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      There were only three things Kel Jackson didn’t do.

      Crying women. Gangs. And guns.

      So how the hell did he wind up in a drug cartel compound in bumfuck Mexico with a crying woman and multiple crates of Kalashnikov rifles?

      The woman was huddled in the corner of the dusty warehouse building, her pants ripped, a ragged tear in the right thigh of the tough cargo material. Her tight black tank top revealed sleek arm muscles, a delicate collarbone, and a dusty handprint over her well-endowed left breast. She was a study in contradiction, lush lips made for kissing, tight hazel eyes full of murder, and a centerfold body in commando clothing. Sweat shimmered on her light brown skin and when she tilted her head to glare at the guard, the dim illumination highlighted the sexy mole next to her mouth.

      “Fucking ved’my,” the guard at the front door muttered.

      She clutched a large serrated knife in her hand, and her labored breaths were a low note under the louder mumbling of the guard. He had one hand clapped over a cut high on his biceps, blood oozing sullenly from the knife slice.

      The woman’s chin was up, revealing the graceful line of her jaw. Her eyes held fear and rage beneath the shimmer of tears. Her upset was present in her rigid curves, and every ten seconds or so, those gorgeous breasts shimmied as if she were trying to hold her cries in her chest.

      Fuck, he usually beelined for the door when a woman was crying. His physiological response was to tear up with them. A leftover remnant from his mother’s constant sorrow after his brother was killed in a drive-by shooting.

      But this girl, woman, was holding tight. Her courage sparked something in him. Something he hadn’t felt in a long time. Pride. She would fight to the death. Her white knuckles and the blood on the knife were testaments to her courage. You go, girl.

      The guard muttered Russian swear words and various other threats under his breath, shooting the woman predatory menacing glares. His other hand—big, rough, and scarred—rested on the butt of his pistol. And Kel wondered how close the guard was to shooting the woman.

      Based on the handprint on her shirt, shooting her hadn’t been the guard’s first instinct. She’d protected herself from rape at least once. Hopefully that defensive move wouldn’t be the woman’s last act. His chest ached at the thought of her powerful life force being snuffed out. And he cursed his own impotence.

      If the guard intended to shoot her, Kel couldn’t do anything to stop him. Because Kel wasn’t actually in the room.

      He was on a remote-viewing mission, and only his consciousness was here in this building in Mexico. He had mind traveled from the Remote Viewing Lab in McLean, Virginia, deep in the bowels of the CIA, to this Mexican cartel stronghold to investigate their supposed ties to the Russian Information Network.

      He was on the first round of reconnaissance to check out the rumor that the RIN was establishing an arms-trafficking operation in this little corner of western Mexico in partnership with El Don, the leader of Los Conquistadores.

      The crates of weapons—Kalashnikov rifles and Tokarev pistols—marked with their Cyrillic symbols burned on the side, and the Tokarev in the Russian guard’s hand were clear signs that the intel the CIA had obtained was likely factual. He tallied the total number of crates visible. He’d seen all he needed to see in this crowded, close building. He should ghost around and check out the rest of the compound, collect intel on how many other Russians were stationed here, search for any information on the final destination and recipients of these illegal arms. Who were the RIN doing business with? And who would suffer as a result of the weapons being moved in this part of the world?

      He could practically hear his pal, Nik Stanley, who was Watcher on this mission back in the CIA’s super-secret viewing room of Project Specter, yelling “What the fuck, Kel?” at his body while his consciousness hovered in this dank storage building.

      There was always a danger that if a viewer stayed too long in a state of altered consciousness that they could have trouble returning to the material world. But Kel continued to hover in the warehouse, and wondered how he could help the beautiful woman.

      Because he didn’t want to check out the rest of El Don’s compound.

      Kel drifted closer, the unfamiliar desire to offer her comfort, compassion, burned in his non-corporeal chest. He was not a touchy-feely, “in tune with your inner feelings” type of guy. He was firmly in the “shit happens, deal with it and move on” camp. What was done was done. And yet….

      “I’ll keep you safe,” he tried to whisper, but of course she couldn’t hear him. No one could.

      The words were a total lie. But the need to reassure her barreled through him.

      Oddly, she blinked. Turned her head and seemingly stared straight at him.

      That wasn’t possible. Was it?

      Ved’my, the guard had called her.

      Witch?
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      Eva Pacheco pretended to cower in the corner as she plotted her escape. The guard had tried to molest her.

      Cabrón. Bastard.

      She was so pissed. Pissed at the circumstances, pissed at her father, pissed at life. Her rage trembled in her extremities and rumbled through her. All that emotion bottled up inside, frothing for expression and bringing tears to her eyes. She hated crying but get her pissed and the waterworks started. Serious personal flaw.

      Right this second it was likely working in her favor as the guard probably assumed she was afraid of him. Far from it.

      But she could taste his fear in the air. It lingered in the humidity like a sour note on her tongue. His intent to rape her echoed from the handle of his knife. He’d heard the rumors from the townspeople. He didn’t want to believe but he was terrified to disbelieve. She wasn’t called a witch for nothing.

      Her father used her, called her his good luck charm.

      Which was a laugh, because she’d brought nothing but bad luck to those she loved.

      But she was trapped in this town. Tethered by the need to protect her younger brother, Vincente. She had to keep him safe, alive.

