spread out on the table. Red circles for the Brotherhood. Black for the Knights. Munich marked and waiting.
Anna took her place next to me—the heat of her steady presence, the quiet certainty of it.
“You said this wasn’t an official briefing,” he said.
“It wasn’t,” I said. “It is now.”
Ulrich snorted. Ludwig flashed him a glare. Silas folded his arms and leaned against the far wall, his one good eye pinpointing Munich like the threat it was.
Gremlin was at his favorite place at the far end of the table, laptop open, fingers tapping on the keyboard and looking far too pleased with himself already.
“What did I miss? Something about Munich?”
“Our first target,” I said. “We start planning now.”
His gaze lifted to mine. “You’re planning to hit it?”
“Take it out,” I said.
“Level it,” Anna added. 
“The last time was a failure, are you—”
“The last time,” I said, “I ignored the warning signs. I won’t this time.”
“And Decker is dead, so there’s that,” Anna added.
Yes. By my own hand. With Ophelia’s sword.
I didn’t regret killing him. I regretted that the Brotherhood made it necessary.
Once, Decker was the man I trusted to have my back. The one who knew the old rules and followed them without question. But he had turned—given the Brotherhood loyalty it had never earned. Chosen oaths and vows as self-destruction instead of self-preservation.
By the time I put the sword to his throat, part of me already knew he was no longer the man I’d trusted to walk through fire with me. He was something else. Something dangerous. To me. To her.
The warehouse flashed through my mind. Him holding a knife to her throat. Fighting with everything he had left in him. Trying to end me before I ended him. And afterward, not triumph. Only the cold certainty that one more thing built by the Brotherhood had ended by my hand.
I killed him because I had no choice.
The heat of Anna next to me was the only thing keeping me grounded in the present.
“What’s the plan?” Ludwig asked.
I focused back on the room, the map on the table. Back to Munich.
“We go in fast,” I said. “Gremlin hits their systems first. Take down comms, security cameras, everything. I want them blind.”
“I can do that,” he said with a nod. He was already tapping his keyboard looking for a way in.
“RPGs?” Anna looked up at me with that devilish grin she sometimes wore when she really wanted chaos. 
“No.”
“Oh, you’re no fun.” She gave a mock pout.
“I’m a lot of fun,” I said. “But no RPGs.” 
“Since our last trip there,” Ludwig said, “they will have changed guard rotations.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “Silas is already on that. Once we have the recon, we plan the strike.”
“Once I’m in their system,” Gremlin said, “we’ll have eyes.”
“Good,” I said. “Ulrich, you and Ludwig on weapons and transport.”
He gave a curt nod. “We’ll have options tonight.”
“And,” I added, “Ophelia goes.”
Ludwig’s gaze lifted slightly.
Anna straightened beside me. “Because she has the sword?”
“Yes,” I said. “If Watchers are in that building, we need every advantage.”
“And me?” Anna asked.
I looked at her. “You’re with me. And bring that dagger of yours this time.”
She nodded once.
“We’ll use the villa as base camp.”
“Oh,” she said on a breath. “How convenient that I own that now.” Then her gaze narrowed. “Was that your plan all along?”
“Coincidence,” I said.
“Mm-hm. Guess I’ll be bringing those keys, too.”
“Munich survived us once,” I said. “It won’t survive us twice.”
The war room emptied as everyone headed to their assignments leaving us alone. But I kept staring at the map. At Munich. 
“Staring at it won’t make it disappear,” she said.
“Too bad.” 
She huffed a laugh. Then turned serious. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you? The server room.” 
She moved closer, stood next to me and leaned back against the table. I gave her a questioning look.
“I can see it in your face,” she said.
The server room in the Munich facility where everything went to hell. 
“Yes.” 
I looked at her then, remembering Decker’s hands on her throat. I reached for her without thinking. My hand settled against the side of her neck, my thumb sweeping once across her skin. 
He had been seconds from choking her unconscious. Or killing her outright. I didn’t kill him then. I should have.
“Don’t do that,” she whispered.
“Do what?”
“Remember what he did.” 
Her hand came up and pressed to the center of my chest, over the place where her name lived. The anchor answered instantly to her touch. 
“Or,” she added, “what I made you do.”
“Anna—”
“It was my fault.”
“It wasn’t.” I cupped her face fully then. “Ending him was only a matter of time.”
But I felt it through the bond between us. Her guilt. Still there. Still burning beneath everything else.
We hadn’t talked about the warehouse. Not since it happened. We’d both avoided it like the landmine it was. Too volatile. Too raw. 