      Her father had convinced everyone that her witchy ways were needed for the town and Los Conquistadores’ business to prosper. So people were afraid of her, but they left her alone except when they needed her curandera healing. In a peculiar way, his insistence protected her.

      But she didn’t want to be protected. And she sure as hell didn’t want to be a part of her father’s criminal empire.

      He used her abilities whenever it suited him, and threatened her regularly when it didn’t. She would have left after he killed her mother years ago if she could have fled with her brother. Instead she’d spent the past few years searching for a way to escape this mess of her life. A way out for herself and her brother.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw something hovering in the stifling air. Without being obvious, she turned her head slowly to the right and searched the shadows. But no one, or nothing, was there.

      Yet she could feel a presence.

      A big entity encompassed the air and pushed out the oxygen until it was hard to breathe. It overwhelmed her senses and wrapped her in a comforting blanket of empathy and support.

      A sharp contrast to the guard’s emotions. Her breast throbbed where the asshole had grabbed her.

      Fortunately she’d sensed a ripple in the air molecules and been able to seize his knife and slice him before he could do more than squeeze her chest. But it hurt. Which added to her general anger.

      He was speaking in Russian so she had no idea what he was saying, but his tone and the murderous glances pretty much convinced her it was nothing good.

      She needed to keep her wits about her in case he attacked again. But her gaze kept straying, and that presence kept distracting her.

      She kept splitting her attention between the immediate threat and whatever hovered nearby. She took one long second, and stared straight at the place of the disturbance in the air. She still didn’t see anyone or anything. But she could feel it, him.

      There was someone there. A man. His presence was comforting. She couldn’t get a sense of anything beyond that feeling.

      But she couldn’t afford to take her attention away from the guard.

      She wondered if her psychic powers were changing, evolving. Dios, she hoped not.

      While her ability had saved her once or twice, it was weird and disturbing. The locals crossed themselves when she passed, and it made her existence even more lonely than it already was. The fact that her father pulled her out like a party attraction when he wanted to gauge if his business associates were telling the truth didn’t help her favorability rating with anyone.

      Papa didn’t care that seeing into the hearts and minds of criminals hurt her psyche. That touching them forced all their greed, avarice, lust and depravity to zip through her. He only cared that she was useful in his pursuit of power and money.

      If her psychic gifts changed, her father would just look for another way to use her. Or he’d kill her.

      She had enough problems with the skills she already possessed. Frankly, she didn’t need to start seeing ghosts.

      Her failures haunted her dreams—no way did she want a visual reminder of all the people she had let down.

      The storage warehouse sweltered in the close night air. The only light in the room, a string of single bulbs hanging from an extension cord across the center of the building, cast ominous shadows on the corrugated metal walls. The smell of simmering corn and lime from tortillas cooking drifted in the heated air. Faraway sounds from the center of town whispered through poorly insulated walls.

      She swore she’d heard someone say “I’ll keep you safe” in English.

      But that was impossible.

      Few people here spoke English. Besides, she didn’t want to be dependent on anyone but herself. She trusted no one.

      Eva shrugged off the odd imaginings and focused on the guard. He was the threat. She could feel him gathering his courage to attack her again.

      The knife’s graphite handle was smooth and cool in her hand but the violent vibes rolling off the weapon were strong enough to bring her to her knees. The guard was one seriously disturbed man. She clutched the knife tighter and ignored the sick impressions, trying to focus her mind on defense. When her best efforts to stay strong wavered, she took comfort in the soothing ghostly presence.

      But her respite was over. The pig had regained his courage.

      Eva tilted her chin up in a great big screw you and readied for what came next.

      With a mean look in his pale blue eyes, the guard rushed her.
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      Two days earlier

      

“What the hell happened to your eye?” Joe Thunderhawk—Hawk to his friends—frowned at him across the breakfast table of their suburban home.

      Kel shifted in the kitchen chair uncomfortably. “Nothing.”

      Total lie. But he wasn’t about to tell his roommate what had really transpired between him and Sue, his “on again, off again, now off for good” hookup.

      “Did I hear Sue leave this morning?” Hawk lifted the coffeepot from the burner and poured a cup into an irreverent mug advertising a local bar.

      “Yeah.”

      Hawk leaned his hip against the kitchen counter, blew on the steaming liquid, and waited.

      “We’re done. For good this time.” He might be a tough SOB, and rough sex might be his poison of choice, but nearly getting choked out while doing the deed was too far even for him. The weirdest part was he got the feeling that Sue hadn’t been engaging in play. She’d been seriously pissed at him.

      He had no idea why. But the hand she’d wrapped around his throat had not been playful. It had been deadly.

      While he’d known objectively that he could throw her off—she was after all a tiny five-two to his six-two, 250-pound, extra-large frame—he’d been more than a little confused by her rage.

      She’d pretty much hopped off his dick as soon as she’d come. She’d been standing there naked, lithe and supple, and instead of aroused, he’d been slightly repulsed. So when she’d dumped him as she was pulling on her workout gear and smoothing down her hair, he hadn’t argued. Because he realized he’d been using sex as a means of relief rather than because he wanted to be intimate with her. He’d used that momentary physical connection to replace the void left by his friend John’s death. A pathetic situation when he realized he didn’t like Sue all that much.

      Hawk waited, raising a single eyebrow. “You sure?”

      “Yep.”

      “Good.” Hawk set his coffee cup on the table and eased into the chair next to him.

      “Good?”