And it wasn’t about Decker. About what she’d forced me to become. It was what happened the second I saw him with a knife at her throat. He knew what he was doing when he put his hands on her. Had known what I would do the moment I saw it.
And it was a trap we’d both walked into. 
“It was,” she said. “We both know it.”
She started to pull away but I wouldn’t let her. I slid my arm around her, pulled her closer.
“No,” I said.
Her eyes flashed. “Kincade—”
“Sebastian got you to act because he knew I’d follow,” I said. “Decker put that knife to your throat because he wanted me furious. Predictable.”
“And it worked.”
“Yes.”
Because I had killed everything between the two of us. He had succeeded in turning me back into the weapon the Brotherhood had honed for centuries. A man the Brotherhood built for that kind of moment.
Did I regret that? No. 
I did what I had to do, and I would do it again. 
I regretted that she had to witness it.
Sebastian had used Ophelia’s sister to force Anna’s hand. He’d sent the courier with terms designed to leave her no real choice. Anna for the girl, or the girl dies. And Anna, being who she was, refused to let that kind of injustice stand.
Guilt and memory flashed through her violet eyes then rippled through the bond. Smoke. Blood. My hands. The violence.
“I saw what it did to you,” she said. “And it was—”
She cut the words off. Swallowed hard.
“Terrifying,” I finished.
“Yes.” The word came out an icy whisper. 
Because the old training was like a flipped switch inside me—cold and unfeeling while I torched everything in front of me and called it necessary.
“Sebastian wants us apart,” I said. “That’s his endgame. We know that now.”
“He can’t separate us,” she said. More than a promise. A declaration. “I hate that he backed us into that corner. I hate what it dragged out of you.” Her hand pressed harder to my chest. “But I’m glad you didn’t hesitate.”
“I hate that you had to witness it,” I said. “But I will never hesitate for you.”
I kissed her then. Soft. Controlled. She yielded against me, my arm tightening around her waist. A wrecked sound deep in her throat. 
“Keep kissing me like that,” she breathed, “and we’ll need to check the load capacity of the table.”
My mouth brushed hers again. “Is that an invitation or merely innuendo?”
She smiled against my mouth. “I’m concerned about the structural integrity of the table, Commander.”
“Keep calling me Commander and we’ll test that structural integrity.”
I kissed her once more, slower, letting it deepen enough to feel her melt against me. Soft. Pliant. Like I could nudge her backward a fraction and she’d go willingly. Her fingers curled in the front of my shirt.
Not helping.
When she broke away, she was breathless. “You really are terrifying.”
A sharp knock sounding on the open door cut off my response.
Gremlin leaned halfway in, like he was too scared to step inside, holding his open laptop cradled in one arm.
Reluctantly, I released her, but she stayed by my side.
“Wow, the vibe in here is aggressively intense,” he said, “but I do have excellent news.”
“Does that mean you’re in?” she asked.
“Oh,” he smiled, “I’m in.”
I looked at the map with Munich circled. Then back to Gremlin.
“Then let’s start breaking them,” I said.
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Chapter 4 | Anna


I left the war room with the taste of him still on my lips and the warmth still spreading through me like I was some lovesick teenager. Honestly, I needed to get a handle on my hormones. 
So, I focused on my next task at hand—finding Ophelia to bring her in on the Munich prep. It was odd to think we were going back there so soon but at the same time, I couldn’t wait to get back to the villa. 
The last time we were there, Kincade was recovering from a gunshot wound to the gut—he still had the scars. And Ludwig and Ulrich had followed. It was there I’d discovered Ludwig’s obsession with fine coffee and Ulrich’s penchant for soft pretzels at midnight. 
I caught Ophelia walking in from the workout room with her rolled up yoga mat cradled in her arms, her coat buttoned up to the throat.
“If you’re going to pester me about the workout room, don’t,” she said the instant she saw me.
My brows lifted. Touchy, wasn’t she?
“I wasn’t,” I said. “Actually, I was going to tell you that we’re headed to Munich and you’re going with us.”
That got her attention. Her blue gaze flicked up to me. “Who’s us?”
“The team.”
She eyed me with suspicion like she wanted to ask if Ludwig was part of the team, too. So, I helped her along.
“You, me, Ulrich, Kincade, Ludwig, Silas.”
“Oh,” she said. Her face flushed.
She started for the stairs. I followed.
“And whoever Commander decides he needs as backup.”