      Hawk put his fingers to Kel’s eye, lifting the lid and examining the broken blood vessel, courtesy of the Wushu chokehold Sue used on him while he’d ejaculated. “If we’re going to go all girlfriend-y, I never liked her.”

      Never?

      Kel swallowed once, twice, his throat muscles still slightly sore. “Okay.” He didn’t ask why.

      Hawk leaned closer. He had some healer capabilities and occasionally treated his roommates for minor injuries. “I can’t do anything for that.”

      Kel nodded. “I’m fine.”

      Hawk pressed his lips together tightly as if he were holding back harsh words, curses. Kel held Hawk’s gaze, silently telling him to back off. Before his friend could say anything else, the rattle of a key in their front door interrupted them.

      “Hey.” Nik Stanley, their other roommate, sauntered into the kitchen and made a beeline for the coffeepot. “You guys ready to roll?”

      Nik, who spent more time at his girlfriend’s house than he did at home these days, whistled as he poured coffee into a metal travel mug.

      When he turned around the happiness on his face was almost blinding in its painfulness.

      The smile disappeared. “What happened to your eye?”

      “Nothing.”

      Nik ignored him and spoke to Hawk. “You take a look at it?”

      “Yeah.” Hawk’s gravelly voice confirmed what was never in question. “He’ll live.”

      Nik shrugged, clearly not only uncomfortable with the topic but also the sling and brace that held his injured shoulder in place. He’d been shot trying to save his girlfriend but thankfully the soft tissue damage was reparable, and he was going to recover his strength with physical therapy. “I know it’s really none of my business, and yeah, I get the booty-call thing, but damn, Kel.”

      Huh. “You didn’t like her either?” Kel was just a tad surprised.

      “She always seemed…off, even though she never straight-out lied.” Nik stared out the window over their kitchen sink and into the fairly barren backyard. Because that was Nik’s superpower. He could tell when people were lying. He interpreted soundwaves and some resistance or disturbance alerted him if a person was not telling the truth. “But she seemed to skirt my skills by avoidance.”

      Well, it was certainly a day for revelations.

      Hawk rinsed his mug then set it in the sink. “Better get going. We’ve got a meeting with Peter Ramon this morning.”

      Thank fuck they’d moved on.

      “Wonder what he wants?”

      “Hopefully, we’re getting back to work,” Kel griped. He was so sick of being on forced inactivity and unable to do his job. If he could just get back to work maybe this odd restlessness would finally go away.

      “Lucky bastards. I’m not getting cleared anytime soon. My shoulder still hurts like a bitch.” Nik peered inside the fridge and grabbed a yogurt, then tossed his keys to Hawk. “Speaking of which…you drive.”
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      “Thanks for coming in.” Peter Ramon, former remote viewer, former Army, and formerly from a ’hood about as violent as Kel’s, stood at the head of the oval meeting table. In his fifties, their boss was still fairly badass in his own right. He assessed each of them. “We’ve got a remote view in Mexico.”

      “I’ll take it.” Kel jumped in before anyone else could grab the job.

      Mexico wasn’t their usual gig. But he needed to work, to get out of his head, to take his mind off this funk that seemed to be growing like an unchecked cancer since the death of their teammate John at the hands of the RIN. The same fuckers who’d shot Nik and his girlfriend.

      If he could get back to work, get back to viewing, drop into the ether, maybe he could find some serenity. His friends understood him better than anyone else in the world, and they knew that he found a particular peace when he did a remote view.

      Ramon peered at him from the head of the table, his gaze lingering on the bloodshot eye. “Can we clear you for a view?”

      Kel heard the unspoken question. “I’m fine.” He wasn’t. But he’d be damned if he’d whine about it like a baby.

      Ramon nodded. “Okay. I don’t have much choice. I can’t use the other teams. So even though you guys are short a team member, I need to use you.”

      “I’m the logical choice,” Kel pushed. “I speak fluent Spanish.”

      “Okay, okay.” Ramon frowned at him, as if he’d rather postpone the mission than let Kel go on this op. Then Ramon held up his palm to stop Kel from interrupting again. “Because of the circumstances surrounding your interaction with Gregori Bogdanov, I only trust you guys right now.”

      Excellent. Kel needed to dive back into work and forget about the melancholy that was dogging him. “Why only us?”

      “This particular view is tangential to the Bogdanov situation.”

      “RIN?” Hawk surmised.

      The Russian Information Network was a shadow organization involved in everything from hacking to drugs to trafficking, both human and weapons. Pretty much anything illegal and the RIN had a piece of it. The intelligence on the criminal group was sketchy. As far as international law enforcement agencies could determine, they didn’t have a physical base of operations. They were extremely secretive, and their management went strictly by avatars. Gargoyle was supposedly the head guy but they had no information on him besides that code name.

      They thought they’d been on the trail of Gargoyle with Bogdanov, but their intelligence had been wrong. Bogdanov ran a sector of the RIN but he wasn’t the top guy.

      Which was who they needed to find. But the last fucking place he’d think to look for the RIN head was south of the US border. “What is the RIN doing in Mexico?”

      “The rumor is they’re bringing guns in. But we don’t know why or where the guns are slated to end up. We don’t even know if the intelligence is valid.”

      Hawk narrowed his gaze. “Where or who did the intel come from?”

      Ramon continued without answering. “There’s been a decent amount of chatter about this cartel, Los Conquistadores. The organization is run by one very tight-fisted leader, name of Pacheco, known as El Don. They’ve grown exponentially in the last year and are approaching the financial strength, but not anywhere near the size, of the Sinaloa cartel. There’s almost no way Pacheco’s cartel could have grown that fast without an infusion of cash and some serious help. They don’t have the manpower.”

      Cartel meant gangs. Fuck. He hated fucking gangs. But he still wanted to do the view. After all, it wasn’t as if he’d be joining the damn gang. It was just a remote viewing. “So this means we’re definitely cleared to go back to work?” They had been on restricted duty since John’s death a few months ago.

      “Yes.”

      The three of them let out a collective sigh. Being inactive and unable to work had not been good for any of them.

      “Nik is still not approved for any physical activity,” Ramon cautioned. “But if you’re up to it, I’d like you to be Watcher while Kel does the remote view.”

      Nik nodded. “No problem.”

      “We’re going to have to replace John,” Ramon said. “I’m interviewing some candidates next week.”

      They all grimaced. The death of their friend was a raw wound that would take time to heal. But in the CIA’s top-secret Project Specter, they worked in teams of four. All were former military, mostly spec ops with other psychic talents. The four-person teams had been deemed to be most effective. They’d never worked with anyone else but John. Adding an unfamiliar new member to their team was going to be weird. And a little uncomfortable.

      The four of them had been together for what seemed like forever.

      “In the meantime, according the post-op report you filed, the RIN has a bigger agenda than we anticipated,” Ramon said reluctantly. “We need to find them and stop them.”

      If Bogdanov had told them the truth when he attacked them, the RIN had plans to overthrow the current government in Russia. And they hated the Americans. They wanted to restore Russia to its former superpower glory and dominate the US. Not exactly a win for foreign relations with America’s most turbulent ally.

      Of course, right now all they had as proof was the ramblings of one dead Russian.

      They needed to continue to investigate the RIN too. Kel spoke up. “We should bring in Sylvie Damus on this.”

      Hawk grunted, which pretty much summed up his feelings.

      Nik shot Hawk a chastising look that said, “Get over it.”

      Hawk was just slightly hung up on his ex, though he’d never admit it. The avowed man whore hadn’t had a flavor of the month since he called it quits with Sylvie. For about two weeks after they’d broken up he’d had a series of one-night stands as if he’d been trying to fuck her out of his system. But since then he’d been celibate. Which for Hawk was…highly unusual.

      Hawk’s lips tightened as if he were holding back swear words, which was also surprising because he rarely swore. But he didn’t disagree with Kel’s suggestion.

      Their boss frowned. “She’s an analyst.”

      “She’s been studying the RIN,” Kel said tightly. “She probably has more knowledge of the organization than anyone. Her input would be invaluable.”

      She’d helped them with the Bogdanov situation. She’d actually been the one to point them in the direction of the RIN.

      Her interest had seemed very personal. At first Kel thought she was just trying to get back with Hawk. But they’d all realized quickly that she had intel they needed. She’d been instrumental in helping them. They couldn’t afford not to read her in on the situation. But they definitely needed their boss’s approval. They’d broken the rules when they’d used her for an unauthorized remote view to help Nik and Mari.

      “It makes sense,” Hawk said grudgingly.

      Nik was nodding. “She helped us.”

      Ramon raised an eyebrow. There were several unanswered questions from the shit that had gone down with Nik, Mari, and Gregori Bogdanov. The most pressing concern was the very real possibility that their department had a mole.

      Bogdanov had had access to information that, not only was not public knowledge but that only a select group in the CIA was privy to. He had to have had someone in the CIA feeding him, or the RIN, information.

      “What if she is the mole?” Ramon seemed to be analyzing the situation. He wasn’t outright denying them the option to work with Sylvie.

      Nik shook his head. “She isn’t. There’s zero possibility that she was supplying him information. I vetted her. She’s one hundred percent committed to stopping the RIN.”

      Ramon nodded. “Fine.”

      But what Nik didn’t say was that Nik, Kel and Hawk thought Sylvie was hiding something. The burning question remained, would it hurt them or help them?
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      Present day

      

Kel’s consciousness plummeted back into his body with abruptness and he bowed in a gasp.

      He couldn’t move just yet.

      His lungs heaved in and out, an unexpected physiological reaction to his consciousness returning suddenly to his body after he’d been floating in the ether for so long.

      The yearning to return to that dark, fetid building, to be there to save the woman burned away the lethargy that always curtailed the physical body after a remote view. His limbs were weighted and heavy as sensation returned to his body. Next to his head the monitors beeped, the high-pitched squeak grating on his ears. The leads for the EKG machine that monitored his brain activity during a remote view itched at the skin on his forehead, and the heartrate monitor on his finger tracked his pulse and pinched like a bitch.

      “What the hell was that?” Nik got in Kel’s face.

      Yeah, he’d broken protocol. He’d lingered too long and he’d resisted the tether that pulled him back to this lab in the CIA.

      He was still flat on his back, attached to all the biometric equipment tracking his vital signs during a view.

      Kel continued to gasp for air. His heart thundered against his rib cage as adrenaline pumped through him.

      The woman. She was in danger. He had to go back. He had to save her.

      The monitoring equipment went haywire, beeps and bells going off in a cacophony of alarms.

      “I’ve got to go back.”