“You like calling him that,” she said. There was a smile in her voice. 
“If the title fits…” I shrugged.
I followed her to her room where she dropped the yoga mat on the floor. I leaned against the doorway. Usually, her room was a mess. But today, the bed was made. Clothes didn’t litter the floor. Shoes were lined up against one wall. This was an improvement.
“And why am I going, exactly?” She unbuttoned her coat and shrugged out of it.
“Because you have the shimmering broadsword.”
Her gaze met mine. “And you expect Watchers there?”
“Anything is possible,” I said with a shrug. “Decker was there last time.”
Ophelia gave me a long quiet look. “You never told me what happened.”
“We tried to take it out,” I said. “But everything went sideways in the server room. Decker tried to choke me to death.”
I said this like I was reporting inconsequential data.
Her expression was one of horror. Because I’d never told her the full story. Not that I did it intentionally. It was something I put out of my mind the second I returned home.
“Long story short, we both got shot but Ludwig and Ulrich got us out,” I said. 
She swallowed hard. “I knew Kincade was shot but I… I didn’t know about Decker.”
“We had history,” I said. 
A long one I didn’t want to think about. And he hated me. The fact he was dead now worked for me.
“Anyway,” I said, getting back on track. “Silas is gathering intel. Gremlin has eyes on them. And as soon as we know more, we move.”
“How long will we be there?”
I shrugged. “Could be days or a week.”
Because with us, anything and everything could go wrong. 
She nodded. But I could see the apprehension flicking over her face. 
“You’re worried about Daphne?” I asked.
“I know she’ll be fine here with Grace and Natasha,” she said, “but yes.”
She sat on the side of the bed and toed off her shoes. 
“She will,” I said.
I stood there for a long quiet moment, trying to decide how to pose the next question. 
“What is it?” she asked, clearly sensing something I wanted to say.
“You never told me you had a sister,” I said finally.
She blew a breath out through her nose. “I know. I’m sorry.” She looked like she was considering what to say next.
“You know,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “we don’t have to hide who we are to each other. God knows you’ve seen me at my worst.”
A ghost of a smile crossed her face then. 
“And,” I added quietly, “you’re the only true friend I’ve had in a very long time.”
That got her. Her eyes misted for one split second before she blinked it away and cleared her throat. 
“Anna,” she said softly, “you’re the only true friend I’ve ever had.”
And that got me. The words lodged deep inside and twisted. 
We stared at each other like neither of us knew what to do with the truth we’d handed over.
“You could come in instead of loitering in the doorway,” she said.
I took that as an invitation to stay, so I moved into the room and sat in the chair near the window.
“I haven’t seen her in twelve years,” she said, then.
Twelve. Ophelia and I were the same age. I knew that Daphne was younger than her. And thinking of the distance, they must have both been young when they parted.
I folded my hands in my lap and waited for her to continue. She rose from the bed and reached for a sweatshirt on the end of the bed, pulling it on. 
“She was thirteen the last time I saw her,” she said. “It was Christmas. I’d given her that snowflake and jingle bell bracelet. The one she still wears.”
She paused, her eyes going distant as she remembered. 
“I knew when I walked away from her that it was the last time I’d see her.”
Her gaze flicked up to me. There was such pain and regret in them, it hit me hard.
“You know I can see angels and demons,” she said.
I nodded. Because we’d met in Istanbul. She was killing high lords with her sword. Me with my dagger. Holy weapons put into our hands by an ancient woman in Hong Kong named Li Mei. 
“I’ve known they existed my whole life. I could see them for as long as I could remember.” The admission was quiet, calm, controlled. “Our parents…” She paused, swallowed. “They were killed by a high lord.”
I stared at her, horror shifting through me. I rose from the chair, crossed the room and sat on the bed beside her.
“I’m sorry,” I said. 
“She was eight. I was thirteen.”
And I knew then. Her light was forged from darkness. “You went into the system.”
Something else we had in common that I never knew. Like our paths were destined to cross. Linked by one woman in Hong Kong. Linked by Kincade, too, in a strange twist of fate. She’d told me once she fought on his task force.
She nodded.
“I didn’t know.”
One shoulder shrugged. “What difference does it make? You were lucky. You had Grace. We had…” Her breath hitched. “No one.”
Oh, that hurt. And if she hadn’t seen Daphne in twelve years, that meant Ophelia aged out and Daphne hadn’t. Daphne was left behind. And, if I knew Ophelia, she left her behind to protect her from the darkness. From the things that hunted in the night. 