      Right before he’d been pulled back to consciousness, the guard had been gathering his courage to attack her again. His intent had been written in the frown of his brow and the anger burning in his eyes.

      Hawk pressed his large palm on Kel’s shoulder. Hawk wasn’t actually physically restraining him, but the gesture was meant to hold him down. “You can’t do a view again. You need to fill out your report and tell us what you saw.”

      “Fuck the report.” Kel forced his arms to move. He yanked the biometric feedback leads off his chest without a care and the alarms stopped beeping and went into one long flatline wail. “She’s in danger.”

      Nik and Hawk glanced at each other, then back at Kel. “Who?”

      “A woman, a prisoner.” He swung his legs over the side and jumped to his feet, landing on the linoleum tile with a pronounced thud. “The guard wants to hurt her.”

      “She’s thousands of miles away,” Nik said gently. You can’t help her was left unspoken.

      Kel’s legs lost strength and he fell back against the medical bed, then dropped his head into his hands.

      His eyes throbbed from a heavy pressure. A dull pain pierced his frontal lobe. She had to be okay. She had to be.

      “Dude, take it easy.” Nik gripped his biceps, holding him up or holding him back. At this point, Kel wasn’t sure which.

      He stared at the grid lines on the linoleum floor, trying to make sense of the emotions whipping around inside him like a hurricane.

      Hawk just waited patiently until Kel was ready to share. They didn’t understand. In that moment of connection, when she’d looked straight at his essence, something in him shifted. She had sensed him.

      Something had clicked in his soul because she saw him. No one saw him. Not really. Sometimes he felt like their department’s namesake, a specter. His particular psychic curse meant that surveillance cameras couldn’t capture his image properly. Something in his energy caused a glitch in electronic systems and he ended up being one big blur. Even his voice was distorted when he was recorded on audio.

      As a consequence, no one ever really saw him. The real him. They saw a large, indistinct image of what they expected him to be.

      But that woman had seen him.

      He needed to verify she was okay. Worry pulsed like a low-level frequency through him, making him edgy and frustrated. His friends wouldn’t care about the woman, but finally his brain engaged. They would care about the crates of weapons. So he’d give them what they thought was important while he pursued his own agenda.

      “Get my laptop.” Kel leaned back against the plastic covered pillows on the bed. “This report needs to be filed yesterday.”

      “The intel was accurate?” Hawk asked.

      “We need to let Ramon know right away.” Kel straightened, crossed his arms over his forty-eight-inch chest. “They’ve got multiple crates of weapons and ammunition. We need to infil as soon as possible and stop those weapons from being distributed.”

      He didn’t care whose jurisdiction the op fell under. He needed to get to that compound in real life and protect her.

      He was determined to be the CIA’s boots on the ground.

      To do that, he had to convince his boss, using all his charm and smarts, that he was the best guy for the job.
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      Eva felt it when he left.

      One minute the presence had been there, wrapping her in reassurance. And the next, he was gone.

      What surprised her was the keen sense of loss she felt when he left.

      Focus, Bruja. The villagers had given her the nickname in fear, but she used it as a reminder to keep herself strong. She had the power, she could never forget that.

      Although she kept her attention squarely on the guard, she was hyperaware of the crates next to her.

      Guns. More guns than she’d ever seen in her life.

      Enough to massacre hundreds, thousands of people.

      A curious despair overtook her, and the ache in her chest expanded. Her father was moving insane amounts of weapons. Los fusiles and las pistolas served only one purpose. To kill.

      Death.

      The thought haunted her.

      She couldn’t be responsible for any more death.

      She had been snooping around the warehouse, trying to discover why Papa was on edge. Now she knew.

      And it wasn’t good.

      Only bad and worse would come of the contents of this storage building. In addition to the weapons, there were crates of ammunition. Enough to demolish a small third-world country, or a rival cartel?

      Drugs were bad. But the guns were even worse. And she knew she had to find a way to stop whatever her father planned to do with these guns.

      Perhaps this was the intelligence she needed to finally get her contact to help her and her brother escape their father.

      She wanted to be free of her father. But the officer in the Policía Federal Ministerial she’d been meeting with clandestinely said he needed something big enough that the Mexican government would help her get out. Her betrayal had to be consequential enough to save herself and her brother. She hated that their lives meant so little to the government. But now….

      These guns could be her ticket.

      The guns would be catastrophic for everyone in their town. These new “business partners” of Papa’s had no loyalty to their town. To the people.

      She couldn’t let the Mexican government risk the innocent lives of the villagers. Perhaps they weren’t kind to her, but she still couldn’t let them get caught in the crossfire. Her contact would have to promise to protect them too. Most of the men who worked for her father were only trying to eke out a nominal existence and provide for their families. They were trapped between abject poverty and the ruthless fist of her father’s rule.

      Their wives lived in fear, fear for their future, for their children, for their husband’s lives.

      She wasn’t supposed to meet with Juan Ortega for two more days, but maybe she could get a message to him tonight. It would be dangerous, but worth it.

      If the government mishandled the situation, everyone would suffer. So she had to figure out a way, the best way, to approach him about the weapons.

      She had a little bit of breathing room. She’d overheard enough to know that the guns weren’t going anywhere until her father’s new business partner arrived. So far, he hadn’t given her any indication that they were having a guest.

      Eva had gotten lost in the intricacy of planning her escape and protecting the villagers.

      But first she had a more immediate need. She had to get rid of this guard.

      The asshole was not going to hurt her. He grimaced at her, a mean look in his pale blue eyes. She hated the Russians. They were cold-blooded, emotionless bastards.

      He swung his arm, and she sliced the knife over his biceps again. Closer to the original cut but slightly deeper. A thicker trail of blood dripped from his arm. He danced back on his feet, preparing to lunge at her.

      Eva readied to take him down, but before she could do more than brace, her father entered the storage warehouse. He wore crisply pressed khakis and an ironed pale yellow polo shirt. He looked like he should be on the golf course, not in the fetid metal building with flies buzzing and humidity steaming in the late night air.

      “Pequeña,” her papa growled.

      He assessed her in a sweeping glance, taking in her disheveled hair and the obscene handprint on her top. But of course the frown was all about her clothing. He wanted her to wear dresses more suitable to a fifties housewife than the witch of Los Conquistadores.

      “What is the meaning of this?” He whirled and stalked toward the guard whose triumphant leer had morphed into a cringing fear. “You dare to touch my daughter?”

      A curious hope expanded in her chest. Her father was looking out for her. Perhaps there was some good still left in him. Maybe she could appeal to his sense of compassion, convince him to spare the members of Los Conquistadores from the violence of his Russian business partners without betraying him to the federal police.

      “She is La Bruja de Los Conquistadores.”

      Eva’s stomach curdled. Her father was not defending her. He was defending his witch.

      “She is our good luck charm.” Papa backhanded the Russian with a strong swing of his arm. “No one touches her. Unless I demand she touch them.”

      And with that selfish proclamation, he crushed her yet again.

      It wasn’t about her. It was about her gift.

      And what she could do for him. The moment hit her with crystal clarity. The sickly smell of sweat and fear rolling off the guard as her father advanced on him. The spicy aroma of simmering chicken and pepper stew. The scrappy growls of the dogs who patrolled the perimeter of the compound. The fruity almost sweet scent of Papa’s cologne.

      All those smells along with disappointment and disgust swirled in her belly until the sick acid overwhelmed her. She spewed the meager contents of her stomach on the dirty floor of the warehouse.

      “Eva. What the hell?”

      She shrugged, trying not to show her distress. “It’s hot in here.”

      “Sir.” The Russian guard stood at attention. If looks could kill, she’d drop dead. “There is the matter of her presence in this…storage facility.”

      Her father frowned.

      Mierda.

      She’d had a cover story planned in case she was caught snooping but she hadn’t anticipated having to explain to her father. Who might not believe her anyway.

      She tossed her head, pushed her shoulders back, knowing the move would highlight the bastard’s handprint on her shirt and distract her father.

      She hadn’t had time to do more than identify the contents of the crates when the guard had caught her.

      “What were you doing in here?” Her father puffed up.

      “I’m sorry, Papa.” She cast her gaze downward onto the cement floor, the picture of cowed submission. She had to play this correctly. “I was searching for a container to use for the herbs that I dried last week. I thought the extra wooden boxes were stored here. Can you forgive me?”

      Her father rolled his eyes. “Sí.”

      Yes! He bought her lie.

      “You will not come here again,” her father said imperiously, addressing her like he was an old-fashioned Spanish don. He wore the bearing of an aristocrat but his demeanor hid the soul of a devil. Of course her papa wasn’t descended from aristocrats. He’d worked his way out of the barrio bajos with sheer brutal force. “What did you see?”

      He was giving away the fact that he was upset that she’d been in the storage area. He didn’t want her seeing these weapons. But what were they for?

      “I was searching the cabinets for my containers.” A non-answer. There were no guns in the cabinets so hopefully he’d assume she hadn’t seen the weapons.

      “Leave this facility alone.”

      “Yes, Papa.” Eva kept her gaze downward, but he’d believed her story about the containers so she decided to push. “Who is this guard?”

      “The Russians do not concern you.” As if she could just turn off the fact that she’d been assaulted by a Russian guard. The comrade was awfully far from home.

      So what was he doing in their little town? Guarding the weapons, obviously. But why?

      “Sí, Papa.”

      The dutiful daughter was back. She swallowed her hatred of what her father stood for. This could go on no longer. She would get a message to her contact, and it would be over soon. Up until now, she’d been supplying Juan with small bits of information and he’d paid her with handfuls of cash, a few bills for the intelligence. But her father was very closemouthed about his activities so she hadn’t been able to give Juan much information.

      It was time to end his reign of power and terror once and for all.

      She had been slowly moving toward this realization for years. But today had clinched it.

      She wanted to check out those weapons again but she couldn’t let him know she was anything more than his dutiful daughter and bruja to the townspeople.

      Because she knew what her father would do if he found out she planned to betray him.

      She knew what he did to his enemies. To anyone who crossed him. To his oldest friend and his family. To her best friend. To her mother.

      He killed without mercy.

      Once she took that irrevocable step, there would be no going back.
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      Michel de Nostradame

      Quatrain 21 Century 4

      

The change will be very difficult

      Both the city and the province will profit by it

      A great hearted man, prudently placed, will be forced to flee by a cunning one

      Sea, land, and peoples—their condition will change

      

Change was coming.

      I’d known it for a while. Had even been on the cusp of stopping it and failed.

      Now, hesitantly, I walked toward the basement entrance to the CIA’s super-secret Project Specter. Peter Ramon, the head of the remote-viewing unit within the Science and Technology Directorate, had called my boss and requested an official meeting with me.