“Ophelia—”
“I don’t want to rehash the past, Anna,” she said, her voice almost too sharp. “But I hate I left her. I shouldn’t have.”
“You did what you thought was right at the time,” I said. “No one can fault you for that.”
“I thought if I could…” She pressed her lips together in a straight line. “I don’t know. I guess I thought I could hunt down the high lord who killed them.”
I looked at her then. Her hair a messy bun on top of her head. Her eyes too bright. Her body honed not only to be a weapon but honed for vengeance.
I understood that vengeance, too. Understood what it was like to watch someone you loved taken from you. Understood the rage it awoke deep inside until all you could think about was hunting the monster who did it and making him pay in kind.
“Did you?”
“No. I never found him.” There was heated bitterness in her words. Regret, too. “It doesn’t matter now.” Her gaze flicked back to me. “You banished the dark.”
“Well,” I said, “for now.”
There was still darkness out there in the shape of a man determined to destroy me and Kincade. His vengeance ran hot and deep. And he was using whatever means he could get his hands on to do it. 
“What else do I need to know about Munich?” she asked, turning back to the real reason I was there.
“That you’re going to love the villa.” I flashed her a smile.
Her mouth curved. “Am I?”
“You’ll never want to leave. I didn’t.”
I thought of the courtyard with the fountain that bubbled, the string lights that gave it a soft glow in the nighttime, and the way the morning sun warmed the pavers. I thought of standing there in the rain while he held me against him and we pretended we were safe and the world was quiet. I thought of how he told me the moment he knew he loved me—when I pepper-sprayed him in a hospital parking lot two days after we met.
Even then we were still trying to navigate a relationship haunted by sharp things and darkness.
“Where did you go?” she asked softly, nudging me.
I blinked and came back to the present. Gave her a weak smile. 
“You were in the villa,” she guessed.
“Yes.” 
She looked thoughtful for a moment. “It must really be a spectacular place.”
“It is,” I said. 
“Do you think the thing waiting for you there—in Munich—is Decker’s old network or something worse?” she asked. 
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I hope nothing worse.” 
I rose then. “You’ll want to come to the next briefing once we have more info.”
She nodded. 
I turned toward the door.
“Anna?”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks for listening.”
I nodded and said, “You didn’t tell me everything. But when you’re ready, I’m here.”
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Chapter 5 | Kincade


Silas returned far too quickly for a recon mission, and the look on his face told me something had gone wrong. He found me still in the war room after the others had filed back in. Ludwig and Ulrich took up their standard positions. Gremlin hid in his corner, hunched over his laptop, his fingers tapping a rapid beat on the keyboard as he showed me the latest he pulled from Munich. 
Rain dotted the shoulders of Silas’s leather jacket, his bad hand curled against his middle and that one steely eye finding me immediately. 
I straightened from looking over Gremlin’s shoulder when he entered.
“What is it?”
“Intel coming in.” His voice was rougher than normal. “Quiet Watch site near Bristol went dark twenty minutes ago.”
The room snapped into silence. Ludwig and Ulrich both looked up at Silas. Gremlin's hands stopped moving.
“Which site?” I asked. 
“Safe house near Channel Road,” he said as he stepped fully into the room, phone clutched in his good hand. “Comms died first. One of ours made it out before the place went up.”
“Went up?” Ludwig repeated. 
“Destroyed,” Silas said as if it needed clarifying.
A cold knot formed in the pit of my stomach. “Is he alive?”
“Barely. He’s injured and coherent enough to get a message out. He’s on the run. Headed to another safe house in Bath,” Silas said. His gaze cut to Gremlin.
His fingers were already tapping on the keyboard. “On it.”
“Did he say what happened?” I asked.
“It wasn’t random. They came in under cover of a routine supply drop. Knew the layout. Knew where to hit. Cameras went dark thirty seconds before breach.”
Ludwig went rigid. “So, Sebastian’s mapping our sites now, too.” 
“I need to talk to him. See what else he knows.” I was already moving toward the door. “And I need eyes on the Bristol site.”
“You think that’s safe?” Ludwig pushed away from the table and stood.
“It’s a message,” I said. 
“If Sebastian is sending a message like that, caution would be wise,” Ulrich said in his usual unshakable tone.
“How fast can we get to the site?” I asked.
“Forty minutes by car,” Silas said. “Less if you stop pretending traffic laws matter.”
No one smiled at that. They were all shifting into motion.
“Gremlin, get me everything you can on the site,” I said.
“If you’re going, we’re going with you,” Ludwig said. 
“And so am I,” Anna said from the doorway.
Which told me she’d stood there long enough to hear everything and there would be no leaving her behind. 
“Two cars,” I said. “Silas, you bring in the injured man. The rest of you with me.”
“You want that man here?” she asked. 
I looked at her. Felt the hesitation beneath the question. Another body inside the manor. Another unknown under her roof.
“Safer here than Bath,” I said. “If Sebastian hit one safe house, he can hit another.”
“And if he’s mapped them…” Ludwig let the words hang.
“Then nowhere in the network stays safe for long,” Ulrich said.
And every door we thought was secure was already compromised.
Silas gave one grim nod.
“We leave in ten,” I said.
Anna stepped aside as I exited, then fell into step beside me as I headed for the stairs for gear. 
“You’re not going to try to talk me out of going?” she asked.
“Since when do you listen to me?”
“Since never,” she said. “And this time I’m bringing the dagger.”
“Good.”
***
By the time we grabbed gear and were back downstairs, Ophelia stood in the foyer ready for combat with her sword strapped to her back.
“I’m coming,” she announced before I ever said a word.
“I need you here,” I said.
Her gaze flicked to Anna, then back to me. “You’re sidelining me after one of our sites got hit? You expect me to stay here and babysit the manor?”
“I expect you to stay here and protect the ones left behind,” I said. “If Bristol was the first hit, the manor could be the second. You hold this house.”
She looked at Anna again, searching for an ally.
“We need you here,” she said. “You’re the only person I trust with my mother, Grace, and Daphne.”
“She’s right.” Ludwig stepped up beside her. 
She looked up at him for half a second before looking away, her jaw clenched tight.
“I’ll stay,” he said.
Her eyes went wide. “You? No. I don’t need your help.”
“You do if there’s a breach,” he said. 
“Fine,” I cut in. “You two can argue about it later. We’re leaving.”
I put my hand on Anna’s elbow and steered her toward the door. Outside, mist clung to the late morning. Ulrich was already waiting by the SUV.
The moment we stepped out, he slid behind the wheel.
I took the passenger seat. Anna got in the back.
All of us armed.
“Ludwig?” Ulrich asked as he started the engine.
“Staying behind,” I said. “Move.”
Minutes later, we were through the gates and onto the road, the SUV barreling down the highway. Ulrich drove it hard.
Silence filled the car. The only thing that mattered was getting there.
Ulrich turned onto a narrow gravel drive tucked between two hedgerows that would’ve been easy to miss if you didn’t know what to look for. He did. Tires spat gravel, and then the wreckage hit all at once.
Gray-black smoke curled through the mist from what was left of the stone cottage. The roof had caved in on one side. One wall was gone completely. Most of the windows were blown out, leaving only jagged shards clinging to the frames. What remained of the interior was blackened and scorched.
The air smelled of burned wood, scorched earth, and accelerant.
“Direct hit,” Ulrich said.
I reached for the door and shoved it open. The second I stepped out, the stench hit full force. Anna was at my side a heartbeat later, dagger already in her hand.
“Nothing’s left,” she said.
“How many were assigned here?” I asked.
“Four,” Ulrich said.
Four assigned. One survivor. Three dead. Anna sucked in a sharp breath beside me. She understood what that meant.
“Stay here,” I said.
“I’m not—”
“Stay here,” I repeated, turning to look at her. Her face had gone tight with the argument already forming. “Until I give the all clear.” Then I looked at Ulrich. “With me.”
The gun was in my hand before I realized I’d drawn it. Ulrich already had his out.
Anna didn’t argue again, but the set of her jaw told me exactly what she thought of the order.
We approached. The closer we got, the more the smell changed. Not burned wood and scorched earth. Burned flesh.
Men who hadn’t made it out in time.
Something hissed and cracked as the last of the heat bled from the wreckage.
“He knew exactly where to strike,” Ulrich said.
He was right.
The cottage was hit hard. The front windows were blown inward. The doorframe had splintered off its hinges. Fire had eaten through the interior, but there was more to the story.
The comms station was gutted. Melted wiring. Destroyed monitors. Smashed computers. The weapons locker stood open, one door hanging by a thread. Empty. Shelving overturned. Med kits torn apart.
Burner phones. Fake IDs. All gone.
Taken.
One body lay near the back door, burned almost beyond recognition. The second was facedown in the hallway, shot twice in the back. Blood blackened the stone beneath him. Another slumped against what had once been the kitchen wall. Shot in the head.