      I wondered if the ax were about to drop. Technically I’d interfered in a classified situation that I’d had no official reason to be involved in. And I could never explain why I possessed the information I had—or how I’d obtained it. I’d stretched the bounds of my limitations by giving Nik Stanley, Joe Thunderhawk, and Kelvin Jackson my advice and expertise on doing a remote view of the past.

      Of course, if I told my boss and Peter Ramon I was the great—many-times-great—granddaughter of Michel de Nostradame and he’d left my family a book that gave clues to interpret his quatrains, and that his visions really were windows to the future, but that the future wasn’t set in stone and with the private family book I could actually help stop the tragic events gramps had predicted…they’d have me in the psych department and on leave until I could be evaled faster than I could say “Nostradamus.”

      I slowed my pace, reluctantly heading toward this meeting, brainstorming explanations to defend myself.

      I couldn’t afford to get fired. The only way to be effective in stopping the potential war was to stay in a positon where I had access to sensitive information.

      While knocking on the door to the department, I smiled into the security camera.

      Within a few seconds, a young blonde woman in a short skirt and tight top opened the door and ushered me inside.

      She led me into an office. Peter Ramon, the very attractive—for an older guy—head of Project Specter, sat behind a utilitarian desk. But what shifted my attention was the man in the chair opposite the desk. Hawk—my somewhat hostile ex-boyfriend and definitely not my biggest fan—was stoic. His gaze bored into me and if it were possible to spontaneously combust from a glare, I’d be an inferno right now.

      “Sylvie, have a seat.”

      Peter Ramon should be the man making me nervous. Instead my attention kept drifting to Hawk. My brain processed his disdain, but my body didn’t care. His classic Native American features, broad shoulders, rippled abs, and big biceps were all hot. But the sheer power he radiated was what really did it for me. I rubbed my sweaty palms on my short plaid skirt.

      “I’d like to formally request your assistance with a situation, but I wanted to clear it with you first.”

      My relief was so immense, I swayed in my seat. I wasn’t getting reprimanded. Or fired. “Um…okay.”

      “I understand you’re an expert on the Russian Information Network.”

      Now wasn’t the time to be modest, or coy. “Yes, sir.” My heartbeat quickened.

      “Would you be willing to work with our department on a very high-clearance situation?”

      “Absolutely.” I sat up straighter, then shot another look at Hawk. “As long as the other people are okay with my input.”

      Hawk nodded sharply. He still hadn’t said anything.

      “Okay. Then I’m going to have Hawk read you in.”

      If I hadn’t been watching I might have missed the tightening of the skin around my ex’s eyes.

      “Do you have field training?”

      “Sir?”

      “This op is going to be run with a tight team. I’m going to need you and Thunderhawk on location in Mexico. This isn’t just analyzing from the safety of your office.”

      Hot damn. I was going to get up close and personal with the RIN.

      Maybe I’d be able to stop a world catastrophe after all.
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      Kel had to be the one to go undercover.

      He kept his expression impassive, his voice even, and made his case to his boss for going undercover in that compound. “I know how they think. I know the lingo. I know what it will take to prove my loyalty.”

      “We’d be better off using an ATF or DEA agent.” Ramon was pushing back, but he wasn’t saying no.

      Kel had two things on his side. He already had knowledge of the compound from his remote view, and he had the contacts to infiltrate the Mexican gang as a low-level foot soldier.

      “I have a contact, the leader of a gang in the Sureños, that will vouch for me.”

      Ramon raised his eyebrows, a calculating gleam in his ice blue eyes. “Can you trust him?”

      Kel spoke both Spanish and Russian. But that wasn’t what finally sold Ramon on the plan. It was Kel’s private confession to his boss. His stomach churned and threatened to revolt, then he confided something he’d never told another soul. “The leader owes me. I helped him out of a no-win situation.”

      Ramon blinked. He’d grown up in a rough neighborhood in Texas. Having a gang leader in your debt involved a balancing act.

      “Pedro Gonzalez owes me big.” And yeah, he never had any intention of calling in that favor because he wanted to stay as far away as possible from gang culture. He’d vowed to never be part of a gang.

      He guessed never was happening.

      Because his mind kept going back to that darkened building and the tear tracks on the woman’s face. “I can get in with Pedro’s backing.”

      Ramon understood better than most. Once you got out, you damn sure didn’t want to go back in. “You sure you’re okay with this?”

      Even if he wasn’t, Ramon couldn’t use another Project Specter team on this op. Not until they figured out who the mole was. Otherwise they ran the risk of alerting the RIN that they were on to them.

      Kel countered, “Let’s face it. We can’t let the RIN know we’re tracking their guns.” And they definitely couldn’t afford to let them know the CIA knew the guns were in Mexico.

      “Okay. You’re it.”

      He’d done it.

      Everyone would get what they wanted. The CIA would stop those guns from being distributed. They would shut down another RIN maneuver. And Kel could make sure the woman in his remote view was safe.

      His mind kept returning to the woman. Thinking about her, analyzing every moment he’d been in that warehouse with her.

      Obsession was such an ugly word, but he could admit, at the very least to himself, that his interest in her bordered on obsessive.

      Of course, he hadn’t confessed that to his boss, but his friends knew.

      Kel knew they would watch his six. Nik was still stuck in DC but Hawk would be his contact in Mexico. Obviously he couldn’t be in the same town, but he’d be nearby. Kel could handle it.