Ulrich crouched near the ruined threshold, two fingers brushing the floor. “Blood trail,” he said. “Leads out back.”
“The survivor’s,” I said.
Though it wasn’t a question, he gave one sharp nod.
I stepped deeper into the burned shell, gun raised. Smoke still curled upward. The putrid stench pressed at the back of my throat. The place was stripped of anything useful. Whoever came through here knew exactly what to take. Who to kill.
This was a message.
To me.
Ulrich moved through the wreckage to the back door, which hung crooked on one hinge. He shoved it open and followed the blood trail out.
“He escaped this way.”
I followed him outside. The moment we cleared the doorway, Anna came around the far side of the ruined building, dagger in hand.
I’d known she wouldn’t stay put for long.
“There are muddy tire tracks in the grass,” she said. “More than one vehicle.”
“They came in, hit the place, and left,” Ulrich said. “They wouldn’t have stayed long.”
“Long enough to destroy it, take what they wanted, and go,” I said.
“They were prepared,” Ulrich said with a grim nod.
Anna was looking back at the ruined cottage. At the bodies. Her face had gone pale.
“He wants you to know what he knows,” she said. Then her gaze shifted back to me. “Doesn’t he?”
“Yes,” I said. “He wants me to know he can hit my sites, kill my men, and take back what he thinks is owed to him.”
“But one escaped,” she said, sounding grim.
“And he’ll have answers,” I said. 
“Judging by the blood trail, he may be more injured than we thought,” Ulrich said. “Silas will be retrieving him from Bath and returning soon.”
“Then let’s hope he’s still conscious when he gets there.”
“You can’t interrogate an injured man the second you see him,” Anna said. 
“Anna—”
“I’m just saying give the man a break,” she said. “If I was near death, the last thing I’d want is some overbearing commander grilling me.”
I looked at her. She sheathed the weapon and crossed her arms, her stance telling me she was not interested in arguing the point. 
I was going to argue it, anyway. 
“He’s alive because he ran,” I said. “If he saw their faces, I need answers. Names. Routes. Weapons. Anything. I need it before shock and blood loss take him out.”
Her lips thinned as she stared at him. “That doesn’t mean you get to hammer him the first chance you get.”
“No,” I said. “It means I get to him while he’s still breathing.”
The words landed hard between us. She grimaced, clearly not a fan.
A shift in the rubble behind us made me and Ulrich both lift our guns. She went for her dagger. But it was only part of the roof giving way and settling with a hiss. The cottage finally collapsed into itself leaving nothing but a shell behind. A shell and dead bodies. 
I lowered the weapon first. 
“We’ve seen enough,” I said. 
Ulrich gave one nod.
Anna looked once more toward the bodies, then toward the black smear of the blood trail where one man had escaped and three had not.
By the time we got back into the SUV, the smoke had already started to thin behind us, lifting into the mist like the place was trying to erase itself.
It wouldn’t.
Not for me.
Not for the men we’d left here.
Ulrich turned the vehicle back toward the drive. Gravel spit beneath the tires as we pulled away from the ruin.
Anna was silent.
In the back of my mind, all I could see was the empty weapons locker. The gutted comms station. The men who never made it to the door.
Sebastian had made his move.
Now I would make mine.
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Chapter 6 | Ophelia 


The second Anna and Kincade were out the door, I pinned Ludwig with my best glare. 
“You’re staying because you think I can’t handle myself.”
“No,” he said. “I’m staying because if there’s a breach, you’ll need backup. You’re the only one armed here. Besides me.”
“And that’s supposed to comfort me?”
“You’re angry because Kincade made you stay.”
He stood far too close, and I didn’t like it. Or maybe I liked it in exactly the wrong way. I looked up into those dark eyes and found nothing there but maddening calm and controlled competence.
I hated that I noticed.
“You’re damn right I’m angry.”
I hated how defensive I sounded, too.
“If anything happens while they’re gone, you’ll need me.” Then he stepped closer, closing the distance between us to almost nothing. “Besides, we still have unfinished business.”
“No, we don’t.”
My heart gave one hard thud. I moved away from him, angling toward the stairs like retreat was a tactical choice and not my body trying to save me from myself.
One corner of his mouth threatened to lift. “What are you afraid of?”
“Nothing,” I snapped.
“I’m actually a nice man.”
“Nice?” I scoffed. “Threatening flirt, more like.”
He looked entirely too pleased with that.
Before I could snap back, his radio crackled to life.
“Uh—Ludwig? Either camera eight is having a full existential crisis, or somebody looped me six seconds of old footage,” Gremlin said. 
Ludwig was already pulling the radio off his belt before Gremlin finished. His gaze cut to me.
“The east perimeter?”
“Yeah,” Gremlin said. “And the guard assigned to that stretch is… not there.”
“Alert the guard shack,” he said. 
“Already doing it,” his voice crackled back.
“Lock down the gates. And keep the women inside.”
“You want me to… protect them?” He sounded horrified. “With what? Vibes, Wi-Fi, and emotional support sarcasm?”
Huffing, I grabbed the radio out of Ludwig’s hand before he could reply. “You’re it, Gremlin. Ludwig and I are going to neutralize the threat.”
Then I clicked off and handed back the radio.
“Copy that, Sword Barbie.”
Ludwig smirked.
“Oh,” I said, “he’s paying for that one later.”
But even as I said it, I drew the sword from the scabbard on my back. Ludwig already had his gun in hand, his gaze flicking from me to the blade with an appreciation I had no intention of acknowledging.
“Let’s go. Stay on my left,” he said.
“You’re seriously giving me orders right now?”
“Then try to keep up.”
Arrogant man.
We burst out the front door. Arthur and George were still stationed there, unaware of what was happening.
Ludwig barked the order as we ran past. “East perimeter breach. Stay sharp. Stay off the radios.”
They moved at once, both of them arming up.
We cut across the front of the manor toward the east woods, where the chapel stood like a silent dark sentry. My gaze swept the tree line, searching for movement, but I saw nothing.
“There.”
Ludwig pointed toward something in the distance only his infuriatingly sharp eyes could have picked out. I followed his line of sight and still saw nothing.
“I don’t—”
Then movement. A man in camo, half-hidden against the landscape.
“I see him.”
The words had barely left my mouth when another shape came at me from the left. I pivoted and swung in a hard arc. He jerked back, my blade missing by inches. His gun was in his hand before I registered the motion, and then he was aiming straight at my head.
A shot cracked. Not from his weapon. From Ludwig.
The bullet hit the man clean in the forehead. He dropped instantly.
“Nice shooting,” I muttered.
“Stay focused.”
That was all he said before another shot rang out. Ludwig jerked sideways and cursed under his breath in German. He’d been hit. Blood immediately spread across his shoulder.
I spun and charged the second gunman before he could fire again. Ludwig shouted my name, but I wasn’t listening.
The man saw me too late.
I swung first at his gun arm. The tip of the blade sliced across his forearm. He yelped and dropped the weapon. Blood bloomed fast, dark against his sleeve, but I didn’t give him time to recover. I turned the sword and struck again, this time across his chest.
He dropped to his knees with a raw cry.
I knew better than to hesitate. If I left him breathing, he stayed a threat. And we weren’t leaving survivors to report back.
I took his head in one clean strike.
Quick. Swift. Mercy.
Watcher.
By then two of the perimeter guards had reached us. Ludwig was already barking orders, sending them into the trees to sweep the line.
A rustle in the brush near the chapel caught my eye.
I took off running, sword in hand. Sweat dampened my brow, slid down the back of my neck, and tracked cold between my shoulder blades.
The man was crouched behind the chapel, one knee in the grass, trying to get a message out. He saw me before he finished and dropped the burner phone. He surged upward, reaching for his weapon.
Too late.
I was faster.
I swung hard and low, the blade cutting across his middle. He cried out and folded, one hand clamping instinctively to the wound while the other still scrabbled for the gun.
I didn’t give him the chance.
The second strike was wider. Final.
My blade cut through him cleanly, and he dropped face-first into the grass, blood spreading dark and fast beneath him.
I stood over him, panting, trying to get my breathing under control. Behind me, Ludwig was still shouting orders at the guards, but the urgency in his voice had shifted. The threat was contained.
The burner phone lay in the grass near the dead man’s hand. I snatched it up and looked at the last message on the screen.
Commander gone. Manor split effective.
I swore under my breath.
It was a test.
Draw Kincade away. Hit the perimeter. See who answered. See how fast.
And it had worked.
I shut down the next thought before it could fully form, because I didn’t want to picture what would have happened if Ludwig and I hadn’t been here. My sister. Grace. Natasha. Even Gremlin.
Ludwig was striding toward me, his sleeve dark and wet with blood.
“You all right?” he called.
I nodded once, still holding the phone. When he reached me, I handed it over.
His dark gaze flicked over the screen. Then he swore under his breath.