      Kel had convinced Peter Ramon that he should be the one to go undercover. But before he left Ramon’s office, he had the odd feeling that Ramon had intended for him to go all along.

      [image: ]

      Somehow Ramon had pushed through the approval and gotten official orders to proceed.

      So less than twenty-four hours after he’d seen her in that warehouse, Kel approached the Los Conquistadores’ compound near the western edge of Mexico.

      He would have left even sooner, but the tech department had needed a few crawl cycles to seed his cover information online. Kel had gotten a full physical, then an implant with a nearly undetectable tracking and vitals-monitoring device. The small chip would transmit Kel’s precise GPS location and let them know if he was experiencing any undue stress. The precaution was taken since it was unusual for their group to go undercover, especially without backup close by.

      Nik and Hawk weren’t thrilled that he’d be in the compound alone. They’d each voiced their displeasure. They didn’t understand his urgency. Frankly, neither did he.

      His now discolored black eye would play into his cover persona well.

      Kel rode into town in an open-air Jeep. Dust coated the worn jeans jacket, the drab army-green T-shirt, the camo pants, and the scuffed work boots. Grit from the drive collected on his eyelashes and eyebrows and dulled the shine from his bald head.

      As soon as he saw the sentry at the guardhouse, he stopped. Held his hands up in the classic gesture of surrender. “Hola.”

      He didn’t move. Didn’t even blink. Although he was wearing sunglasses to protect against the glare from the hot Mexican sun.

      The sentry guard held a mean-looking cannon comfortably in his hand.

      Kel was coming in without a wire. He’d be checked. He’d likely be strip-searched. So all he had on him was a note from Pedro Gonzalez, a small duffel with his clothing, and one weapon with the serial number filed off. No cell. No way for anyone to track him.

      He’d left his satellite phone about a mile away, secured in the upper branches of a native willow tree. Before he’d stowed the waterproof pack, he let Hawk know he was almost there.

      He’d have to wait a day or two to check back in.

      That was the only piece of the plan Hawk didn’t like. But they didn’t have a choice. In order to avoid suspicion, Kel had to look the part of a foot soldier who needed a job and a place to hide out.

      He started talking as soon as the guard got close enough. “My friend Pedro sent me. I am not here to cause trouble. I’m here for a job. He sent me to speak with Señor Pacheco.”

      The guy’s eyes widened. “Hijo de puta. Estúpido Pedro.”

      Yeah, not stupid. In fact, Pedro was pretty damn smart. He ran one of the largest of the Sureños gangs in LA, and when Kel had called in his favor, Pedro had come through right away. Pedro had no idea he worked for the CIA. He actually thought he’d just gotten out of the military. And that Kel had inadvertently pissed off an enemy and needed a place to lie low and new employment. Kel had managed to convince him that his morals were more fluid these days.

      “You are going to get yourself killed, mi hermano,” the guard said.

      Kel glanced casually around the compound, looking for the building where the guns were stored.

      “Yeah, well that was my problem back home,” Kel confessed sheepishly.

      The guard spit in the dirt.

      Kel waited patiently, knowing he couldn’t push. He was basically here asking for a favor. He needed to straddle the line between arrogant and humble.

      The guard pulled a walkie-talkie from his belt. “Esteban, we have a visitor. Pedro Gonzalez sent him.”

      Kel kept his arms out to his side, in the most nonthreatening manner he could convey for a hulking guy like him.

      While they were waiting for Esteban, a handful of locals gathered near the sentry guardhouse, staring at him as if he were crazy.

      A small girl with a shy smile and big brown eyes peered at him from behind her mother’s skirts. Most of the people who gathered were in worn clothing. The scent of fresh coffee and sautéing onions, peppers, and eggs filled the air. Chickens clucked and pecked in a pen behind the guardhouse. Just inside was a town square with a circular fountain. Along the street that led into the small town were a string of shops. There was a collection of adobe houses off to the right where he assumed these people lived.

      He still didn’t see the storage building. But he could worry about the woman—and those weapons—after he was in.

      The quiet purr of an expensive engine sounded from off to his left. Kel wanted to turn his head but he knew better than to completely ignore the guy with the gun. So he directed a smile and a wink at the little girl, who giggled and ducked her head.

      A brand new, sparkling clean black Range Rover drove right up to Kel, stopping two feet from his outstretched arms. Sunlight glinted off the windshield, temporarily blinding him. The car doors on both sides opened simultaneously. Kel kept his hands out and up and waited patiently.

      The guy who exited the driver’s side was likely Esteban Martinez. Kel studied the man. Based on the intel he had, Esteban was El Don’s second-in-command.

      When the passenger alighted from the luxury car, the small crowd let out a gasp and stiffened. The alarm in their body language, caught from his peripheral vision, had him shifting his attention.

      One silky smooth leg, clad in nylons and, absurdly, a red patent leather high heel, touched elegantly on the simple filthy dirt. The other foot followed. The car door slammed with a heavy thunk.

      And Kel lost all ability to think.

      She was a vision, dressed in a white sundress with little pairs of cherries dotted on the fabric and a wide swath of cherry red at her tiny waist. Her caramel and chocolate hair was swept up into an elegant twist. Her perfect features shimmered with glittery dust, and her lush mouth was slicked with a shiny kissable gloss in the same red as her shoes.
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