“They were testing us,” I said.
He stuck the phone in his pant pocket, then dropped to one knee beside the body, already searching the man.
“What are you looking for?” I asked.
“Anything useful.”
He worked like the bullet in his shoulder was nothing more than an inconvenience. I’d been shot before. I’d been significantly less dignified about it.
His hand came back out holding a small black device no bigger than a deck of cards, one side wired into a cheap housing rig with a blinking green light.
“What is that?” I asked.
Ludwig turned it over once in his hand, eyes narrowing.
“Camera spoofer,” he said. “Loop injector. He clipped it into the east feed and bought himself a few seconds.”
Gremlin was going to have a field day with that. Assuming he didn’t hyperventilate first.
Ludwig slipped it into his pocket and rose, a little slower this time.
“So they hit the perimeter, looped the camera, counted response time, and confirmed Kincade was gone,” I said.
“Yes.” His jaw hardened. “And now they know exactly how this house answers when he’s not in it.”
I watched the blood continue to spread along his sleeve. “You should let me look at that shoulder.”
“Why? So you can see me shirtless?”
I rolled my eyes. “No, so I can take out the slug.”
“I can do that myself,” he said. “I’m not helpless.”
“I didn’t say you were,” I snapped.
We were already walking back toward the manor as we argued. The perimeter guards were more visible than usual. Arthur and George still stood rigid and alert at the front door.
“Get the other guards,” he said to Arthur. “Take care of the bodies.” He jerked his head back toward the east woods.
“Yes, sir,” Arthur said and was immediately on the radio.
Then, to me, Ludwig said, “Your offer of assistance is duly noted.”
“You’re a stuck-up, self-righteous ass.”
“I’ll give you ass. The rest is slander.”
I made a strangled, annoyed sound.
He snickered.
Back inside, Ludwig walked straight into the security room and dropped the small black device onto the desk in front of Gremlin.
Gremlin nearly vibrated out of his skin.
“Oh, wow. Okay. Cool. Hate that. Love this for me.” He snatched it up with both hands and squinted at the casing. “That little bastard looped camera eight with this? Oh, I’m going to take him apart digitally and emotionally.”
“Can you tell how it works?” Ludwig asked.
Gremlin was already digging for tools. “Can I tell how it works? Sir, I’m about to know this device more intimately than its manufacturer.”
I hovered in the doorway, sword still in hand, adrenaline not quite gone from my bloodstream. Ludwig stood a few feet away, one hand braced against the desk, blood still working its way down his sleeve like he hadn’t noticed or simply didn’t care.
Gremlin glanced up, finally clocked the amount of red, and made a face. “Uh. You’re leaking at a level I find deeply disrespectful.”
“It’s nothing,” Ludwig said.
“It is demonstrably not nothing,” Gremlin snapped. Then he pointed at me with a screwdriver. “Sword Barbie, make him sit down before he bleeds on my keyboard.”
I opened my mouth.
Ludwig beat me to it. “Ophelia.”
The tone of my name made me look at him.
His face had gone a little paler beneath the usual control. Not much. Enough that I noticed because I was already noticing far too much.
He held my gaze for one long second.
Then, calmly—too calmly—he said, “Would you help me with the shoulder?”
I stared at him. Because there it was. The surrender. Except I knew better.
This was not a man who gave up ground easily. Which meant if he was asking, he was doing it with full awareness of exactly what it would do to me to say yes.
He wanted the bullet out.
He also wanted me cornered in a room with him and no way to pretend this was only about triage.
Gremlin looked between us with naked interest. “Oh, this is the best day of my life.”
“Be quiet,” Ludwig and I said at the same time.
Gremlin grinned. “Amazing. Go. I’ll be here with the evil looper.”
I tightened my grip on the sword hilt, then exhaled through my nose. “Fine.”
Ludwig’s mouth shifted at one corner.
I pointed at him with the blade. “Don’t look pleased about it.”
“I’m in pain,” he said solemnly.
“You’re enjoying this.”
“Maybe a little.”
I hated that I almost smiled. Then I heaved a dramatic sigh. “Come on, then.”
He followed me out of the room, across the foyer, and up the stairs. I headed straight for my room, but halfway there Daphne popped out of hers, earbuds in, an empty glass in hand. She stopped outside her doorway and looked us both up and down.
Her gaze landed on the bloodied blade in my hand. Then Ludwig’s bloodied sleeve. 
“What’s going on?” she asked, mildly alarmed. 
“Nothing,” we said in unison.
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